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            "The moon is a friend for the

lonesome to talk to."

- Carl Sandburg.
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Eons ago, asteroids and meteors of all sizes, from the farthest reaches of the universe, crashed into what is now called the Moon—a common occurrence in a game of what the humans refer to as Pinball, only in Outer Space. A crash here or there, then or now. I emerged as the product of the Prophecy. 

The Prophecy—when humans ascends to the surface of the moon and return my relics to Earth—has been around as long as time itself. The origin of the prophecy, Moonium included, remains a mystery. And although the answers to such a mystery are lurking in the universe, more important matters demanded my attention: revealing Moonium to humanity, saving Earth itself from planetary climate changes and reigniting the spark in human hearts. In doing so, the best and the worst of humanity—greed versus compassion—battling each other, landed center stage. Humanity, more connected and judgmental and becoming more so every day, has divided the world between the have and have nots. 

Although my efforts were not my finest moment, I adapted to the human condition in their so-called Digital Age. A time when technology distracted humanity and the growing dangers were ignored for solutions not fully understood or would never come. Revealing myself was not only a risk I had to take, but a moment of clarity and patience to allow the humans to accept and adapt to Moonium’s unveiling and the Prophecy. I ignored this conflict to fulfill my mission. That was my sole purpose. In doing so, conflicts, unforeseen to the Prophecy itself, arose with dire consequences, Earth was not ready for.  

This is the story of Moonium! 
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Rehoboth Beach, Delaware

10:00 p.m., Thursday, Sept. 22, 1977

Chet Rollins, racing across a pedestrian crosswalk, sped into the usual parking lot off of Rehoboth Beach and parked next to the cars belonging to few of his co-workers working private security at Logan’s Paint Factory. 

Rehoboth Beach Boardwalk had a plethora of places for Chet and company to gather and unwind after work and get it out of their system, before the long, tumultuous winter months trapped them indoors. The little escapes from their work lives and families to gang up and bullshit through life’s problems. The guys never even left an empty beer can behind, come to think of it. They chose the boardwalk only a few months prior, as the new hangout for that year. They gathered near one of the light poles and the stairs, leading down to the beach, but far enough away to avoid cops spotlighting around the boardwalk. 

The beach-life vibe, especially at night, grew on Chet. But on that night, he added little to the conversations, given his before-work hobby, which followed him like a lion stalking prey. He mainly listened to the conversations around him—throwing out a few words to keep the attention off him. Chet was surprised the guys didn’t ask why he was so tight-lipped that evening. He’s usually the chatty one, after all. On such social calls, he preferred his own medicine but forgot to stop at one of the liquor store. His nerves would’ve enjoyed some mighty medicine, but a few cheap beers sufficed. 

Out of worrisome caution, he kept his hand close to his right pocket while we relaxed that night. The moon rock enclosed in a little capsule, fit snug in his pocket. 

The squeeze of the little capsule pressed against the inside of his pants so tightly that it left a mark on his inner thigh. Through the night, he wondered how long it took the museum staff to realize the rock was gone. An hour? Three hours? Surely by closing time? Didn't matter. Chet didn't leave a paper trail, nor fingerprints. Not even on the quarters. 

“That’s what my wife—” Carl, one of Chet’s co-workers, said. 

"Excuse me gentlemen—relief calls," Chet said briskly, drawing the conversation to an abrupt close. Chet slowly stood up, grabbed the last two beers in the plastic rings and strutted down the beach, with both cans dangling by his knees. 

“Where you going, Chet?” said Skinny, another one of his co-workers.

“To hell, if I don’t change my ways. Care to join me?” Chet retorted with a quick glance back at Skinny. Chet took his time wandering down the beach. 

“Naw, man. Being married is all the hell I can handle.” Skinny laughed first, followed by the rest of the guys. “Better not piss in that ocean, Chet.” 

Chet ignored Skinny’s warning, despite the lie he told about having to take a leak. He just needed to clear his head with a quiet stroll along the beach under the moonlight. Salty air. Soft sand to walk on. The beach became Chet’s therapy in a way. His feet sank beneath the sand the closer he approached the waves splashing ashore.   

"Don't get lost down the beach, like you do on your way to the bathroom at work," said Charlie, who works near the front office, inside the main factory. Skinny, Carl and Chet mostly worked security at the front gates.  

"Yeah, yeah! Wise-ass Charlie over there,” Chet hollered back. 

Their laughter quieted the farther Chet ventured down the beach. 

Chet had a little privacy, in case he really had to use the bathroom. He stopped a few feet from the water washing up on shore—the sloshing sounds of the waves gliding across the sand—like a paint brush full of color stroking across a blank canvas. Like chaos and rage softening into raindrops drizzling on a car windshield. The calming sounds of the water soothed his nerves. Why don’t I live closer to the beach? Chet thought, as the waves came ashore. Who am I kidding? On my security guard salary? This damn thing better pay off. New house for my family. Sandy’s business money. My kid’s college. 

Chet opened another beer and took a sip. His impromptu burp in the night air brought a smile to his face and a pre-drunk idea into his head. Chet flipped his old white tennis shoes off—no socks this time but he didn't care if sand mushed up between his toes. They would eventually before the night was over, one way or the other. Chet patted his right leg to make sure the rock was still in his pocket before he took a few steps towards the cool water. 

The glow of the moonlight surrounded him like a spotlight from space. Chet took the small tube out of his pocket and twisted one end off of the tube. The moon rock slid out into his palm and whispered, "we meet again, new friend!" Chet threw the tube down by his feet. “Don’t need that anymore.” He smiled giddily as he held the rock with three fingers, down by his waist, like a sentimental locket from a long-lost love. He waited a few seconds for the water to splash up on his feet but felt nothing, as he glanced at the moon and sipped on his beer. Chet enjoyed the one moment he had to himself, hearing the guys laughing and carrying on, by the stairs. 

He looked down where the small, narrow waves usually splashed ashore with little effort,  but his feet stood dry in the sand. The water circled around him where he stood, like some invisible force curved it away from his feet. The sand inside this curve was dry as well. Chet felt the water dry away on the bottom of his feet, as he did the two-step, up and down. Not only that, but the sand dried out with each step he took around him, when it should have been sopping wet. What the hell? he thought, looking all around him. 

Finally overcoming his small doubts, Chet gripped the rock tighter, as he trudged out a few feet farther. With each step out into the ocean, the ring of water suddenly swirled a three-foot circle around him and at least three feet tall, splashing up in front of him. 

"What the hell—some weird shit is happen—" He whispered, as he slowly spun around in all directions, trying to figure out his new reality. 

Chet thought it was his imagination, at first. But after walking back ashore, the natural, shallow waves rolled back onto the beach. He couldn't ignore what was happening around him. The explanation—rational or magical alike—as to why the water repelled around him, eluded his conscious. He paced himself in and out of the water four or five times within five minutes. Each stride weirder than the last and with more eagerness. Chet laughed in excitement around the fourth walk into the water. Not long after his last trek out of the water, he realized he couldn’t hear the guys’ conversation. “The guys!! Are they still—” Chet looked over in their general direction and saw them walking back to their cars. He shouted, "WAIT! GUYS, DON'T LEAVE!" Next thing he knew, he fell back on the sand with a soft thud. The stars above him went dark as he quickly blacked out, a few seconds after he hit the sand. Chet’s feet protruded out into the splash wave path. His waist was positioned on the dry sand. 

The next morning, Chet woke up to sunshine glimmering on the water, in a vicious haze he hadn’t known since he was in my early twenties. Wave after wave, his legs were splashed—bombarded with skin-wrinkling salt water. Chet crawled up out of the sand and discovered his precious cargo was missing. It wasn't in his right pocket nor in his hand. He got down on his hands and knees, in a glorified panic, and searched every inch around where he woke up. Chet imagined he looked like the bug-eyed monster if any ant or creepy critter or crawler saw him and his big head scouring the sand. “Where—where—where is it?” he asked himself repeatedly as his thoughts turned to desperation and panic. I gotta find it—I need it. The biggest payday of my life and it’s gone. HOLY SHIT!!! They'll kill me if I don't show up with it. Goddammit! Where is it? Half a million dollars!! Show yourself, you little shit. 

Chet scoured the warm sand for a good thirty minutes but still came up short. He surely thought the moon rock would be easy to see, reflecting in the sunlight like a coin, or filling the porous holes with light. But what if it’s buried in—, he asked himself. The one place he didn't think to look. He saw his shoes a few feet away and rushed over on all fours like a dog running to chow time. "It's gotta be here. Where are you, DAMN ROCK!!!" He carefully removed his socks first in case the rock was wedged inside. He felt his socks to see if the rock was inside somehow. He tilted his shoes and a layer of dry sand came out of both. NOTHING!! "FUCK!!!" He yelled out. 

A nearby older gentleman, wearing white shorts and a blue shirt, combing the beach with his metal detector, heard his yell. "Watch your language, buddy! There's kids on this beach!" The man pointed his metal detector down the beach at a few families sitting on beach towels and blankets. A group of five kids were playing and building sand castles. 

“Kids! Language—what!!!” Chet whispered to himself, looking around. I lost my pay—Chet said to himself. Abandoning his search, Chet sat up on his knees overlooking the beach, with his back against the waves. He ran his fingers through his hair as he felt defeat setting into his soul. “All that work for nothing,” he sulked.

"Sorry! Right!" Chet looked around but didn’t care about the proximity of the nearby kids. Not now, pops. He kneeled in his shame for what seemed like an hour but it was mere minutes. He didn't know the time but figured maybe around 9 a.m. or so. He searched for another twenty minutes, ignoring the sand as it got warmer with each second of sunshine. He crawled around at least thirty yards of beach sand, all around where he woke up but came up empty! Make the call, Chet! Make the call! No—no! The old man with the metal—"YES, HIM!!!”

The old man continued down the beach, swinging his metal detector so freely, looking for a faint squeal or beep and digging for treasure or trash. 

Chet stood himself up on the warm sand and staggered over to the older man a few yards away. “Hey, you! Mister,” he called out. “Hey, mister!” 

The man slowly turned around. “What do you want—I’m busy here!” 

“Yes, you are but I think you forgot to swing that thing over there, where I just came from.” Chet pointed near his shoes. 

The old man glanced towards Chet’s shoes. “Over there? Nah, son. I saw your beer cans and knew nothing good was over there.” 

“I’m up now and those cans are empty. It’s safe, I promise.” Chet smiled patiently. 

The man looked down at my end of the beach with curious eyes. 

“What do you say?” Chet eagerly asked. “Just over there!” 

“Not interested,” the man declared, as he took a few steps away from Chet. 

“PLEASE!!! You’re the only one that can help me find a family heirloom. My grandmother’s wedding ring. I’m proposing to my girlfriend—I’m practicing—can you help me find it?” 

“Her ring, huh?” the man asked, ending a short pause, as he quickly turned around to face Chet. 

“Yes, Sir. Her ring.” Chet just wanted the man to sweep for the rock, despite his fib about proposing.

“Oh, alright!” The man sulked as he swung himself and his equipment back the other way. “Where should I start, young fella?” The man was layered under sunglasses, a sun hat, gray shirt with sailboats, white shorts and sandals. If the man had sun lotion on his nose, Chet swears he’d look like he came straight from Gilligan’s Island. 

Chet pointed off to his left. “Over there where my shoes are laying.” 

“Let’s get it over with, young man,” the man snided at Chet. 

“I came here last night, to practice—I’m thinking of doing a night proposal—and woke up on the beach this morning,” Chet said. 

“Huh—” said the old man. “Sounds like you have a few more problems besides a lost ring.”

“Yes, I certainly do, sir!” Chet shook his head adamantly. 

“Alright, follow me. Don’t waste my time, young fella.” 

Chet and the old man slowly matched footsteps back down the beach a few yards to where his shoes and socks were.  

A few steps later, the beeping sounded off as the man swept the sand, searching for the fake ring. He slowly paced back and forth, up and down, across the short stag of sand surrounding him and Chet. “Not seeing anything yet,” the man barked. 

“Keep going—please mister! That ring is really important to me and my family,” Chet said, desperately. Chet clinched his cheeks up in frustration and panic. Chet was a few seconds away from falling to his knees and praying for the rock to fall into his hands. 

“I can see that by the look of those beer cans over there near your shoes,” the man replied. 

Chet shook his head in shame. “Yeah, I had a few drinks last night but I’ve slept it all off.” 

“Let’s hope you find that ring or you’re up a shit creek without a paddle,” the man said. “Almost done with this side.” 

Chet stood helpless as he slinked on a few feet past where he fell and slept last night. 

“All I’ve found on the beach today were a couple coins and plenty of those can aluminum pull-tab things,” he said, pointing up and down the beach. “Got another tab.” He bent down on his knee and scooped up the tab. The old man put the tab in his small pouch on his belt. 

“Is this plastic tube yours, young fella?” the old man asked. 

“It’s what I held the ring inside,” Chet replied, scratching his cheek. 

“No ring—it’s trash, kid.” 

Chet watched the man work his hobby without saying much. Chet didn’t expect the man to find the rock but nothing short of a miracle if he did. The annoying sounds of seagulls making their nasal noises blended in with the beeps from the man’s machine, swinging just as freely about as the seagulls swooped down to land. 

The man finally swept up all the sand he pledged to do but came up empty. “Sorry, fella! No ring here today. Might go ask the lifeguards over there,” he said, motioning to both lifeguards stations. 

“No-no-no!!! I can’t lose that ring—” Chet rubbed his hair back and scratched the back of his neck. 

“Sorry, son! I did all I could but no—” the old man declared. 

“Well, thanks anyway, Mister—” Chet stood in the sand like a helpless bag of trash, after a volunteer clean-up. “SHIT! SHIT! SHIT!” Chet said loudly, as he dropped to my knees. There goes my payday! What the fuck am I gonna do now? It’s all gone! All for nothing! 

The man quietly took a few steps away from Chet but quickly turned around. “If it’s any comfort to you, young man, those small footprints way over yonder might tell you something.” The man pointed in the direction of the footprints leading away from where Chet woke up. 

“Footprints—what!!” Chet looked down at the sand and saw the tracks. “Thanks,” he said with a slow somber and a quick wave. Small foot—a kid’s prints! Chet looked at the prints stretched out over the sand, leading to the stairs and out onto the boardwalk. 

The old man strolled back to where Chet found him and paced on further down the beach, swinging his metal detector left and right. 

Chet slowly grabbed his shoes and socks. He lowered his head as he staggered to his feet. The warming sand and no shoes hindered his ability to stand straight up. Not to mention he felt extremely tired—fatigued, in fact. Drowsy, like his soul evaporated, as he trekked across the sand to the nearest payphone on the Boardwalk. Chet saw his car parked near the stairs leading down to the beach. 

“At least you didn’t leave me,” Chet said, as he mingled his hand with the door handle. Luckily, he found two quarters for the life-changing phone calls he had to make. A small price to pay for riches he'll never see. He slowly stepped closer to the phone booth he couldn’t take his eyes off of, like hesitating in going into the principal’s office. His fate slowly sinking in as the telephone booth drew near. 

Chet slammed the folding booth door open in a sudden fit of anger. “Goddammit!!” He bit his lip for a few seconds to sully his anger down a notch. “Shit, shit, shit,” Chet sighed as he felt the cold touch of the metal buttons, which reminded him of the moon rock’s texture between his fingers. “FUCK,” he crooned. The beeps of the numbers as he dialed reminded him of that damn metal detector the guy showed off earlier. He dialed the only number he could think of—the one that mattered more than his home number to tell Sandy he was okay. He held the phone in his hand, next to his right ear, as he glared out the window over the parking lot and the ocean off in the distance. Chet felt like he was calling to report a murder or to let someone know their loved one just passed away. A long sigh escaped his lungs before the caller picked up, like a steam train blowing its whistle. 

“Um...hello,” said the caller, plainly, on the other end of the line. 

"Hey, it’s me! It's gone man. I lost it,” Chet said, with clear worry in his voice. 

“How? How the fuck could you lose something so small? So simple, Chet!!!” 

“I woke up on the beach this morning—" Chet cried out. Chet was about to tell the called what exactly happened that morning but the call went dead before Chet said anything. 

“Ahh—fuck! I’m diced, man,” Chet moaned to himself. I deserved that. I really did. The phone fell out of Chet’s hand and swung back and forth as he looked down in shame. “Ahh Christ! STUPID! STUPID! STUPID!” You fucked up, Chet! You blew it! He picked up the phone a few seconds later and called Sandy to tell her he would be home in an hour, even though he lived twenty minutes away. 
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Brook Hollows
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Present Day

––––––––
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The days drew closer to the solar eclipse scheduled for Monday, April 8th, 2024. Americans in the eclipse’s continental path, looked up to the heavens and not down at the bottom of the hill. Typical human behavior and rightfully so, throughout our history. A significant facet of technological evolution in human existence is fighting the very gravity keeping our feet on the ground and ascending into the sky. Humans inched their way into the cosmos—curiosity at its most ambitious. Star gazing parties. Constellations navigating sailors on the high seas. The moon launches, landings and even sports teams named after their space neighbors. 

But the real history came alive a few days before the eclipse in a way that can only be described as mytho-prophetic. How could history come alive without being another useless cliché or metaphor? The poisonous barbs so freely displayed in this world by landscapers and gardeners alike, left the world paralyzed, lending credence to the phrase, "wrong place, wrong time.” The horrendous part of this story. 

One might wonder, looking at the towns in the path of the eclipse, why did the events happen in such a small city? So where did these world-changing events, for those four days in April, take place? Brook Hollows, Arkansas, of all places! This small Arkansas town isn't a college town or headquarters for some big corporate conglomerate. Brook Hollows is a place for twelve-hour shifts at the paper mill and fishing on Jasper Wood Lake—kind of town. It’s Friday night football, Saturday morning yard sales and Farmer’s Markets. Brook Hollows became world-famous, not for a celestial peek-a-boo, but for a once-in-a-lifetime occurrence that defied the laws of nature, physics, religion and medical science, leaving the world shocked in terror, as if there wasn’t enough misplaced panic three days before the eclipse. 

––––––––
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Friday, April 5th, 2024

––––––––
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Log trucks and four-wheel drive trucks roared up and down Parkline Road just before sunrise. The loud roar and rumble of gas-guzzling engines whizzing by could easily wake the dead on any day. Vehicle headlights lit up the neighborhood on one side of the road as drivers flew past the Northwood Cemetery, followed the iron gate around dead man's curve, coming and going from town and continued towards Highway 23 East and Millers' Isle. 

However, the calm morning wouldn't last. The sunshine inched up over the houses, through the oak, pine and magnolia trees and across the cemetery, beyond the iron gates. The grass on both sides of the road sparkled like shattered glass, reflecting the first glow of sunlight on the morning dew. 

The promise of a new day was forever changed, just as the world was on that frightening Friday. No matter how hard the world tried to forget or pretended it never happened, it absolutely did. But no horror or science-fiction movie could have prepared the world exactly how to react, other than out of fear. This time, a new breed of fear and terror revealed itself—stretched out like a rubber band around a pack of envelopes. 

Around 7:15 a.m., young school children lined up at their bus stop on Parkline Road. Kids of all sizes and grades waited patiently, talking among themselves, kicking pine cones and petting the neighbors’ dog. Sunlight peaked through the trees down the road from the bus stop. At 7:20, Bus 23 pulled up to the neighborhood stop to load up the kids up for another school day. The bus didn’t get too far, slowing down near the cemetery entrance with the American flag. The commotion of the kids screaming and yelling with excitement and shock caught the bus driver’s attention. The kids jumped up in their seats, pointing and shouting out their windows. Whispers and gasps filled the kids’ seats like audiences talking during a movie showing. 

"Look, Coach! Out there in the—do you see it?" A male student shouted from the back of the bus. His eyes jetted back to the window.  

The other kids lowered their whispers and gasps up and down the bus, as other students sat up and gawked in shock at the carnage unfolding, not fully aware of what they were seeing. “LOOK!!!” One young boy sitting at the front of the bus yelled to whoever was listening. “WHOA!!” His pointer finger tapped the window a few times. 

Coach Mark Caine peeked up at the narrow mirror above him when he heard shouting and noticed the kids were facing the right side of the bus, out over the cemetery, not moving a muscle. What in the—“What’s going on back there?” Coach Caine blurted out. Caine slowed the bus down and eventually stopped right before Dead Man’s Curve. A road leading into the cemetery opened up at the curve to catch vehicles that couldn’t round the curve. Caine was in his late thirties—about 38 or so years old. A few specs of gray hair sprouted up above and on the sides of his forehead. Caine also took up study hall and taught P.E classes at the high school. 

"Coach Caine, come see this! This is really scary!" One young, brown-haired girl uttered.

"See what?" Caine asked the kids inside the bus. Caine turned to his right and saw the cemetery through the glass windows of the door. The iron gate obscured some of his view but being higher up in the bus gave him a better view, further out into the cemetery. Headstones lined up in near perfect formation and full view of the grass. 

“LOOK, COACH!!” the kid exclaimed, tapping his finger on the glass window. His glasses magnified the panic in his eyes. 

A blond-haired girl, sitting near the front of the bus, slowly pointed out at the cemetery, her jaw dropped as she saw the grass rising out of the ground, right before her eyes. Dirt pushed up from the ground, finger bones and arms waved about—struggling to grasp on to anything to help pull them up, and heads bobbing up and down as skeleton corpses climbed, rolled, and slinked their way out of the ground. Fingers. Hands. Arms. Backbones. Skulls. Femurs. Corpses crawled their way back to the surface, like little gophers sprouting up on a golf course. Grass rose up between the rows of headstones across the whole cemetery. 

Caine whispered, out of earshot of the kids on his bus—"I’ll be damned. I see it!” Caine’s seatbelt flew up as he bolted out of his seat. Caine slowly got a quick look at the kids and tried to keep them calm, despite the looming horror yards away. "Everyone sit tight for a minute. Hush up, now! I'll call dispatch and report all this.” Caine pointed out door window. I doubt anyone else has. “And then, we're getting out of here." Caine grabbed the black radio—its cord drooping down. "Hey, dispatch, come in, over!" He looked in the mirror at the kids behind him, looking at him and dead corpses pulling themselves out of the ground. 

"Go ahead, Coach Caine!" a female voice from dispatch said. 

"You won't believe what I'm looking at in the cemetery on my route,” Caine said, startled and sighing heavily. Don’t forget to breathe! Relax, man. They can’t get in the bus! Caine grabbed the lever and pulled it shut to make sure the door stayed shut. 

"What is it, Caine?” dispatch asked. 

"I don't know if it's a prank or the apocalypse, but I saw bones and body parts coming out of the ground and moving on their own over here at the cemetery on my route."

"No, you didn't! This better not be a prank on me, Coach Caine."

Coach Caine leaned forward and peered out the big windshield. Some of the corpses near Dead Man’s Curve had gotten their full bodies out of the grave and a few had stumbled their way onto the feet. "I wish it were, dispatch. The kids started screaming when they saw it first. I stopped in front of the cemetery, and they pointed out the window. I looked, and sure enough, hands and arms rose up from the dirt."

"The kids saw it first—oh hell! Best thing to do is get those kids to school while I report it to 911."

"Thanks, dispatch. I'm headin' on to the schools." 

“What’s going on?” another kid asked. “Are we still going to school?” 

“Yes, you are!” Zombies aren’t keeping you kids out of school today. 

Caine stood up and looked out his window again and saw more and more corpses emerging from their tombs. “Sit down and let’s ride—we’re out of here. ” 

“They’re getting closer,” another kid yelled in fear as he cowered in his seat, below the window. 

A few screams erupted from the students in the back. 

“Go, Coach! Go, now!!” said one older girl sitting mid-bus. 

Caine looked back at his passengers. “We’re leaving now.” The flashing red ‘STOP’ sign folded back in, as he gunned the engine forward. Caine drove on through Brook Hollows and waited at the Main Street four-way stop until the light turned green. The elementary school was on one side of Brook Hollows and the upper schools were on the other side of the train tracks. 

Dispatch radioed back to Caine a few minutes later. "Chief Wigner said he'll go check on the cemetery." 

"10-4, over!" Caine added. "Tell him he'll need to bring the whole squad and lots of 'em!"

"They said they’re on their way to the cemetery. They didn’t sound very serious either. The 911 dispatcher thought I was joking."

"10-4. Thanks, dispatch! You thought I was joking too—I hear the sirens now,” Caine replied. He saw the lights flashing pass some three blocks behind him, as he waited for the light to change green. Going down that hill, they can’t miss them. They’re blind if they do! God help them! Caine thought to himself as he plowed the bus across Highway 34, to the other side of the tracks in Brook Hollows. 

By 7:25 a.m., dozens of corpses had emerged from the underworld and more popped up by the minute. The corpses, attempting to stand up after being stationary for both at least a century or more and decades, looked like a large crowd of drunks walking the sobriety line when the bars on Beale or Bourbon Street close. Some corpses fell down flat when they put weight on one leg femur or boney foot or the other but eventually stood up on their own. 

Officer Daniel Hardy rounded Dead Man’s Curve with the lights flashing but the sirens weren’t blaring. The whaling sirens would have been a good test to see what kind of zombies the cops were dealing with. Not that anyone actually knew how to "deal" with a real zombie, outside of Hollywood. Hardy swerved his Brook Hollows cruiser into the main entrance, stopping in front of the two brick column pillars, just before the hanging American flag. 

“There they are, Crews! Up out of the ground—just like the bus driver said,” Hardy declared. Hardy was a younger officer, about 25 years old or so. His overall demeanor felt like he was hired last week, fresh out of the academy. Hardy had a black-haired buzz cut and a well-fit, ironed uniform. His lean frame made it look like his vest and gun belt were too big for his uniform. Hardy stared straight out of the front windshield at the dead corpses standing still and silent. Dirty suites or dresses. 

"What in God’s name is happening?" asked Officer Jack Crews, from the passenger side of the cruiser. Crews was about 45 years old and short gray hair flanked by darker hair, with a little bit of a belly. Crews looked off to the right over the cemetery. I gotta see this closer. He slowly hopped out of the cruiser, leaving the door open as he stumbled up to the brick pillar on the right side and stopped. His sunglasses dangled from his right hand as he scanned the cemetery. Crews caught the horrendous odor of a corpse standing ten feet away from the brick pillar, with a sudden gust of wind. He flinched, raised his shirt over his nose—coughing as he slowly retreated back to the cruiser. He stood by the open door and grabbed his portable radio. “Dispatch, This is Unit Three! There’s dead corpses all over the place out here. They’re just standing upright, looking up at the sky. Must be waiting for something.” 

Hardy leaped up out of the cruiser and rested his arm on the door frame and right leg on the floorboard. “What are they—they’re not catching a flight to California.” Hardy stated anxiously—his voice nearly cracking under his partner’s sudden return to the cruiser. Hardy flipped his ammo pouch open and checked his clips on his belt. 

“Unit Three, you fellas stand down and guard the cemetery until I get there,” Chief Dale Wigner radioed from across town. Wigner had just picked up his breakfast biscuit when he heard the call come in from dispatch. 

“Ten-four! Roger that, Chief! We have no problem staying away from these damn things,” Crews replied. 

“No fucking way I’m going in there, Crews,” Hardy crooned. 

Hardy and Crews stood in silence near the cruiser as a white Subaru whizzed by the cemetery.

“Nothing you want to see here. Keep going,” Crews said sarcastically, with a rushing wave shooing them along. 

Hardy noticed a few residents down Mulberry Street, across from the cemetery, watching him and Crews. “We got lookers,” Hardy said, pointing down Mulberry. 

“Not much we can do about them,” Crews said. 

Hardy waved them back into their house. “Go back inside! We’re waiting on a funeral,” Hardy ordered, with the first thing that came to his mind. All but one homeowner retreated back into their houses. Hardy quickly turned his attention back to the macabre in front of him. "What the hell is going on?" Officer Hardy asked with despair in his voice. Hardy rubbed his forehead and glanced over at Crews. 

“Hell if I know. The world wasn’t the same as it was an hour ago,” Crews replied. “The world will never be the same after this.” 

Holy sh—we’re not trained for this, Hardy thought to himself, sliding into flight or fight mode. “How’s your ammo clips in case—” Hardy asked, nodding his head towards the corpses. 

Crews heard Hardy’s question but kept his eyes on the corpses. 

Hardy shook his head. “Why aren’t they wandering around out into the streets of this neighborhood and attacking people?”

Before Crews could say anything, the roar of a loud engine caught their attention as Chief Wigner rounded the curve and rolled up in a white Ford truck that was probably a few years old but damn, if it didn't look brand new. Wigner took a little more effort in keeping the windshields washed and clean. Floorboard vacuumed and smelling like cinna-rose vanilla, despite the odor of his cigars fighting the scent war. 

“About time,” Hardy said, looking back and forth between the cemetery and Wigner’s truck. 

Crews glanced at his partner with a bit of pause. Easy kid. We’re outnumbered! 

Wigner stopped in the middle of the road—flashing his politicians’ grin. "Howdy, boys!” 

“Chief!” Crews said. Crews took a few deep breaths as he casually approached Wigner’s truck. 

“I hear we got ourselves a case of the dead rising up like sourdough." Wigner laughed and leaned out the window. Sunglasses covering his eyes and black, Monroe cowboy hat covering what hair loss he had.

"See for yourself, Chief," Officer Hardy said, waving his left arm across the cemetery. 

“Um hum—” Crews moaned in solidarity. 

Wigner laughed. "I will, right now, boys." He punched the gas and swerved onto the first loop road a few yards ahead. 

Crews paced back to the cruiser. “There he goes,” Crews said, as he kept strolling  over to the brick pillar. “Hardy, move the cruiser over to the yard on the other side of the road.” 

Hardy obliged his partner, backed out and cut to the right, coming to a stop in the yard, under the big oak tree.  

Wigner drove slowly through the cemetery, barely making a sound, no squealing tires—no more than ten miles an hour. His radio was turned down, almost off. Wigner held his cigar in his left hand, out the window. He inched his way past the corpses one by one, as if he were in a zombie horror film. He drove the curve and quietly stopped in front of a grave in the newer section of the cemetery—a grave that belonged to someone he was once close with. 

Wigner stopped and put his truck in park, near his friends’ grave. Wigner sighed, as smoke blew out of his nose. Dudley! Why this one—he thought as his eyes thinned and shot to his immediate left. He paused before looking around his truck in all the mirrors and turning his head to the rear bed of the truck. He slowly put his boots on the pavement and walked over to the grave he had his eyes on. 

The truck door stayed open as Wigner ventured out into the grass. His footsteps sounded like crunchy taco shells being stomped on. He stopped right in front of his long-time friend, Mr. Dudley Wood, who was unrecognizable, not to Wigner’s surprise. Wigner held his cigar close to his nose to neutralize the decaying odor from Mr. Wood. Mr. Wood’s face still had partial skin over his eyes and right cheek. Half his skull—the left side—was exposed to the sunlight. 

“I would say it’s good to see you again, old friend, but I’d be lying. I can’t do that. I owe you that much at least.” What the fuck do I say to a dead man? Wigner eventually returned to his truck and drove the rest of the loop, right out of the cemetery. 

Hardy and Crews kept their eyes on Wigner in case he suddenly needed their assistance. The two officers tip-toed past the brick pillars and crept up to the nearest corpse standing five feet away from the road. 

Crews hunkered his back down a few inches like he was sneaking up on a cat wanted back by its’ owner. “Easy, Dan. Watch your trigger—” Crews asserted. “Don’t take my hearing from—” 

Hardy had his service weapon drawn and pointed at the corpses as a precaution. “I got your left side, Jack.” Hardy stepped his left foot into the grass. Hardy and Crews took a few more steps towards the corpse in front of them. 

Chief Wigner rounded the loop curve and drove back to the brick pillars. “What are these two doing?” Wigner asked with a quick smile. They must scare easily.

The corpse didn't move a muscle—posing almost catatonic-like, instead. Not caring who approached them. The corpse had a red dress, frazzled gray hair, and a dark gray skeleton. A few peels of skin fell to the ground as a gust of wind blew through the cemetery. 

Wigner slowed to a rolling stop behind his two officers. “Careful boys—it’s a long way to the back of my truck if they come after you. Better jump like a bullfrog,” Wigner laughed. 

Hardy and Crews glared at each other in disbelief. 

“Jump??” Hardy said. “What—” 

Crews glanced back and forth between the red-dressed corpse and Chief Wigner. "This ain't from any horror movie I ever seen. I'll tell you that," Crews stated. Not knowing what the hell these things are going to do from second to the next—Crews thought to himself.

Wigner drove and parked his truck on Mulberry Street. He called his secretary and told her to hold his calls and cancel his scheduled meetings. A few seconds later, Wigner joined his two officers at their cruiser. 

Hardy put his weapon away as he walked next to Crews back to the cruiser. "We got our work cut out for us today, that's for damn sure," Hardy replied. "This wasn’t what I expected today.”

"Hell yeah, we do! Babysittin' the dead most likely." Crews nodded at Hardy. 

"Barricades and bullets! Just like at the academy!" Hardy smiled with a nervous laugh. 

Hardy and Crews crossed Parkland Avenue. 

"What did you see, Chief?" Hardy asked. 

“Something out of a nightmare.” Wigner shook and tilted his head down at the ground. "My old friend, Dudley Wood. He looked scary as shit, being dead and all, but not dangerous.” Wigner raised a serious look on his face, as his eyes pierced the space between him and the cemetery. “Otherwise, we'd all be dead by now. This whole neighborhood would be runnin’ wild with these fuckin’ things." 

"Chief, we can’t take any chances. We have to lock this place down and keep everyone out. Tell the people around here what's going on," Crews suggested. He placed his left arm on the car door and the other arm on the roof. 

Wigner stepped towards the truck tail gate. His eyes widened, surveying the cemetery, from left to right. "We'll get to that shortly. We'll set up roadblocks on all four roads in and out of this place." Wigner pointed to the two loop roads and the one at the curve. "Don't forget the one down yonder at the bottom of the hill.”

"Not a chance, Chief," Hardy said. 

“The folks living in that blue house tucked back in that corner need to evacuate immediately.” 

“If anyone lives there,” Hardy said. 

“We’ll get them out.” Crews responded. 

“Go take care of that immediately, Hardy. We’re not waiting for a zombie outbreak to move our asses.” 

“Yes, Chief!” Hardy fired up the cruiser and drove around the curve and up the dirt road to evacuate the people living in the blue house, off the older part of the cemetery. 

“We might need some help, Chief,” Crews suggested. 

“Don’t I know it. How do you prepare for this? Who do you call and say the zombies are here?” Wigner asked. 

“Make the call, Chief! We’ll do a much better job knowing we have help,” Crews said. 

Wigner rubbed his forehead as he took another puff of his cigar. “Shit, Crews. I know! I know we need some help out here.” Wigner grabbed his cell phone from his left pocket and called Pine County Sheriff, Charlotte Kindler. “Stay here, Crews,” Wigner said, pointing at the houses on Mulberry Street. 

“Sure, Chief.” Crews nodded. 

Wigner strolled a few feet past the pillars, into the cemetery to continue his call and watch the dead. His thumbs tapped his phone screen twice, before his right ear smudged across the screen. 

"Sheriff Kindler speak—" Wigner heard as he came to a stop in the middle of the road. 

"Charlotte, this is Dale Wigner. We have a serious holy-shit problem on our hands. You need to get to the Northwood Cemetery, immediately."

“Is it a crime scene?”

“It’s more than a crime scene, Charlotte. Get down here and see for yourself.”

“Bodies?” Kindler asked. Her truck rattled as a log truck passed her, probably going ten miles over the speed limit. 

“Oh yeah!” 

“How many, Dale?”

“All of them, Charlotte,” Wigner said, with a heavy sigh. “Get here now! We’re on the verge of a national panic. Maybe worldwide! I don’t panic easily but we’re severely outnumbered.” 

Sheriff Kindler looked down the highway she was parked on the side of as the enormity of Wigner’s request hit her. "Ten-four. I'm on my way. Do I need to send a few of my deputies out there?" Sheriff Kindler responded to an earlier call about a possible break-in about twenty miles out of town. 

"Yeah, Charlotte! You do. This town is about to—well, things are about to get real crazy in the world. And I'm not talking about the eclipse on Monday." This is the warm-up act—I can feel it in my bones. 

"How crazy are we talking?" 

"Apocalyptic crazy, Charlotte! Neither of us are prepared for it, which is why I need you here to get a game plan together." 

"Alright—sit tight until I get there." 

"I'm not going anywhere!" Wigner said as he hung up. "Neither are the dead," he muttered, looking at his officers. “Help is on the way, boys. Kindler’s coming!” 

Chief Wigner and Crews kept watch on the cemetery and their unexpected guests. 

It would be one hell of a story, years from that moment. Hell, next week, at the rate things were going. The dead surprised the entire world above ground. They stood still like frozen statues in front of their gravestones. Eyes on the sky with curiosity. Gentle and quiet, not horrific or aggressive—at least, not acting that way. Word had gotten around the small group of neighborhood people who gathered in front of the cemetery on Mulberry Street. Local law enforcement officers ignored them and met near the flag. 

Wigner and the officers didn't do anything inside the cemetery, except barricade the roads leading into the cemetery. What more could we do? Wigner thought to himself. 

Nothing changed with the dead. And no one knew what was even happening. Would they turn aggressive or remain demure and calm? How could they be coerced back into their coffins? Are they here to stay? It would only be a matter of time before the wicked word got out through the videos posted and shared in social media. Nor would it be long until the news vans showed up with cute blondes and suited penguins doing their live reporting in front of the black iron gate with dead corpses standing in the background.

The air was calm and still. Clouds of different sizes rolled across the morning sky, blocking out the sunlight over the corpses, like a bad omen in horror movies. Only the bad omen was already here. The horrendous, wretched odor of decaying flesh one might expect in the wind was parading out into the neighborhood. Birds chirped in the trees and on nearby power lines. Bright sunlight over the cemetery kept the corpses’ gaze. All seemed normal, but nothing about this Friday morning was normal.

––––––––

[image: ]


8:17 a.m. CST

––––––––

[image: ]


Wigner parked his truck by the first entrance to block off  Parkline Road, to divert traffic barreling up the road through the surrounding neighborhood to an alternative detour route into Brook Hollows. Crews guarded the four-way stop at the top of the hill around Dead Man’s Curve. 

Luckily, a Pine County Sheriff's vehicle pulled around the sharp curve and blocked off Mulberry Street. Kindler stayed in her truck, talking on the phone and nodding her head as the conversation went on. Kindler was in her mid-thirties, close to six feet tall, brown hair in a bun, exuding confidence. In her mind at least. 

“Who’s she talking to?” Chief Wigner asked, curiously, as he strolled over to her truck. 

Kindler glanced out passed the iron gate and her gaze froze on the corpses standing at attention. She didn’t even see Chief Wigner. Kindler finally put her phone down and paused for a few seconds. She raised her head and again, glared through her sunglasses at the corpses standing above ground. "What in the devil’s—" Kindler ordered three of her deputies to divert traffic away from the cemetery, before she exited her truck and joined Wigner and Hardy. 

Kindler hopped out of the truck and shook her belt. "Dale, you weren't kidding about all this," she stated as she shook Wigner's hand. "I just got off the phone with the White House and I confirmed what President Sill was asking me—about these damn things," Kindler pointed.

Wigner’s eyes widen as he puffed his cigar in surprise. “Moving up in the world, Charlotte,” Wigner said, with a short laugh. 

“No more than they are,” Kindler retorted. And here we are. 

“What did you tell them?” Wigner blew cigar smoke away from Kindler. 

Kindler cocked her head to the right, raising an eyebrow. Her hands rested on both sides of her belt, near her hips. "Well, the shit has hit the fan and it’d be nice if we can get some help down here. That’s what I told her." 

Ashes fell to the road pavement as Wigner flicked his cigar and laughed heartedly. “I bet she pissed her panties when she heard what’s goin’ on down here.” 

“We’ll know soon enough, won’t we,” Kindler said, walking over to the cemetery.

Officer Hardy laughed from a few feet away. 

“Ain’t nothing funny here, Hardy. You know your momma would slap that smile off your face if she knew you’re slacking off,” Kindler said, with a brief grin. 

Wigner smiled at Kindler sassing Hardy. 

“Sorry, Sheriff. Just trying to calm my nerves.” Hardy smiled, before pressing his thumb fingernail into his mouth and darting his eyes around him. 

“Just giving you shit, Hardy,” Kindler replied. 

Kindler and Wigner strolled into the cemetery, past the brick pillars. A few flaps in the wind of the American flag, welcomed them into the cemetery. 

Wigner gestured his arms out sarcastically towards the cemetery. "I never kid when something like this happens. Hell, you know that, Charlotte. Nothing to kid about!"

“Nothing like this has ever happened. I don't even know what this is or why it happened," Kindler responded. She placed her hands on her hips as she shook her head at the sight of several corpses standing about—hair swaying in the wind.

“Above our pay grade, Charlotte!” Wigner replied. 

"This happens in Hollywood—movie sets, not Brook Hollows. This ain’t no perfume shop either. That’s for damn sure, JESUS!!” Kindler said as she covered her nose.

"Well, this ain't Hollywood, Charlotte." Wigner puffed another drag of his cigar. 

"No shit! We'll have to block all the roads—until further notice." This couldn’t have come at a worse time for me. I’m already stretched thin as it is. 

Chief Wigner nodded. "Keep the crazies out. They'll be looking for some Friday night entertainment, taking potshots at these corpses. We don't know how they'll react to being shot."

"Let's not find out. We keep all roads closed and everyone, except law enforcement, out! No exceptions! Anyone trespassing goes straight to jail."

“Hard secret to keep, Charlotte. Might need to make a call to Little Rock yourself.” Wigner looked back at the growing crowd on the other side of the street. Scores of people had gathered, and of course, their phones were attached to their hands, recording everything. “Not much we can do about it now. We’re police officers, not the phone police.” 

Kindler looked over her shoulder. “Nope. Not our responsibility right now.”

Wigner quickly ordered Hardy to stand guard on Mulberry Street. 

“Sure thing, Chief!” Hardy said. The farther away, the better. 

"I’ll call the mayor and tell him what’s happening. I hope he doesn’t mess things up and make a spectacle out of all this.” Not that far-fetched in their imperfect and now illogical world. 

“Forget politics, Dale! Pull rank if you have to. This is more your show—" Kindler pointed back and forth between them. "Our show now. More than the goddamn politicians. They’re supposed to be scared where they sit. We’re not.”

Wigner laughed. “Alright then. Mind if I light a cigar while we wait?” Wigner laughed again.

“Sure. The world’s gone to shit, so smoke ‘em if you got ‘em.” 

Wigner pulled a silver lighter, with a skull on one side and the American flag on the other, out of his pocket and waved it at Kindler. Wigner smiled and lit his cigar. Smoke floated away from Wigner’s face. 

"We'll keep things covered through the weekend. We have enough going on with this damn eclipse," Kindler said. "And here these things show up, and all hell breaks loose. I can’t say I mind too much but hell, give us a fucking reason or clue as to why they’re here or what the hell is going on. Luckily, they’re looking at the sky instead of destroying this town." 

“Not too much to ask,” Wigner said. “Only way we’ll ever know is if these damn things start talking to us.” 

The longer Kindler and Wigner stood there, the more time they had to figure it out—a blessing and a curse. 

"I'll have my guys posted here through Monday. We're going to need more help if this gets bigger, and I suspect it will," Wigner responded. “Crowd control at least.” 

Kindler told Wigner that President Sill was sending help from Little Rock. “They should be here in two hours or so, but I’m not sure we can wait that long.”

"State Police or the National Guard?" Wigner suggested.

"Yeah, both—probably!" Kindler said. 

“Charlotte, we can’t contain this.” Wigner points down Mulberry Street and the crowd of people gathered out on their lawns, pointing at the cemetery. “People are going to show up, hit record on their videos and this thing will go viral quicker than a bird shitting on Sill herself,” Wigner said. 

“Yes it will. But we have to think of Brook Hollows first, Dale. We can handle this together. If something were to happen, it would have already happened,” Kindler said. She stepped away from Wigner and called the Arkansas State Police to confirm help was on the way.

Wigner saw the crowd forming across the street, as well as the homeowners on Mulberry Street standing at the end of their driveways—each with a thousand questions and just as many guns and ammo, between the lot of them, in case things go south in a heartbeat. The zombie on the lawn Wigner didn’t want to acknowledge, despite its irony and more weight on his shoulders than elephants. It was just a waiting game at that point. 

Kindler came back moments later and informed Wigner that state troopers were on their way from Little Rock. 
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Although, Washington, D.C., was not geographically in the projected path of the solar eclipse three days away, the tone and political atmosphere in America’s capital city, the halls of Congress and the protest routes down Pennsylvania Avenue grew darker and dimmer—that of an eclipse in itself. What lingered in the shadow of this brewing cauldron—waiting and boiling with tempers and tantrums—would change humanity forever. 

And what a tantrum it was in front of the White House that Friday morning. Hundreds of protesters gathered in front of the South Lawn, blocking off Pennsylvania Avenue, in sharp rebuke of the U.S. Government’s efforts to address rising sea levels, whether through working with local officials in coastal cities or working with Congress to enact legislation. 

President Ellen Nancy Sill, (ENS), returned to the Oval Office from a long meeting with senior staff in the Roosevelt Room. Sill placed her right hand on the edge of the Resolute Desk, before she scooted the tall leather chair around to take her seat. One of her habits she developed as President, was to grab the desk every time she approached it—instant switch into POTUS-mode. A smile swept across her face as she settled into the chair. Let’s fuckin’ go! She often said to herself. Sill wore one of her popular outfits—blue slacks, blue jacket and black high heels.

Millicent “Milli” Martin, Sill’s Chief of Staff, sat down in the chair to the right of Sill. Milli wore her usual professional black suit attire, common for staff of such status and power. Milli’s brown, shoulder-length hair style was much more common and laid back, compared to her boss. Sill and Milli had known each other for years, working together and spending time together in social settings—parties, fundraisers, campaign events. Sill and Milli met in the mid-90’s doing various political and charity events in several states. Milli had one of two seats where she sat while in the Oval Office. Her other seat was at the end of the left white and blue-striped couch, in the center of the room, next to the fireplace. 

“What kind of damage are we doing today, Milli?” Sill asked. “The people out there need something to do tomorrow.” Sill laughed. 

“Yes, ma’am.” Milli opened the first page of her daily dossier. “Well ma’am, you have the cabinet meeting later this morning and a meeting with your economic council this afternoon. Not much for a Friday.” 

“Lucky me! Someone has to wrangle those turkeys in,” Sill said. “Otherwise, they’re out there squawking for attention.” 

Milli smiled. “Yes, ma’am. Your agenda is in the blue folder.” 

More screams and chants of “Don’t Kill the Bill, Sill,” flooded their conversation. 

Sill look up with her mouth flexed up in frustration at hearing those words over and over again, from the protest. 

Milli paused. “Yeah, they’re annoying me as well.”

Sill reviewed her agenda for a few seconds before rolling her eyes at Milli. Sill scrunched her face up in frustration as she threw her glasses down on the papers in front of her. “Those damn protesters,” she squealed as she leaned back. “What do they want from me? God, do they even know? Do they know they’re at the wrong end of Pennsylvania Avenue? Sill doesn’t kill bills. Congress does.”

“No, ma’am they generally don’t realize such things.” 

Sill pointed to the side door leading out to the Rose Garden. “They change their minds every day it seems. Like toddlers picking out candy.” 

“Yes, ma’am they do but we can’t let them distract us,” Milli said. 

“No matter what we do, it’s never good enough or fast enough for them. Don’t they have anything better to do? Go watch Days of Our Lives,” Sill commented. 

Sill returned her attention to the meeting agenda. “Milli, I’m adding our poker game to the end of the cabinet meeting. I want our meetings to be more fun and see how well the secretaries bluff. Damn sure can’t negotiate worth a damn.” 

“Yes, ma’am. I know we have chips in storage somewhere.” 

Sill smiled at Milli’s sarcasm, which complimented her own. 

The desk was clear of the usual files and binders piled up, which had gotten out of control during the first few weeks of the Sill Administration back in 2021. By mid-February, the staff cleaned up the way they presented information and requests to President Sill.

Over the years of her political career, Ellen Sill became somewhat of a fashion icon in several women’s magazine and TV talk shows. The “Sill” cut, as it was often referred to, was a  short, dark brown hair style that became sort of her trademark on the fashion scene. Fashion critics described it as punk rock yet surprisingly contemporary. Sill took it in stride and kept her hair style out of fear it might hurt her politically. Arguably the one thing Sill became superstitious with, over the years. 

“Milli, let’s start with homeland security. This eclipse thing is on Monday. I don’t care for such—” Sill waved her hand around. “Seen one, seen them all—but Americans find it interesting. Let’s keep them safe from the ones who see this as something out of the Twilight Zone. Last thing we need are the conspiracy—” Sill paused her eyes on the agenda. 

“Yes, ma’am. Gotta look after the crazies who get outta hand during times like these.”

Sill glanced over at Martin, with a smile. “You said that! Not me.” Sill wrote a few notes on her agenda sheet. “But the crazies don’t go sane overnight which is why we have cops and emergency rooms.” 

“I always give it to you straight, ma’am.” 

Sill smiled again. “I’ve embraced your brash and bluntness, Milli.” 

“It’s served me well,” Milli quipped. 

“Served us well, Milli,” Sill retorted. “Like a shot of whiskey or swerving into the other lane of oncoming traffic, Milli. Not sure if it’s a blessing or curse,” Sill said, writing notes on her agenda papers. 

“No, ma’am. Not a clue.” Milli smiled with pride. 

“Speaking of which—” Sill said as she looked up at Milli. 

Milli quickly turned her head as Felicia Yawes, Sill’s National Security Advisor, knuckle-tapped on the open door to the oval. 

Sill looked up and saw Yawes standing in the doorway. 

“Madam President,” Yawes said, as she strolled over to the front of Sill’s desk. Yawes was a former ten-term Congresswoman from Southern California and ranking member of the House Intelligence Committee before her retirement in 2020. 

“Yes, Felicia?” Sill tapped her pen on the binder. 

“Madam President, we have unconfirmed reports of some kind of incident at a cemetery in Brook Hollows, Arkansas.” 

Sill stared at Yawes. “Some kind of incident doesn’t tell me anything except it’s some kind of incident.” 

Milli laughed at Sill’s sarcasm. 

Sill gave Milli a serious look in return. 

“Yes, ma’am. We’re working on that,” Milli quipped. 

“Milli,” Sill asked before turning to her Chief of Staff. “What do we do with such disparity?”

Milli put her hands flat on the edge of the desk near her and slowly leaned forward. “Madam President, we—"

Sill grabbed her glasses and gave Felicia a confused look. “And here I sit, clueless as to whether or not Americans are dying or not,” Sill said sarcastically. The stern look on her face send a message to Milli and Yawes. The weird thing about what a president says jokingly is it’s often interpreted two ways at the same time—a serious order or a total joke, often at the dismay of the President’s staff and cabinet. 

“Should we let the locals handle it or call in the Avenge—” Milli said. 

Sill pointed at her Chief of Staff but kept her graze on Yawes. “Good one, Milli! I’ll just take my vacation now.” 

Milli nodded and smiled. “Hawaii is—"

Sill gazed at Yawes with curious eyes and an annoyed sigh. “What do you know, Felicia? Give me something here,” Sill finally barked at her National Security Adviser. 

Yawes sighed, her voice tightening up to a lower tone, obviously troubled by being mocked in front of the President of the United States. “A YouTube video has gone viral of what looks like dead corpses digging their way out of their graves in a cemetery in Brook Hollows, Arkansas.” 

Sill turned to Milli and back at Yawes. “You’re shitting me, Felicia? The dead rising from their graves?” Sill said. No damn way—she didn’t say what I thought— 

“No, Madam President. It appears legitimate.” 

“A viral video on YouTube?” Milli asked. 

“Lead with that next time, Yawes!” Sill reached for her phone but was stopped as Milli beat her boss to the phone screen for confirmation. 

“Yes, ma’am. Apologies,” Yawes said. 

“Find anything, Milli?” Sill inquired.

“Not yet, ma’am. Still looking—” Milli scrolled through various social media sites and checked her breaking news alerts from Network News Now (NNN). “I have an alert on my phone of something—do we have some confirmation from the local law enforcement down there?” 

Milli asked Yawes. 

“In Brook Hollows, Arkansas?” Yawes said. 

“Yeah—” Sill nodded. “That’s where you said this thing happened.” 

“No ma’am, we don’t have confirmation yet.” 

“DAMMIT!” Sill yelled, clearly frustrated at the breakdown of communication of her staff. Imagine that! “Get confirmation, Felicia. Until then it’s just another viral video made by some geeky bastard on his computer, trying to get views to afford more hot pockets or purchase a plethora of porn memberships,” Sill declared, waving her left hand in the air.

“Yes, ma’am,” Milli said. 

Sill threw her pen down on the binder in front of her. FUCK!!

“Damn!” Milli said. “The president can’t afford to waste time on such bullshit guesses.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Yawes said. 

“Report to me what you find. Hurry—” Sill ordered. 

“Yes, ma’am,” Yawes said, before leaving the Oval Office. 

Sill turned her chair to face Milli. She leaned forward, clasped her hands together and spoke softly. “She better not make me look like a dumbass on national TV because my staff can’t make a simple phone call to Arkansas.” Sill shook her head. “Not even a video to show us, Milli.” 

“Yes, ma’am. Our official position is the president doesn’t address false news stories or pranks.” 

Sill looked at her phone—“In the meantime, and speaking of the dead rising, the cabinet meeting awaits down the hall,” Sill declared. 

“You said that, Madam President,” Mill said. 

“Yes, I did.” Sill stood up and pushed the chair out from behind the desk. “That won’t be in my memoirs. It’s fine.” Neither will the dead if I can help it. “Milli, let’s push the cabinet meeting back an hour. Something tells me I’ll be spending my morning—.” Sill points at the fireplace. 

Milli smiled. “Yes, ma’am! I can handle the meeting. No problem!”  

Sill turned her chair to her right and stood up tall and confident. “I don’t have time for these fucking games. I’m off to the Sit Room.” Sill asserted as she buttoned up her blue jacket before strolling down the hallway. The Mercy Mile, as Sill often referred to the corridor leading to the White House Situation Room. 

“Yes, ma’am,” Milli replied. 

Sill stopped in the doorway and peaked over her should at Milli. “Milli, get Secretaries Locke, Pierce and Hawkins to the Sit Room.” Sill rounded the waiting room outside the Oval Office and quietly passed her secretaries. My minions await! 

Milli shook her head with certainly. “Yes, ma’am.” Milli hurried to the Roosevelt Room as quietly as she could without raising too many suspicions. 

“Agent Maspert!” Sill said quietly. Should have taken the long way around!

“Madam President,” Maspert responded softly. Maspert was the Special Agent in Charge of her Secret Service Detail. “Blue Lady is moving,” He spoke into his earpiece, then following her at a distance like a dark shadow. 

Sill’s footsteps were quiet but felt like a boot stomp as she disappeared down the dark hallway beyond the foyer outside the Oval Office. I hope this day gets better. At least I get to see my girls later. Sill encountered several staff members racing up and down the many hallways which unnerved her even more, having been teased with a potential problem with zombies before 10 a.m., no less. Keep it together, Ellen. It’s just business as normal for everyone else. You’re the superstar of the show. Sill cornered Yawes in one of the side hallways leading to a different part of the West Wing. “Felicia—”

“Yes, Madam President.”

“Make yourself scarce for the next forty-five minutes and make some calls around town. And Arkansas, get confirmation. Find some useful information I can use when I address the nation in an hour or so. 

Wait outside the racetrack until I get back.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” Felicia retreated back to her office. 

Sill motioned her personal assistant, Spencer Cobble, over to her. 

Spencer raced over in a flash. His black-framed glasses intently faced Sill. “Yes, Madam President?” Spencer asked. 

“Spencer, notify Janey McKinney that I plan to address the nation within the next two hours. Tell her to wait for me outside the racetrack.” 

Spencer shook his head. “Yes ma’am. I’m on it.” He bolted to Press Secretary Janey McKinney’s office to relay Sill’s message. 

“Blue Lady is en route to the Sit Room,” Agent Maspert said. 

Yawes found Milli Martin wandering the hallways outside her office. 

“You have to see this Ms. Martin,” Yawes urged, almost shoving her phone in Milli’s face to play the cemetery video. 

“The video you mentioned earlier—Felicia?” Milli asked. 

“Yes, ma’am. The very one.”

Milli shook her head. “Do I even want to see—” 

“No one does but everyone should,” Yawes stated confidently. 

Milli gasped in fright as her eyes peered at the phone screen. They weren’t lying. I gotta show—the president has to see this.” 

“Immediately,” Yawes declared. 

The Marine stationed in front of the door looked on in his silent, solemn protocol duty. The American flag stood to the left of the marine and the Presidential Seal flag stood on his right. A medium sized portrait of George Washington hung on the wall in front of the marine. 

Milli barged through the open doors of the Roosevelt—the Cabinet Room—and retrieved the three secretaries POTUS requested. 

“Secretaries Hawkins, Pierce and Douglas—gentlemen, follow me to the Situation Room.” 

“What’s happen—” Secretary of State Douglas Locke asked. 

“Secretary Locke, the president has ordered your presence in the Situation Room. Follow me, sir!” 

Homeland Security Secretary Bill Hawkins turned to Energy Secretary Bethany Powers. 

Powers pointed at Hawkins. “POTUS wants you, Bill. Not me!” 

“Arise, gents! The boss is waiting,” Hawkins asserted. Hawkins led Pierce and Locke out of the Cabinet Room. The three men followed Milli Martin around the corner and down the corridor to the Sit Room. 

Sill stood in the hallway outside the Sit Room, waiting to confer with Milli, as her secretaries swaggered by and huddled inside around the small, cramped table. 

Milli pointed at the door. “Found the reindeer, Madam President.” 

“I need confirmation from the Sheriff or police chief down there,” Sill demanded with a strong sigh. 

“I’ve spoken to the local sheriff in Brook Hollows and she confirmed it,” Milli declared. 

“You have—thanks for finally telling me, Milli.” 

“Sorry ma’am.”

Sill clasped her hands together like she was pretending to pray. “This better not be a fucking—Milli, you’re telling me the dead have literally come back alive and are now standing next to their graves, all for the entire world to see?” 

“Yes, ma’am. That’s exactly what I’m saying.” Milli backed herself closer to the door. 

The marine turned to his right to open the door but stopped before opening the door. 

“It’s only a matter of time before news stations broadcast it all over world news,” Milli reminded her boss. 

“ABOVE GROUND!!” Sill yelled, as she looked down the hallway in case anyone popped out of the Roosevelt Room. Sill’s hair curls bounced in the air as she let her anger show. “HOW IS THAT POSSIBLE? I have to go in there level-headed and give orders when the thing I’m trying to resolve isn’t realistically possible beyond a movie screen.” 

“Madam President, I need you to understand what I’m saying. I know it sounds ridiculous or something from Hollywood, even, but—” 

Milli stood firm in her request. Milli had a particular effect of Sill that she only had to use a few times before that particular moment. Part of, perhaps the most important part, of her job was knowing when to use that firmness in grounding POTUS. 

Sill changed her angry look to one of shock in hearing Milli’s request. “It sounds like an evil fucking joke. If this is a hoax, whoever is behind this, so help me—” Sill’s voice deepened in an angry tone as she shook her head angrily. Sill looked down the hallway and took a step in that direction. 

“It’s not a hoax, ma’am. It’s very much real. I have to show you this." Milli held up her phone to another waiting YouTube video. Milli pushed play with a quick touch. "Watch this!"

Sill scrunched her face up viewing the video, in disgust and frustration. Sill looked down the hall, quiet in her stance, taking in the moment. “I’m the first president who has ever had to face such an impending doomsday scenario—a fucking zombie apocalypse.” Sill said, folding her arms and turning her back against the wall. “Alright Milli, when we get inside, put that video on the screens for everyone to see.” 

“Of course, ma’am. I will immediately,” Milli retorted. 

The Marine opened the door for Sill, as she stepped forward. 

“POTUS is in the Sit Room.”  

Everyone privileged to be in the Sit Room stood at attention as Sill entered the room. 

“Gang’s all here and so am I. Milli—” Sill finally took her seat as she pointed at the screen. 

“Yes, ma’am.” Milli ordered the Sit Room tech to show the video on the screen wall. 

“I wish I knew what the hell was going on,” said Secretary Hawkins. “Someone please start talking.” Hawkins turned his attention to Sill, as he sat up and leaned forward. Hawkins was a short, bald-headed man with glasses and a former police chief with roughly thirty years of experience in law enforcement and military service around the Cleveland, Ohio-area. Hawkins looked around the room and stopped at President Sill. He became a caricature of sorts during his time as DHS Secretary. 

“That makes two of us,” said Secretary Locke.  

“Look at the screens—” Sill said, pointing across the room. 

“Same thing we’ve done before, guys.” 

Everyone who sat round the small table all turned to their right at the screens. 

“Holy Jesus! Are those dead people—corpses—crawling out of the ground like that?” asked Secretary Locke. Locke was a former Ambassador to Great Britain for seven years. 

Sill nodded at Locke. “Bet your ass they are. They’re—fuck if I know!” 

Hawkins stared intently at the screens, unphased by what he saw through his glasses. Hawkins saw much worse during his law enforcement career. “Dead corpses—what the fuck is going on in that cemetery?” 

Sill and her staff watched intently, horrified at each passing second of video footage. Locke sat two chairs away from Sill on her left side. Hawkins sat one chair away on Locke’s left side. 

"Dear God! This is—" said Chad Pierce, Sill’s Defense Secretary. Pierce sat two chairs down from Milli, on Sill’s right side. "I thought you were joking to get out of that meeting Madam President." Pierce looked at Sill. 

Sill shook her head. "No, Mr. Pierce! This is as real as you and I sitting in this room! I want answers as well. I’ve got to address the nation in less than an hour and a half,” Sill declared. “Nuclear? Biological? Chemical? I have to tell the public something or else I’ve got a panic shitstorm on my hands.” 

Pierce looked at the screens again, caught in disbelief like the rest of the NATSEC Team. 

Locke also glanced back at the screens. “This will go viral immediately.” 

“Already has, Mr. Secretary,” Milli said. 

“That’s just great!” Locke slammed his hand on the table and squinted at Sill. “THE NATION WILL PANIC. PEOPLE WILL FLOCK TO CEMETERIES LIKE MADMEN.” Locke shouted, himself, panicked. Locke saw the concern he was trying to convey wasn’t necessarily shared by his counterparts. “Apologies! It’ll be a warzone before Sunday!” He quietly whispered with his eyes closed and two fingers on his nose. 

“Least of our worries, Douglas,” Sill said. The dead still stand. “It’s only one cemetery as far as we know. We can handle one cemetery.” 

“Can we handle millions of people with handguns and rifles all pointed at cemeteries?” Locke asked Sill, shaking his head and pointing at the screens. 

“Yes, we can, Madam President. A few acres shouldn’t be a problem for a thousand National Guard soldiers,” Pierce said with a confident smile. 

Locke threw his hands up. “I’ll have to consult our allies to see if this is worldwide or only an American problem. I’ll be on the phone until next Tuesday.” Locke pulled out his phone and shot off various text messages to his deputies at the State Department. “God help us!”

“In case you haven’t noticed, you can’t use diplomacy on a bunch of dead people, Douglas. Where’s your head at?” Pierce said.

“Not yet, Douglas. We need to get out and contain this as best we can,” Sill said. "Who's the sheriff down there?” Sill raised her left eyebrow at Milli. 

“We can’t hold this off,” Locke said. “It’s too—"

Sill ignored Locke and motioned at Milli. 

"Charlotte Kindler,” Milli replied. 

Fucking Arkansas, again!! Sill thought to herself. “Secretary Pierce—”

“Yes, Madam President?” Pierce lowered his shoulders and leaned forward. 

Sill leaned forward, peered around other staff to match eye contact with Pierce. “Contact Governor Pryor and have her order the Arkansas National Guard to send drones over this cemetery within the next hour. We need footage ourselves to see what the hell is going on and 24/7 eyes on this damn thing in case they wander outside the cemetery. Our national security depends on it. Corpses roaming the streets—not going to happen, ever—let alone before an eclipse.” 

Pierce kept quiet and grabbed one of the phones nearest to him and told one of the White House operators whom to call. Moments later, Pierce quietly relayed Sill’s orders to Governor Pryor.  

“Why the hell is this happening now? Three days before the eclipse,” Sill demanded. 

"I'm not sure but I doubt it's a coincidence, Ma'am,” Hawkins replied. 

"This could not have come at a worse time," Sill said. Sill didn’t necessarily believe the two events were somehow connected in a weird, other-worldly way but she didn’t see them as a coincidence either. Arguably the best place for Sill to be. 

"You say that about a lot of things,” Milli said, gesturing to the screens, where the video stopped, showing a bare-bones corpse, inside a gray suit, standing about five feet tall, due to skeletal decomposition. 

Sill widened her eyes. "No shit, Milli! The dead have never come back to life before. Not like this!"

"Yes, ma'am!" Martin said quietly. 

“Have they? Please enlighten if I’m wrong about that—” Sill slowly

displayed a serious look at her staff, begging them to utter anything contrary to her sarcasm.

The secretaries and staff glanced at each other, cautiously, in a mix of emotions—surprise, shock and confusion. 

“Madam President—” Secretary Pierce said. 

Sill commanded, “Milli, show the video again.” 

Milli nodded and brought up the video back on the big screens. 

“Look at them! These thing aren’t as much of a threat as they appear to be, once we get our Guardsman down there and guard that cemetery,” Sill said. 

"Yes it is. But not for the military,” said Pierce. “We'll take them down on your orders, Madam President." 

"Not yet, Pierce. They don't seem to be hostile towards the living. Just standing still,” Sill observed. 

"Doesn't mean they won't, Madam President," said Hawkins. “Hell, sitting around with our thumbs up our ass, singing kumbaya ‘til the cows come home, wishing on a shooting star won’t stop these damn hooligans should they become human hungry.” Hawkins gazed around the room. 

"These things pop up days before the eclipse for a reason. I want to know why they crawled up—” Sill said. The eclipse? What reason on God’s green earth would the dead come back to life days before an eclipse? Sill questioned in her mind. Is this the beginning of a worldwide-crisis or just one cemetery? “Enough of this! Milli, get Sheriff Kindler on the phone. I imagine they’re freaking out down there.”
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“Yes ma’am,” Milli whispered. Milli dialed the number saved in her out-going call screen that popped up on her personal phone. Milli quickly put the call on speakerphone and held the call for a moment. “Sheriff Kindler is on hold if you wish to speak to her, Madam President,” Milli said. 

“Good! Maybe we can get some answers from Sheriff Charlotte!” Sill sat down and hushed the room. 

Secretaries Hawkins, Pierce and Locke lean towards Sill with curiosity. 

“Put our Sheriff friend through, Milli.” Sill rubbed her forehead. “Our eyes and ears on cemetery grounds.”

Kindler was in her truck, radioing her deputies when the call from the White House came through again. She noticed the (202) area code on her screen, again. “Sheriff Kindler speak—” 

“Please hold for the President,” the White House operator said.

Milli put the call on speakerphone. "Sheriff Kindler, this is Milli Martin calling from the White House." 

"Hello, again. How can I help you this morning?” Kindler asked. 

"Sheriff Kindler, I have President Sill in the room." Milli motioned at Sill, cueing up her boss. 

"Sheriff Charlotte Kindler, good morning. I wish we were calling you under better circumstances but our unexpected guests changed all that. Hell, I was having a good morning—I’m sure you were too—until I was told the dead rose up in your cemetery." 

"Yes, ma'am I was. I’m looking at them right now. So are the city cops down here."

"How is everyone holding up? Your deputies and other local law enforcement, they're not shitting their pants are they?" Sill asked. 

We’re all a little freaked out of course but we won’t admit it to each other, Kindler thought to herself. "No ma'am." Kindler chuckled. "These boys are tough down here."

“Good. As they should be. These corpses don’t seem like a threat right now. But make no mistake, Sheriff Kindler, they could turn aggressive any second.”

Locke and Hawkins moved their hands around in unison. 

“My point exactly,” Hawkings whispered to Locke. 

“Yes, ma’am. We caught a little break with that one but we’re all on edge here, as you can imagine.” 

“Welcome to my world, Sheriff Kindler. The waiting is what’s so goddamn nerve-wracking for me and the staff. Makes me more anxious than wolves circling the chicken coop.” Sill asked Kindler what she was doing to protect the locals. 

"Well, funny you should ask. I've got my deputies blocking off roads into and around the cemetery. The streets leading to the nearby houses. I don't want a media circus but I'm afraid that's what we'll get any second."

"Glad you guys have it under control down there. We need to stay vigilant and not let our guard down,” Sill said. 

"No ma'am! The second we let our guard down is when all hell breaks loose."

“We agree on that, Sheriff Kindler. I'm sending in drones to get footage of the dead. We need a live feed here of the cemetery here at the White House. Don't be surprised if you see them later this morning." 

"We can use all the help we can get, especially if things go south. It bothers me to no end to put my deputies in harm's way, a zombie uprising and if they attack, we wouldn't stand a chance and neither would this town."

"We're not going to let that happen. But for now, stay out and keep doing what you're doing. We'll be in touch throughout the day and the next few days."

"Thank you, President Sill. I'm glad I voted for you last time." 

"Me too, Sheriff!"

The call ended abruptly. 

Sill glanced at her Chief of Staff. "Keep in touch with Sheriff and let me know how it goes down there." 

"Yes, ma'am!" 

Sill looked at the video playing on the screens again. She noticed the nearby houses in close proximity to the cemetery. "On second thought, send in about fifty troops of the Arkansas National Guard and put I don’t know...blankets or tarps over those fences. No more viral videos on social media, causing widespread panic. Keep the news crews and chopper’s away from that cemetery by any means necessary. That cemetery is now restricted airspace.”

"Yes ma'am!" 

“Last thing we need is a chaotic cluster fuck and people dying,” Sill said. 

Pierce took a call with Gen. Phillip Baylock, Commander of the Arkansas National Guard, and relayed Sill’s orders. 

"Well, I think things are under control here. Milli, keep me posted on this. I have a meeting to get back to.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Milli said. 

“Alright Mr. Secretaries, join me in the Roosevelt Room. Quickly! You don't want to be late. I'm burning both ends of the candle with a blowtorch.”

Milli joined Sill as they all exited the Sit Room. 

“Blue Lady is moving to the Roosevelt Room.” 

“Agent Maspert, your kids are not going to like your tracking skills when they’re teenagers.”

“No, ma’am but me and my wife will. That’s all that matters.”

“Spoken like a true father,” Sill replied.

“Yes, ma’am.” 

Milli marched ahead of the secretaries and caught up to her boss. Milli eventually rubbed shoulders with her boss. 

“Easy Milli. Don’t derail the Sill train.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

“Milli, get NASA on the horn and get Andy Thurman ready to speak after the meeting.” 

“We’ll set the call up in the Oval,” Milli said. 

Sill strolled into the Roosevelt Room with the fury and urgency of a woman scorned. “Morning everyone—” 

Milli watched her boss shuffle into the meeting with such calm and confidence in the face of impending disaster. 

“POTUS is back in the Roosevelt Room.” Maspert stood in the hallway with the door open and a clear view of Sill. 

Milli retreated to the waiting area outside the Oval Office. The shuffling down the hallway from the Oval Office died down as Milli asked Sill’s secretary, Mrs. Betty Alvarez, to get NASA Administrator Andy Thurman on the phone in forty-five minutes. 

Cabinet secretaries around the table and other dignitaries and high-ranking officials sitting along the back wall, all stood up as Sill took her assigned seat in the middle of the table.

Secretaries Hawkins, Pierce and Locke quickly sat down.  

Sill quickly rolled her fingers at the cabinet and staff. "Be seated, please! We have a lot to discuss today,” She said, scanning the room. “How long—is up to you guys.”  

Hawkins shook his head in plain view of the other secretaries. 

“You look defeated, Hawk! What happened?” asked Al Buford, Attorney General. 

“Damn near. Seeing videos of dead people crawl out of the fucking ground is a self-inflicting wedgie and a gut punch all rolled into one. We’re living in a different world Al, than we were an hour ago.” 

Buford reached inside his coat pocket and pulled out his phone. “Madam President, the dead—” said Buford, as he address Sill. Buford held up his phone. “It’s all over—" Buford said with panic in his voice as he shook his wrist, jiggling his watch around. 

Sill raised her hand to reassure her staff. “I know it’s all over everything, Al. Everyone can be rest assured, I’ve given orders to the Arkansas National Guard to seize the cemetery and set up live feeds to the Sit Room.” Sill paused at her chair and gazed at the staff. "The dead have risen from their graves in that Arkansas cemetery.” 

Sighs and gasps from the secretaries and staff filled the room. 

Sill lowered herself into the dark brown leather chairs scores of past presidents sat before her, followed by her cabinet and other cabinet-level staff. Sill looked around the room at the sea of smiles and nods. Clowns—all of you, smiling at the puppet master. She smiled before she opened her folder with her amended agenda, clinched her pen and with gusto—“Zombie Apocalypse,” was imprinted on her agenda forever. No doubt a historical record in the future Ellen Sill Presidential Library one day. “Damn zombies aren’t doing us a damn favor.” Sill nodded her head in disdain. 

A small round of laughter lit up the room. 

“I returned the courtesy. We’re safe as of twenty minutes ago, folks,” Sill said proudly, as her face stretched with glee. “Soldiers and drones are on their way.”

“That’s a relief, Madam President,” Buford declared, pointing at Sill with pride. 

“Now where were we?” Sill asked, taking command of the room and ending the side chit chatter among the staff. Sill looked at her agenda. “I’m ordering the Arc Protocol in full effect until this thing has been resolved peacefully or with force,” Sill told her Cabinet. The Arc Protocol was meant to protect the Cabinet and other VIP officials—heads of different agencies and departments, such as the CIA, FBI—were ordered to stay in DC for a determined amount of time, through a national emergency. 

Sill finished her cabinet meeting about forty-five minutes later, after pushing back a few items until the following meeting. ​Secretaries and other staff clapped at Sill’s resilience in the face of such an unprecedented emergency.

Milli waited near the door for her boss to exit the room, after getting a re-load of support from the cabinet secretaries. 

Sill strolled out of the Roosevelt Room. “That’s how you do it.” 

“Yes, ma’am. Steady leadership!” Milli added.

Sill grabbed Spencer waiting outside in the hallway. “How are we looking for an immediate address to the American people?” 

Spencer pushed his glasses back towards his eyes. “Ready when you are, Madam President.” 

“Good! Soon. After I call NASA and find out what the hell they know!” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Spencer replied. 

“Felicia,” Sill nodded. “Join me for a pow-wow in the—” 

“Yes, ma’am.” Felicia followed Sill back to the Oval Office and took a seat on the left side of the desk.

Sill stopped at Mrs. Alvarez’s desk and told her to transfer Andy Thurman’s call to her desk.

Janey McKinney and Milli also wandered into the Oval.  

“POTUS is back in the Oval!” Maspert closed the door to the Oval Office. 
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God, that was exhausting, Sill thought to herself. “That went well, Felicia. Orders were given and followed swiftly.” Exactly what I expected. 

Janey took a seat on the first couch and Milli sat in her usual chair. 

“As they should be, ma’am. You handled things professionally,” Felicia declared. 

Sill grabbed the edge of the desk as she sat her binder to the right of her desk before she took her seat. Another Sill habit was to wait a minute or so before speaking to other government officials and/or other world leaders. 

A beeping sound on the phone prompted Sill to grab the receiver. Flashes of the Sit Room discussions ran through her memory. She shook her head and rubbed her forehead, letting out a loud sigh. Sill got her breathing under control, as such tense moments lengthens her breaths. “Hold that thought—” Sill quickly picked up the phone. “Yes?” 

"Madam President, NASA Administrator Andrew Thurman is on the line. I'll connect you," said the White House Operator, cheerfully. 

“Thank you! Put him through!” 

A few clicking sounds rang in her ear as Sill waited for Thurman’s voice. 

"Madam President—what do I owe—"

"Thurman, have you seen the cemetery videos of the corpses?”

"Yes, we have. It was brought to our attention about an hour ago. We thought it was an elaborate prank but a few more popped up, showing the same thing—from different angles, obviously. Front yard view and a backyard view." 

“I want to keep this classified to avoid mass, hysterical panic. Three days before the eclipse and all, what do you make of this, Thurman?" Sill asked. 

"I honestly wish I knew that answer, Madam President. I really do. I don't believe these things have anything to do with NASA or our launch next week. If it was man made, this would have already happened by now. Not today of all times and places.” 

“That’s my thinking as well. That'll have to do for now, Thurman," 

Sill said. "I'm trying to get answers so I can address the nation shortly." 

“There’s an old saying here at NASA: Coincidences means you’re too lucky! We here at NASA don’t operate under luck or coincidence. Facts, logic and a shit ton of math. That’s our Method of Operation to Launch, Madam President.” 

“Good for NASA, Thurman. These corpses crawl their way to the surface like crazed gophers on a golf club and stand above their graves, looking up at the sky, three goddamn days before a solar eclipse. How can that be a coincidence? The two have to be related.” 

“Yes, ma’am. I understand that but there’s nothing we know of or any reason why this is happening. Nothing in our math or scientific data. Hell, we had one woman even check lunar folklore from other cultures and found nothing. All we have, Madam President, is to tell you that these corpses must see the eclipse, which doesn’t make a damn bit of sense. There’s a bigger power at play here.” 

“That’s what concerns me—the unknown, the waiting!” Sill reiterated. “Knowing these corpses could start attacking any second bothers me more than anything.” 

"The people of our country need to be reassured by your leadership, Madam President,” Thurman insisted. 

"Yes, they do. Something's going on here. I know there is a connection between these two things. Both are too shocking to be some random coincidence." 

"Yes, ma'am. Maybe there is but the science doesn’t suggest anything like that. Our engineers, scientists and pilots are all in agreement in saying we don't know what the hell this is or why it's happening," Thurman declared. "And I don’t know who on Earth you could speak with to find out."

"We have forty-eight hours to find out," Sill said. "Seven billion people on the planet, surely someone knows." 

Thurman quickly suggested a Navajo Shaman. 

Sill huffed out of frustration. “I don’t think I’m on good speaking terms with them as most politicians aren’t. Hell, I’d check the Voodoo Queen’s Diaries of the Dead if I get real answers about all this.”

“Worth a shot, Madam President. Maybe the Pope?" Thurman suggested. 

"If he returns my calls," Sill said.

"That's where prayer comes in, ma'am." 

"I think millions of people are doing that right as we speak, given today's events." 

"Not a bad thing to have faith in, Madam President. People praying! It brings them comfort I suppose. I rely heavily on science, logic, reasoning and facts. And I got nothing for you. Prayer is the next thing on the list," Thurman declared. “The only thing for some people. And I think you’re going to get torched in the press and talk shows one way or the other. Prepare yourself, Madam President.” 

Sill knew Thurman spoke the forthcoming truth. The news channels would crucify her politically and in religious circles as well. Which worried her during an election year. 

"Well, so far, mine haven't been answered. But I don’t always have the luxury of answered prayers. Instead, I'm expected to lead and answer a few prayers along the way, myself." 

"Yes, ma'am. If I may add to your leadership, there is one CEO at the forefront of space technology and exploration. He has a few of our contracts. He might have an inkling of what's going on?" 

Sill inquired what Thurman spoke of. 

"Grady Duggar, CEO of Duggar Mining Industries. He's got a contract to mine the moon for special minerals used in various consumer products." 

"That's who I need to talk to. Hopefully, he can give me some damn answers.”

“Rumor has it, Madam President, Mr. Duggar is “obsessed” with extracting minerals from the lunar surface. I imagine he’s foaming at the mouth to get up there and get his guys mining the moon,” Thurman said, with a stern and serious tone. Thurman sat in his office,  staring stone-faced at the door. 

“Thurman, keep NASA’s eyes on the skies until the eclipse is over with. I want to know from you immediately if anything in space turns weird or anything out of the ordinary. We'll be in touch, Thurman. Have your phone in your pocket until next week."

"Yes, ma'am. I usually do before a big launch." 

The line went dead as Sill hung up. 

Sill glanced at Milli sitting in the right chair. "Milli, contact Mr. Grady Duggar of Duggar Mining Industries and ask him to meet with me here, tomorrow morning."

"Yes, Madam President." Milli sprung up from her seat. 

"Thank you, Milli."

Milli retreated to her office a few yards from the Oval to make the call to Grady Duggar. 

Janey McKinney, Sill’s thirty-five-year-old, tall, blonde headed Press Secretary, with a style mirroring Sill’s, eagerly stepped forward with a blue folder harboring a two-page speech for POTUS herself. “As requested, ma’am,” Janey said confidently. Janey stood a few feet away from the Resolute Desk as her boss reached for the speech folder. 

“Thank you, Janey.” Sill glanced over the tentative address to the nation about Brook Hollows. 

“You’re welcome—” Janey said, touching her bottom lip with anticipation. 

A few moments later, Sill closed the folder and slid it to her left. "Felicia, take a look at this short speech I'll be giving soon. Janey strikes gold again." 

"Yes, ma'am." Yawes reached for the press statement from her boss. She leaned back over to her chair and set her eyes upon the speech printed on resume-grade paper. 

Sill fluffed her hair out of nervousness, followed by a deep sigh. “I swear I feel like I’m some damn detective going door to door looking for answers to solve a murder.” Sill gazed around the desk, looking for something to fidget with to hide a little nervousness and frustration. 

“Although the purpose or meaning of this unwanted intrusion into our everyday lives—” Yawes whispered as her eyes scanned the page. 

"This will work, Madam President. It's strong but delivers a strong sense of action and swift leadership." 

“Not too preachy but calm, collected and gives off in-charge vibes?” Sill asked. “That’s one of the words young kids are slinging around today. Vibes, yeah? My daughters say it all the time.”

Yawes smiled. “No comment on today’s youth vernacular culture. 

Vernacular is Janey’s job,” Yawes reminded her boss. “I know that might make me a questionable National Security Advisor as I am at such a disadvantage.” 

“No argument here, Felicia. You kind of dropped the ball earlier before the Sit Room visit.” 

“Apologies Madam President. However, it’s just one cemetery, not hundreds. We’re still in control here.” 

“The Universe gave us a break, Felicia. One cemetery is more than enough to make our asses pucker up tighter than a tire swing spun up on a cattle rope,” Sill replied. 

“Also, no argument here,” Yawes said, smirking behind the press statement. 

“Fork it over, Felicia,” Sill demanded, as her knuckles cracked on the Resolute Desk. “Don’t hog my zombie speech.” 

“It’s definitely a one-of-a-kind speech, ma’am,” Janey asserted. “I never thought I’d write—"

“Sorry ma’am.” 

Sill took the folder back from Yawes. “What did you find out about Brook Hollows? Anything I should add to this speech?” Sill tapped her fingers on the papers. 

“Last chance,” Janey added, with a smile. 

“No ma’am. All we have are  cultural folklore, family stories and conspiracy theories. Nothing that is definitive, legit, logical or rational. Nothing that could help you, Madam President. I’d be doing you a big disservice and putting America at risk if I brought you fake moon landings or mysteries of the Bermuda Triangle. With all due respect ma’am, you deserve better than all that from me.”

“We’re in uncharted territory,” Sill declared. 

“Yes, ma’am and the sun is rising on these things down there,” Yawes nodded her head to the left. 

“So we are.” Sill enjoyed the moment of silence as she sat the speech down and opened the small folder. “Short speech for a historical event, Felicia.” 

"No, ma'am. But I must say, it’s the speech our people need to hear right now,” Yawes said. “Great speech, Janey.” 

Janey nodded at Yawes. “I think it’s spot-on and uplifting our resolve, as a nation...”

“For what it’s worth, you're doing an amazing job, Madam President,” Yawes added. 

"I often question that after I give orders to DoD or direct the staff and the cabinet. But I stick with it and just pray to God nothing goes wrong. Most of it is first thing that comes to mind, my gut reactions.” 

"Yes, ma'am. I'm extremely blessed  to serve in your administration."

Sill nodded and hesitated to respond favorably to Yawes’ claim. 

"If you don't need me for anything else right now, I'll head to the Briefing Room and wait for you there,” Yawes declared. 

"I might need you to say a few words," Sill said.

"Yes, ma'am." Yawes fled the Oval Office for a seat in the Brady Briefing Room. 

“Thank you, Janey—prepare the speech ready to go,” Sill ordered.

“Yes ma’am,” Janey replied, rushing off to her office to prepare Sill’s speech. 

Sill pushed the folder out in front of her and sat alone in the few brief moments she had to herself—her decisions, her orders. What do you say to the American people about zombies? Why am I asking? Sill didn't really care about this particular speech. What president would? Sill felt like she might as well be declaring martial law or issuing a national curfew at sundown. Sill left the speech untouched—no scratched out or added words or phrases showcasing Sill's speaking style. 

Sill placed her palms down on the desk, and studied the room, as she had done a thousand times. Kennedy and Cuba, Reagan and the USSR, Bush and 9/11. Now I see how the guys handled everything. Sill and—“Sill and zombies!” She tightened her wrist as she gripped her pen. SILL AND ZOMBIES!!! This is what the fuck Ellen Sill gets!! “What am I supposed to do with this?” Sill whispered as the stared at the painting of George Washington above the fireplace on the opposite side of the room. 

Milli popped back into the Oval and smiled. "Good news, ma'am. Mr. Grady Dugger has agreed to meet with you tomorrow morning at 10 a.m."

"Hope I find some answers to this whole damn thing,” Sill said. 

"Yes, ma'am!" Milli replied. "He seemed eager to discuss a few things."

"They always come with their own agenda, steer it in their favor and leave like a bear who massaged its ass against a tree."

Milli laughed. “Yes, ma’am. They know how to play the game, whether—"

"We invented the game, Milli. Don’t worry! We make the rules and have the refs who decide the score."

Milli laughed. "Yes, ma'am. We do—that's what we're good at."

"Time to address the spectators." Sill stood up and closed her folder the very moment Janey McKinney rounded the narrow hallway outside and cut into the Oval Office, barely acknowledging Mrs. Alvarez. "They're ready for you, ma'am." Janey paused, near the door to the Oval. 

I’m never ready for them. "Well, by all means, let's not keep the vultures waiting."

Janey smiled. "I wouldn't afford them that luxurious moniker, Madam President."

"You're right Janey. That was wrong of me,” Sill said. 

Janey nodded in agreement with a smug look on her face.

"I meant to say, piranha," Sill declared, before Janey and Milli smiled. 

“Much more accurate,” Janey added, shaking her head. 

“Great speech, Janey. Exactly at the nation needs to hear,” Sill said. 

“Thank you, ma’am.” Janey paused. 

"Let's go," Sill said as she rounded the corner outside the Oval and smiled at Mrs. Alvarez. Janey and Milli followed in tow. 

“Blue Lady is on the move.” Agent Mespert declared. 

“Good luck, ma’am,” Mrs. Alvarez said encouragingly.

“Thank you, Betty!” Sill shouted back. 

Agent Mespert trailed a few steps behind POTUS. 

Sill paused and took a deep breath. She exhaled and took another deep breath, flinging her hands about like a dog sloshing water off its body. “Let’s go!” She whispered, rolling her hand.

Typical press room decorum unraveled as reporters and TV news anchors rose to their feet as President Sill casually strolled in and stepped up to the small stage behind the official podium. 
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Marla Brown burst the front door open, leaving it wide open, in a desperate hurry to tell her husband about the horror she saw at the end of Mulberry Street. The black and white oriental rug muffled the thud of Marla dropping her purse somewhere between the door and the stairs. 

“STEVE!! STEVE!!” She shouted, putting her heels to wood up the stairs. The clacking of her heels rang out through the foyer. “WHERE ARE—" she asked. “STEVE!!!” 

“What’s wrong, Marla? I’ve got a big day—” Steve said, as he emerged from their bedroom in getting ready for work. He stopped just outside the bedroom doorway at the top of the stairs. He chose to work remotely as a mix of their tragedy he completely wasn’t over and a company decision. Steve was an older man in his late-thirties, over six feet tall and around 220 pounds. Steve and Marla Brown had lived in their two-story house for about sixteen years at 626 Mulberry Street—four houses down from the cemetery. 

Marla stopped at the top of the stairs and pointed at the door. “Out there!! The—dead—corpses—” She stammered out, trying to catch her breath. Marla was one breath away from passing out completely from lack of exercise or over-stimulation from the terror outside. 

“For Christ’s sake—slow down and breathe,” Steve cautioned. 

“The cemetery—they’re alive—” Marla wheezed out. She rested her forehead on the stair rail for a few seconds. 

“Come on Marla!” 

“Dammit, Steve! I know what I saw and those things stood up, 

looking at the sun,” Marla explained to her husband, Steve. Marla clinched her chest tight in dread. 

“Are you sure you saw what you—” Steve asked his wife, as he rushed downstairs and stopped a few steps away from the landing. Steve glanced back at his wife. “They’re alive—what are you talking about?” 

Sunlight rushed in through the trio of small windows just above the front door—casting a spotlight on the middle two or three stairs. Sparkles of sunshine danced across the stairs, through the leaves, further down in the neighborhood, like small, shimmering fairies. 

“You don’t believe me, Steve. Fine! Take your ass outside,” Marla declared. She slowly hastened herself down the stairs with her right hand clutching the white, wooden rail—almost pulling her down, like the rail had a grip on her hand. 

“Fine. I’ll go see—” Steve offered, waving his hands about frantically, yet sarcastic. 

Marla rolled her eyes and pointed at the door. 

Steve and Marla’s personal demeanor. Their daily interactions—so much changed between them since their tragedy months prior. Such a tragic loss can only change a person for life. 

Steve slipped through the screen door as quiet as he could. 

Marla watched her husband venture outside. She continued her way back downstairs but stopped near the stairs in case Steve bolted back inside. 

The sight of Wigner’s truck parked at the end of Mulberry caught Steve’s attention. 

“Damn! Marla wasn’t kidding,” Steve said as he let go of the front door handle. His black sneaker unwedged the white door before the screen door slowly clicked in closure after a slight bounce—like the last piece of a puzzle. Funny how houses work yet the people who live there aren’t the same after being broken for so long. Steve stood near the front door, on the small concrete porch between the three hedge bushes and his house. His ‘World’s Best Dad’ mug he received from his daughter Chloe the year before, embraced his hands like a long-lost friend shaking your hand for the first time in years. His slow sips balanced out the chaos around him, in the neighborhood. His eyes landed on Best Dad, as he raised the mug to take another sip. World’s Best Dad! I used to think I was—I certainly felt that way with Chloe, before—Steve’s attention quickly cut to the sound of three car doors closing at the same time, right in front of his house.

Cars were parked on Beech Street, further down the street adjacent to Mulberry. Neighbors and pedestrians alike flocked and gathered at the corner of Mulberry Street and Parkline Road. Wigner sat up a roadblock about ten feet away from his truck, to keep onlookers and potential troublemakers back out of harm’s way. A considerate move for the crowd if these corpses turned deadly—a good running start might save them. 

Steve slowly staggered to the end of his drive way. His left foot hit the driveway and his right foot sank in the grass as he approached the local, stringer Brook Hollows Gazette newspaper bundled up inside a rubber band, like a weapon to shoo birds away. “I’ve had enough news—” he said softly before he turned his head towards the roadblock. I’ll read tomorrow’s paper. “What are those people doing down there?” Steve didn’t see any cops or deputies near the small crowd that formed at that end of Mulberry

Steve noticed his next-door neighbors, Danny and Sylvia Hale, rushing out their front door like their house was on fire. “These bozos,” Steve whispered softly. He slowly walked back up his driveway unbothered by the Hales’ sudden urgency to depart. Steve and the Hales were cordial and courteous to each other over the years. 

Danny threw his black suitcase in the back seat of their dark gray GMC, four-wheel drive truck. 

“LET’S MOVE DAN, BEFORE THEY GET US!!” Sylvia carried a large pink bag with black handles. She threw her bag in the front seat as she climbed inside and shut her door quickly. 

“GET OUT NOW, STEVE—YOU AND MARLA!!! Danny yelled as he shut his door. Danny quickly rolled his window down to warn Steve. “GO SOME PLACE SAFE!!” 

Steve stood near Marla’s car and watched as The Hales pulled out of their driveway. “Leave? I ain’t leavin’ this place.” Steve gazed at the Hales with confusion, as his eyes focused on the roadblock beyond the GMC truck. The squeal of Dan Hale’s truck tires screeching in front of Steve’s house glided his eyes on their truck as they drove away. 

A group of twenty or so neighbors and pedestrians gathered near the barricade at the end of Mulberry, about ten feet from Wigner’s truck. Steve saw a few pointing at the cemetery and the blue lights on Wigner’s truck flashing around like dueling lighthouses before a hurricane. 

Steve drifted back to a metal chair against the house and sat his cherished coffee mug in the middle of the chair. “Guess I better go be nosey,” Steve said. Lord knows Marla doesn’t need any more nerve-wracking bullshit. Steve garnered a quick glance at the front of his house. Nah, she’s fine until I get back. He strolled down the driveway in his black walking shoes that saw better steps, complimenting his jeans and tan shirt. He crept quietly on the road, over a few potholes scattered on Mulberry—hands by his side with each step forward, like a zombie himself. 

“I saw the dead! I saw the dead,” One frightened, older woman said, covering her mouth and gasping in terror, as she trudged past Steve, halfway between his house and the stop sign near the roadblock. 

“My God! Corpses everywhere—” the husband declared. He pointed his finger in Steve’s face. “You don’t want to go that way, young man. No sir!” The husband groaned slowly as his eyes sunk into Steve’s view. 

Steve’s mouth dropped in shocked as his eyes met the older man’s eyes. His hips turned himself around as the older couple passed him. He saw Marla standing by their mailbox—the one Chloe painted with pink and white flowers when she was eleven. 

“Take me home now, Dennis,” the wife cried out, covering her eyes with her hands. 

Dennis guided his wife back to their house on the other end of Mulberry Street. 

Steve spun around, pausing with uncertainly, as they marched back home. “She saw the dead! What in the hell—” he whispered. His eyes laser-focused as he continued up to the barricade with determination. The blue, swirling siren trudged across his pupils brought back unforgettable nightmares he tried to erase for months. He weaved his head around the truck as best he could, eventually stepping to the right of the barricade, near the grass. A better view in the grass presented itself over the fences. He gasped and froze when the corpses came into view past the brick pillars and tall oak tree. 

Sheriff Kindler headed back to the Pine County Courthouse to update the County Judge and the Quorum Court, as well as Brook Hollows City Council members who all gathered at the courthouse for a briefing and plan of action. Officers Hardy and Crews were stationed down the road, guarding entrances into the cemetery. Another Sheriff’s vehicle backed into the road at the curve. Chief Wigner stood in the middle of the main entrance on the other side of Parkline Road. 

His cigar smoke blew in the wind and caught Steve’s attention. 

There’s the Chief! About time I found him. “Chief,” Steve called out, before waving at Wigner before braving his way over across the street. 

Wigner quickly turned around and saw Steve on the edge of the barricade. I gotta watch this guy. I know what’s on his mind, Wigner thought to himself. He strutted across the road—boots slapping the pavement—over to Steve, seconds later. Cigar wedged between his fingers. "Whadda ya say, Steve?" Wigner asked. 

Steve and Wigner shook hands like the old friends they were. 

“Still puffin’ the Cuban’s, Chief?” Steve asked with a quick smile. 

“Only when shit hits the fan.” Wigner laughed, taking another puff. Wigner motioned Steve to follow him over to the pillar entrance. Wigner and Steve stroll over in front of the cemetery. Wigner raised his brow at Steve and puffed again. 

Steve shook his head around the cigar smoke to avoid the odor or the corpses all around them. “What can I say?” Steve gestured at the road running through the cemetery in front of him and Wigner. “You have hell on your hands.” A closer look at the corpses unnerved Steve more than he let on but his fear subsided the closer he got and longer his view fixated on the corpses. Steve was on a mission to find out as much information about the corpses as he could.  

He's not looking in that direction just yet, but he will, Wigner said to himself. He grinned. "Ah, not as much as it seems, Steve. They're busy staring up at the sky to even notice we're here. I’ve been watching them for a while now and they haven’t moved a damn muscle. The wind doesn’t affect them but holy fuck do they smell.” 

"If you say so, Chief. That's the damnedest thing I've ever seen," Steve said openly. “How long—?" 

"About three hours now," Wigner said without blinking. “National Guard and State Police should be here in a few hours.” 

"I'd hate to be a cop right now,” Steve said somberly, as he looked down at the road. 
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