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Frank stood in the shadow of a weeping angel, nursing a lukewarm tallboy of Coors and defending his right to do absolutely nothing.

The town of Oakridge was nestled in a valley that perpetually smelled of crushed pine needles and damp earth. For eleven months out of the year, it was a quiet, suffocatingly normal place to live. But in October, the town lost its collective mind. Halloween wasn't just a holiday here; it was an extreme sport. The local hardware store on Main Street had sold out of fake cobwebs and industrial fog juice before Columbus Day.

Frank was forty-two, possessed a resting face locked in a grimace of profound, spiritual exhaustion, and had explicitly moved back to Oakridge after a loud, miserable tour as an Army motor-pool mechanic specifically to avoid high-stress situations. He scrubbed toilets. He fixed radiators. He embraced the glorious, invisible apathy of being the high school janitor. Yet here he was, shivering in a sprawling, gothic cemetery, roped into chaperoning the senior class for a crisp fifty-dollar bill and the promise that he wouldn't have to lift a finger.

It was a colossal mistake.

The senior class had decided to escalate this year's festivities by decorating the Oakridge Cemetery—a massive, crumbling gothic masterpiece anchored by a marble-pillared mortuary and surrounded by wrought-iron fences. Miss Gallagher, the twenty-five-year-old AP English teacher and head cheerleading coach, had secured the location through a ruthless combination of diplomacy, bribery, and a highly strategic display of cleavage. She had batted her eyelashes at Arthur Vance, the wealthy, perpetually sweating, sweater-vest-clad owner of the mortuary, and Arthur had handed over the master keys like a man under a powerful hex.

Frank took a sip of his flat beer and watched the Oakridge Initiative unfold in all its health-code-violating glory. Tyler, the local butcher’s son, was currently slinging heavy, sloshing handfuls of raw, wet cow intestines over the wrought-iron fences, arguing with a passing dog walker about whether or not it constituted a biohazard. The metallic, coppery stink of real blood mixed nauseatingly with the crisp autumn air.

"Hey, Frank!" Brad, the starting quarterback, yelled across the cobblestones. Brad was awkwardly bear-hugging a massive, carved jack-o'-lantern by its stem. He dropped it directly onto the freshly turned dirt of a recent grave. "Check it out! The uneven dirt makes it spooky!"

Frank rubbed the bridge of his nose. "Brad, if that guy's widow shows up tomorrow, I'm telling her you did that."

Over by the mortuary porch, Chloe, the highly caffeinated head of the AV club, was covered in smeared glitter gel and losing a violent battle with a tangle of heavy-duty extension cords. She was desperately trying to sync a Bluetooth playlist of royalty-free screams to the parlor's antique sound system to accompany her three sputtering industrial fog machines.

Miss Gallagher sauntered over to Frank, leaning against the adjacent headstone and unscrewing the cap of a stainless-steel thermos. She smelled strongly of spiked apple cider and expensive perfume.

"It's called the Pumpkinhead Path, Frank," she cooed, gesturing to the hundreds of flickering, carved gourds illuminating the cobblestone walkway leading up to the mortuary doors. "Arthur said we could use the parlor for the VIP party, as long as we keep the kids out of the downstairs embalming suite because the chemicals are sensitive. Isn't it cute?"

"It's a biological hazard, Jessica," Frank deadpanned, eyeing Tyler as the teenager dragged a five-gallon Home Depot bucket of offal toward the mortuary's pristine front doors. "If Artie sees them dragging cow guts across his antique floors, he's going to have a stroke."

Before Miss Gallagher could defend the aesthetic choices, the atmosphere simply snapped.

The crisp autumn wind died instantly, leaving a heavy, suffocating, vacuum-like silence hanging over the tombstones. The temperature plummeted fifteen degrees in a single second. Frank stopped mid-sip. Miss Gallagher frowned, her thermos hovering halfway to her mouth. The fading orange sunset was swallowed whole, replaced by a sky that bruised into a sickly, violent, unnatural shade of plum.

A smell washed over the cemetery—not pine, not damp earth, and not Tyler's cow blood. It smelled like raw ozone, burnt sugar, and melting copper.

Deep in the heavens, something massive tore through the stratosphere. A deafening, metallic shriek vibrated the fillings in Frank's teeth and rattled the wrought-iron fences.

A colossal, jagged rock, burning with an intense, radioactive neon-green fire, punched through the purple clouds. It trailed a blinding emerald tail as it sailed directly over the mortuary roof, casting ghastly, elongated shadows across the Pumpkinhead Path.

It slammed into the back plots of the cemetery with a concussive, earth-shattering boom.

The shockwave hit them a microsecond later. It threw Frank hard against the weeping angel, knocked the thermos from Miss Gallagher's hand, and sent a geyser of glowing green fire, mud, and pulverized granite fifty feet into the air. Torrential, freezing rain instantly began to fall from the bruised sky, hammering the glowing crater and sending up thick, noxious plumes of steam.

The haunted trail was officially open.
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The front doors of the mortuary swung open, and Arthur Vance marched in with the stiff, frantic energy of a man whose homeowner’s insurance was about to be severely tested. Between the crippling property taxes on a historic building and a plummeting local mortality rate, Arthur was operating on razor-thin margins. He had originally intended to make a brief, romantic cameo, perhaps share a thermos of hot cocoa with Miss Gallagher, and gently remind the teenagers not to lean against the premium caskets.

Instead, his eyes locked onto the foyer floor, and his soul temporarily left his body.

Tyler was currently dragging a five-gallon Home Depot bucket across Arthur’s priceless, nineteenth-century Persian rug, sloshing a thick, dark crimson trail directly into the hand-woven silk fibers.

"Stop! Cease! Halt your momentum!" Arthur shrieked, sprinting forward and dropping to his knees. He pulled a monogrammed silk handkerchief from his breast pocket and began frantically dabbing at the thick, clotting puddle. "This is a Shiraz antique! It survived two World Wars and the Great Depression, and you’re ruining it with cheap corn syrup!"

"It's not corn syrup, Mr. Vance," Tyler offered helpfully, adjusting his grip on the heavy bucket. "It's cow blood. I got a great deal from my dad. The coagulation really adds texture."

Arthur froze, his face inches from the puddle. The metallic, coppery smell hit his nostrils, and his complexion turned the color of old oatmeal.

Miss Gallagher jogged over in her tight denim jacket, flashing a blinding, practiced smile as she placed a gentle hand on Arthur's trembling shoulder. "Artie, honey, breathe," Miss Gallagher cooed, pulling him back to the present. "It’s just a little mess. The kids are just being ambitious. We’ll get it steam-cleaned tomorrow, I promise."

"It's seeping into the floorboards, Jessica," Arthur whimpered, scrubbing hopelessly at the stain. "Do you know what bovine hemoglobin does to vintage oak?"

Frank, leaning against a velvet viewing bench with his arms crossed, took a slow sip of his beer. "Probably the same thing it does to the inside of a cow, Artie. Makes it red."

Arthur shot Frank a look of pure, unadulterated venom and opened his mouth to deliver a scathing lecture on respect for historic properties, but he never got the chance.

The heavy oak doors rattled violently in their frames. Outside, the sky bruised into a sickly, violent purple, entirely drowning out the fading sunset. A deafening, metallic shriek tore through the clouds, vibrating the mortuary’s antique crystal chandelier until the prisms chimed in panic.

The shockwave from the meteor impact rattled the mortuary's foundation, blasting a framed painting of Arthur’s grandfather off the wall and sending a shower of white plaster dust raining down from the ceiling. Tyler was thrown into the reception desk, and Chloe screamed as a stack of folding chairs collapsed.

"A meteor!" Tyler scrambled to his feet, his eyes wide with absolute terror. "A literal meteor just hit the graveyard!"

Arthur Vance didn't even look toward the stained-glass windows. He remained on his hands and knees, staring at the ceiling in pure, catatonic horror as the white plaster dust settled onto the velvet furniture and mixed into the cow blood, creating a horrifying, pink paste.

"The upholstery," Arthur whispered, his voice cracking into a high-pitched squeak. "You've unsettled the structural plaster! Do you know how much a specialized contractor charges for historic ceiling repair? I explicitly stated in the permission forms: absolutely no pyrotechnics!"

Outside, barely audible over the hissing rain, a low, wet groan echoed from the freshly made crater, followed by the heavy scrape of a dozen stone tombs shifting on their foundations.

Out on the lawn, the hissing steam rising from the crater smelled heavily of burnt hair and battery acid. Brad, limping slightly from the pumpkin he had dropped on his foot earlier, squinted through the torrential rain alongside two trembling cheerleaders. They had crept halfway down the illuminated cobblestone path, their cell phone flashlights cutting through the dark as they tried to get a better look at whatever had just nuked the back forty of the cemetery.

The beams of their phones hit the lip of the glowing green crater just as the mud began to churn.

First came the rabbits—skeletal, twitching things with milky eyes and missing patches of fur, hopping with jerky, broken movements. Then came a swarm of half-decayed sewer rats, pulling themselves from the irradiated soil. Finally, a massive, mud-caked hand punched over the rim. The earth shifted heavily as a half-rotten human corpse hauled its upper body out of the radioactive sludge and let out a wet, gargling moan into the freezing rain.

Brad’s eyes widened, his quarterback instincts finally kicking in. "Nope! Formation broken! Retreat!"

The teenagers turned and sprinted for the safety of the mortuary porch, slipping wildly on the wet cobblestones and hydroplaning through deep, muddy puddles. But the cemetery was already wide awake, the radioactive shockwave having pulsed through the topsoil like a defibrillator.

Right in the middle of their escape route, the fresh grave of the recently departed librarian erupted like a geyser of wet earth.

A corpse clad in a cheap, muddy funeral suit sat bolt upright, sending clods of wet dirt cascading down its lap. The heavy, meticulously carved jack-o'-lantern that Brad had proudly placed on the burial mound barely an hour ago to add "spooky ambiance" tumbled backward, sliding perfectly over the dead man's skull. The glowing, neon-green sludge from the meteor had mixed with the freezing rain, seeping deeply into both the orange rind and the rotting corpse beneath it. The pumpkin settled onto the shoulders with a wet, sickening schluck.

The zombie stood on unsteady, jerky legs, actively adjusting its new orange head with mud-caked fingers. Inside the hollowed-out gourd, its rotting jaws snapped wildly, perfectly visible right behind the carved, smiling mouth of the pumpkin. It let out a rattling hiss, lurched forward on the cobblestones, and lunged directly at the terrified cheerleaders blocking the path.

"I got him!" Brad roared, his high school football instincts overriding his self-preservation.

Lowering his broad shoulder, the star quarterback executed a flawless, textbook tackle. He drove his full, athletic body weight directly into the zombie's squishy midsection, lifting the undead interloper right off its muddy loafers. They hit the wet grass together with a heavy, squelching thud that forced the air out of Brad's lungs.

Brad immediately went to push himself up off the chest of the corpse, fully ready to bask in the glory of saving the day.

But his hands wouldn't move.

In the chaotic, flailing momentum of the tackle, Brad had instinctively reached out and grabbed the zombie's head to brace his fall. Both of his large hands had plunged straight through the carved, triangular eyes of the jack-o'-lantern.

Brad yanked, but his wrists were immobilized. The inside of the gourd wasn't just stringy, wet pulp anymore; the radioactive meteor sludge had violently mutated the pumpkin guts. The interior of the squash was now filled with a thick, glowing, neon-green adhesive that possessed the consistency of industrial superglue mixed with wet cement. Brad was elbow-deep in it, and it was hardening fast.

"Ew! Ew! Let go!" Brad shrieked, his voice pitching into a terrified falsetto as he yanked his arms frantically.

The zombie, currently pinned flat on its back in the freezing mud, didn't struggle. It just stared up at Brad through the glowing orange rind.

"Brainsss?" the corpse gargled, sounding genuinely confused by the aggressive proximity of the teenager. It casually opened its rotting jaws and tried to chew on Brad's fingers, which were currently wedged tightly against the dead man's cold, peeling nose.

"My hands are stuck! The pumpkin is eating my hands!" Brad sobbed in absolute panic. He began shaking the zombie by the head so violently that the corpse's entire torso repeatedly lifted off the wet grass and slapped back down into the mud.

Frank stood under the awning of the mortuary porch, gripping a heavy brass fireplace poker, and watched the display with a sense of deep, spiritual exhaustion.

"Brad," Frank sighed heavily. "Let go of the product."

"I can't!" Brad wailed, scrambling awkwardly to his feet and spinning in a panicked, muddy circle. Because his hands were permanently fused to the interior of the gourd, Brad ended up dragging the heavy zombie upright with him. The star quarterback began waltzing the undead librarian across the mud like a horrific, uncoordinated dance partner.

At the end of the illuminated cobblestone path, the rest of the undead petting zoo and the muddy corpse from the crater were rapidly closing the distance, cutting off any hope of outrunning the horde.

A wave of dead, glowing-eyed squirrels, skeletal rabbits, and half-eaten raccoons swarmed over the wet stones, moving like a fluid, gray carpet of snapping teeth and exposed bone.

The sheer panic of the impending swarm was too much. Madison, one of the cheerleaders who had run out with Brad, took a terrified step backward and her cheer shoe slipped violently on a stray coil of Tyler's spilled cow intestines. She hit the cobblestones hard, her cell phone clattering away into the mud.

Before Brad could even attempt to drag his pumpkin-glued hands toward her, the leading edge of the undead vermin washed over her.

It was horrifyingly fast. The glowing-eyed rats and skeletal raccoons swarmed over Madison's legs, their tiny, rotting jaws tearing through her uniform with a sickening chorus of wet tearing sounds. Madison’s piercing scream cut cleanly through the howling rain, a sound of pure, unadulterated agony that froze the blood in Brad's veins. The muddy, half-rotten human corpse from the crater lurched forward, dropping to its knees, and violently sank its muddy, decaying teeth directly into Madison’s shoulder.

There was a sickening crunch, a violent spray of crimson, and Madison was dragged screaming into the dark, writhing mass of the horde.

"Madison!" Brad roared, trying to lunge forward, but the undead librarian he was glued to violently jerked him back.

"Inside! Everyone inside right now!" Miss Gallagher screamed from the open doorway of the mortuary, her face pale with absolute horror.

Realizing there was absolutely nothing they could do to save the cheerleader, Miss Gallagher sprinted out into the rain, grabbed Brad by the collar of his heavy letterman jacket, and hauled him backward toward the porch. The surviving cheerleader grabbed his belt, pulling with all her might.

Because Brad was still permanently attached to the zombie's face, the undead librarian was violently dragged along for the ride. They hit the porch steps in a frantic, stumbling rush as the swarm of glowing rodents began to surge up the masonry behind them.

They all tumbled backward over the heavy oak threshold and spilled into the mortuary foyer in a chaotic, screaming tangle of wet limbs, glowing green pumpkin guts, and clicking bovine teeth.

Arthur Vance, still on his hands and knees desperately scrubbing at the cow blood on the Persian rug, looked up just in time to see a muddy high schooler, a screaming cheerleader, and a reanimated, pumpkin-headed corpse come flying through his front doors.

They crashed directly into his antique reception desk like a fleshy bowling ball.

The reception desk—a gorgeous, hand-carved mahogany piece from the 1890s that Arthur polished twice a week—splintered with a sickening, explosive crack as Brad and his undead dance partner collided with it. The heavy wood groaned, buckled, and caved in. Massive wood chips flew across the foyer, scattering over the cow-blood puddle and pinging off the crystal chandelier. The heavy brass lamp on top of the desk shattered, plunging half the foyer into darkness.

Arthur Vance finally snapped.

He didn't see the glowing green ooze dripping from the pumpkin. He didn't register the decaying flesh, the terrifying moans, or the sharp smell of wet earth and battery acid. He forgot about the cheerleader being eaten alive outside. Arthur saw
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