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Chapter 1: The Storm Rolls In
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October 14th, 1986 – Rustwood Drive-In Theater

The night crackled with the kind of magic that only October could conjure. A brisk autumn wind carried the scent of caramel apples, wet leaves, and wood smoke across the Rustwood Drive-In’s lot, winding through rows of parked cars. A thousand little details wove together—jack-o’-lantern air fresheners dangling from rearview mirrors, the faint clink of beer bottles in paper bags, and the hum of idling engines mixing with the soundtrack of Night of the Living Dead. The sky was an oil-slick black, heavy with clouds that swallowed the moon.

Elliot “El” Monroe sat on the tailgate of Tyler’s pickup truck, the thin wool of his letterman jacket doing little to fight the autumn chill. The scratchy radio perched on the truck’s cab hissed as it fought for a signal, offering garbled snippets of 80s pop hits. A mix of Simple Minds and Dire Straits flickered in and out, lost in the night like a forgotten broadcast from some otherworldly station. El could smell popcorn wafting from the concession stand, buttery and warm, cutting through the damp air.

Cassie Whitmore—El’s best friend, and the reason he was slowly freezing his ass off on a Wednesday night—grinned at him from her spot on the truck bed. The pink streak in her jet-black hair gleamed under the drive-in’s neon lights. She wore a patched-up leather jacket over a threadbare Misfits tee, her scuffed combat boots dangling off the side of the truck like she didn’t have a care in the world.

“I’m telling you, Romero’s zombies are the best,” Cassie declared, her voice sharp with conviction. “No running, no crazy mutations, just slow, creepy death. They get in your head. Like existential dread in shambling corpse form.”

El shook his head, tossing a popcorn kernel into his mouth. “Nah. You need a slasher villain. Someone iconic—Freddy, Jason, Michael. They’ve got presence. A good villain needs style.”

“Freddy’s a fashion disaster.” Cassie scoffed. “Sweater and a fedora? Really?” Ty Granger leaned over the cab, smirking as he zipped up his Top Gun jacket. “How do you even know what existential dread is, Cass?” Cassie shot him a playful glare. “Because I’ve read books, Ty. Not that you’d know anything about that.”

El laughed as Ty gave a mock-wounded expression, but before the banter could continue, Becca Turner climbed into the truck bed with a clatter of boots. She was a whirlwind of red curls, flannel layers, and Polaroid cameras slung around her neck. The lenses clinked together as she sat cross-legged, popping open a can of soda.

“Got the last of the Mountain Dew,” Becca said, holding it up like a prize. “There’s a line at the concession stand already. Everyone’s here for pizza night.” Ty groaned. “Of course they are. Now we’re stuck with popcorn.” Becca leaned in, flashing a mischievous grin. “Unless someone distracts the guy at the counter...”

“I’m not getting kicked out,” El said, though the idea tempted him. Before anyone could follow up with another bad idea, the sky rumbled with a distant growl of thunder. A low hush fell over the crowd, and people craned their necks toward the sky.

“That’s new,” El muttered. “It wasn’t supposed to rain tonight.” The first fat drops splattered against the truck’s hood, and the smell of damp asphalt filled the air. Someone cursed loudly from across the lot, and a few people scrambled to roll up their windows. The storm blew in fast, the wind snapping through the trees and rattling the tin awning over the concession stand.

The radio sputtered again, the signal falling apart into white noise and static. El tapped it, frowning. “It’s not even raining that hard.”

But the weather wasn’t the only thing that felt off. As the wind picked up, the picture on the drive-in screen flickered, the black-and-white zombies of Night of the Living Dead stuttering in and out. One moment, Barbara was fleeing the cemetery zombie, and the next, the screen glitched—her image fracturing into shards of light.

El shivered, goosebumps crawling up his arms. A gust of cold air swept through the truck bed, and suddenly everything felt wrong. Cassie nudged him with her elbow. “That was weird, right?”

“Yeah,” El whispered, his eyes locked on the screen. “Really weird.” The thunder rumbled again, closer this time, and with it came a flash of lightning that struck somewhere near the projection booth. The neon sign above the lot buzzed and flickered, casting the words Rustwood Drive-In in jagged, erratic flashes.

And that’s when El noticed the first zombie. It stood near the back of the lot, just outside the range of the headlights. At first, El thought it was some weirdo in costume—someone trying too hard to get into the spirit of the movie. The figure shuffled forward, its head tilted at an unnatural angle. Its skin was an ashen gray, and one arm hung limp at its side.

Cassie squinted. “Is... is that a costume?” El’s stomach twisted. He knew horror movies, he’d seen every zombie flick worth watching, and there was something disturbingly real about the way this one moved.

Before he could answer, the figure lunged at a group of teenagers leaning against a Ford Pinto. There was a scream - sharp and shrill - and chaos erupted. The teens scattered, knocking over lawn chairs and spilling sodas as the zombie tackled one of them to the ground.

“What the hell?” Ty shouted, leaping off the truck bed. “Stay here,” El said quickly, grabbing Cassie’s arm. “Something’s not right.” Becca snapped a Polaroid picture, the flash illuminating the scene for an instant. “That... that’s not normal.”

The crowd broke into confusion, some people laughing nervously, others backing away from the apparent attack. And then the zombie bit the boy on the ground. Blood sprayed across the asphalt, hot and dark in the cold night air.

El’s heart raced. “We need to get out of here.” But before they could move, the projector sputtered and jumped again. The image on the screen shifted, Barbara’s terrified face morphing into something else entirely. The drive-in screen crackled with static, and a new movie started to bleed through: Halloween.
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