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Prologue: Zombie Church

On the edge of town, past the railroad tracks and a forgotten cemetery, the church sat like a relic from another time—its dull red bricks weathered and weary. The old stained-glass windows had lost their fire. The colors hung in the air, as if afraid to shine in a place that had forgotten how to hope. Alex stared up at them, remembering a time when the light seemed endless. Now it filtered  through cracks and grime, carrying the weight of years.

There was the crooked sign that creaked in the wind. “Welcome Home,” it read in faded blue letters, the last e hanging half-loose, as if it wanted to escape. The building looked more like a mausoleum than a sanctuary. Inside, the church was lifeless. The carpet smelled of mildew, the pews scarred by time and restless hands.

Each Sunday, bodies filed in like clockwork, orderly, routine, and silent. They sang songs without feeling, bowed heads without thought, and recited prayers without meaning. The organ wheezed out tired hymns, and the pastor spoke sermons polished to shine but hollow at the core. Eyes blinked, mouths moved, but there was no fire, no hunger, no life. A church full of people, and yet somehow empty.

Once, years ago, revival had stirred here. A breeze of grace had swept through the pews, drawing tears from hardened hearts and laughter from children who danced down the aisles. People stayed after service to pray. They met during the week to study, serve, and love. The community knew New Hope not as a place, but as a people alive and burning with the light of Christ.

Somewhere along the way, something shifted. A bitter argument over a building program became a division. A family left. Then another. Control replaced compassion. Tradition choked truth. Over time, people stopped bringing their Bibles. They stopped bringing their burdens. Smiles were plastered on, hurts were hidden. The Spirit was grieved and without a whisper, left. Now, only the shell remained.

There were whispers among the youth, the few who hadn’t tuned out. They joked about the “Church of the Living Dead,” where old hymns groaned like ghosts and the adults walked like zombies. No one dared say it aloud during service, but the nickname stuck. A few deacons, in unguarded moments, admitted—something didn’t feel right.

Visitors felt it too, a heavy stillness, a tension behind the forced greetings and polite handshakes. One man, new in town, had described the church like walking into a room of mannequins. He never came back.

Yet every Sunday, they gathered. They sat in their assigned pews, dressed in their Sunday best, saying the right things and pretending everything was fine. No one confessed. No one repented. No one expected God to move anymore. The church didn’t know it, but a quiet storm was gathering, ready to break open their world.
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“You have a reputation for being alive, but you are dead.” — Revelation 3:1

Years had passed since Alex  had come this way, yet every bump and curve still whispered memories. The air had a faint smell of oil and salt. The refinery on the edge of town never stopped breathing its smoke. Its stacks rose like steel giants, glowing red in the twilight.

Alex slowed his Honda Rebel 500, near the corner where his old church came into view. Once, its steeple had seemed to touch heaven. Now it leaned slightly, like it had grown tired. The windows were dark except for a single faint light behind the stained glass. The paint on the sign out front had peeled until only a few letters remained: Welcome Home. He stopped and stared. The words hit harder than he expected. Welcome home. He didn’t feel welcome, and he wasn’t sure it was home anymore.

Ten years ago, this church had been alive. He could still picture his mother’s hand on his shoulder as they sang hymns too loud, and the way sunlight once caught the dust motes during Sunday school. Those memories felt borrowed, like someone else’s childhood. Now, the church looked hollow. Like it was still trying to look holy after the Spirit had gone.

Ten years ago, before the divorce, before the long move that turned everything familiar into something distant. Back then, church meant more than pews and sermons. It was laughter during Vacation Bible School, glue on fingers from craft time, and cookies that always tasted better because someone had baked them with love. It was where people smiled, where faith felt warm and alive.

Things changed when his parents split. Once the divorce papers were signed, the smiles faded. The same church that had once wrapped them in kindness now offered only cold shoulders and polite nods. Whispers filled the hallways faster than grace ever did.

Now, with Grandpa’s health failing, they came back, not out of comfort, but necessity. The old church stood as it had, but time had drained its energy. Still, as Alex looked at the worn bricks and fading sign, the memories pressed close: the sound of laughter in the fellowship hall, the songs that used to rise with joy, the teachers who once said that being a Christian wasn’t about showing up, it was about living like Christ mattered. Somewhere deep down, Alex wanted to believe that was still true.

A car passed, its headlights sweeping across the building. The stained glass glimmered for a moment, then sank back into shadow. Alex swallowed hard. He’d heard the rumors whispered in the school cafeteria, passed between friends like a secret. They joked, “It’s like a ghost church.”

He wanted to laugh them off, but something in the sight before him made their words believable. He dismounted his bike and  walked closer, gravel crunching under his shoes. The evening air felt heavier. He pressed his hand against the old brick wall; it was damp and unwelcoming.

Inside, somewhere, he imagined rows of empty pews and echoes that no one had heard in years. He didn’t know why he cared. It wasn’t like he was a church kid anymore. In a few months  he would graduate from high school. Standing there, staring up at the cross that hung above the entrance, he felt a strange mix of anger and sadness.

He whispered to the empty street, “How does a church die?”

The question lingered in the air, quiet and accusing. A breeze stirred, lifting dust from the curb. A light rain soon followed. The refinery lights blinked in the distance like watchful eyes. While the church behind him stood silent.

He climbed back onto his bike and headed home. Halfway home, he looked over his shoulder. The church was barely visible now, a shadow against the refinery glow. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something inside him started to stir. Something more than the hunger pains. He remembered  there was a diner a few blocks away. With a growling stomach he headed toward the diner.

The diner smelled of coffee and fried onions, the kind of scent that clung to the walls and soaked into your clothes. Outside, the neon sign buzzed and flickered, painting the rain-speckled window in trembling pink. Alex slid into a booth near the back, his motorcycle helmet still wet from the drizzle.

A waitress poured him a glass of water.

“Haven’t seen you before.”

“New in town,” Alex replied.

From the next booth came a burst of loud laughter. He recognized one of the voices—Marcus, from school. Confident, loud, and always performing. Alex kept his eyes down, but he couldn’t help overhearing.

“I’m telling you, man, that place is dead,” Marcus said.

More laughter. Chairs creaked. Someone snorted. Alex flinched as the comments rolled on—six people,  no choir, no kids, just “old folks mumbling hymns like zombies.” Another round of laughter spilled across the diner.

Alex stared at his glass, watching a droplet slide down its side. He wanted to tell them they were wrong, that a church wasn’t measured by noise or numbers, but the words stuck in his throat. The truth was he wasn’t sure he believed it himself anymore.

A girl pulled out her phone and showed a picture of the church.

“Creepy, right? Like something out of a horror movie.”

Alex’s jaw tightened.

“You ever been inside?” he asked before he could stop himself.

The group turned. Marcus smirked.

“You have?”

“Yeah,” Alex said quietly. “A long time ago.”

Marcus shrugged. “Then you know what I mean. Dead.”

Eventually, Marcus got up and left. Alex watched him go, then looked away. The ache in his chest lingered long after the laughter died down.

The waitress brought his meal—fries and a grilled cheese.

“You okay, hon?”

“Yeah,” Alex said, though even he could hear the lie. “Just tired.”

He ate in silence, the noise around him fading as his thoughts grew louder. The church’s outline filled his mind: the dim window, the worn bricks, the heavy stillness. Maybe Marcus was right. Maybe it really was dead. But something inside Alex resisted that conclusion—something small but stubborn.

A napkin sat in front of him. Without thinking, he pulled it closer and began sketching the church from memory. When he finished, he scrawled two words across the front wall:

ZOMBIE CHURCH 

He stared at the words—angry, desperate, but accurate. Folding the napkin, he tucked it into his jacket, paid his bill, and stepped back into the rain.

Outside, the drizzle was cold and steady. Alex looked toward the distant outline of the church. The refinery glow behind it lit the clouds a dull red, like an ember refusing to die.

“Maybe the church needs a spark,” he whispered.

Marcus pushed through the diner door, letting it swing shut behind him. The cool night air hit his face, sharp and wet. He checked his phone—good. He still had time to make it to his cousin’s house.

Inside, he had played the role everyone expected. Loudmouth. Showman. Smart guy with the smirk and the answers. It came naturally now, the way the jokes rolled off his tongue, the way people leaned in, waiting. He loved that part—control disguised as humor.

Outside, away from the neon lights and the echo of laughter, the performance slipped. His shoulders
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