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​Part I 



The Image That Wouldn’t Stay Still 



Elias Crowe arrived in Dry Creek at dusk, when the sun bled out behind the hills and left the town soaking in its own long shadow. 


The place looked like most frontier towns—false-front buildings hunched together like bad teeth, a hitching rail scarred by years of rope and impatience, and a saloon squatting at the center as if it had been there before anything else dared to grow. Dust lay over everything, a fine gray powder that crept into boots, lungs, and thoughts. Even the wind moved slow, like it was tired of carrying the same stories from one end of the territory to the other. 


Elias rode in alone. 


His mule, Mercy, plodded forward with the patience of something that had survived too much to hurry. A wooden crate was lashed to her flank, padded with canvas and oilcloth. Inside it rested Elias’s livelihood—his tintype camera, brass-trimmed and heavy as regret, along with glass plates wrapped like sleeping infants. The camera caught the last of the sunset and threw it back in dull gold flashes, as if it were watching the world instead of the other way around. 


A few heads turned as Elias passed. People always noticed a photographer. In towns like Dry Creek, a photograph was proof you’d lived long enough to be seen. Proof you mattered. 


Elias dismounted near the saloon and tied Mercy off. He adjusted his hat, smoothed the dust from his coat, and listened. The saloon doors exhaled laughter and piano keys. Somewhere down the street, a hammer struck wood, sharp and lonely. The smell of whiskey, manure, and old smoke braided together in the cooling air. 


Dry Creek wasn’t expecting trouble. 


That made it perfect. 





Elias set up his camera the next morning near the well, where people naturally gathered. He unfolded the tripod legs, planted them deep, and mounted the camera with practiced care. His hands moved automatically, reverently. He trusted his hands more than his thoughts. 


​The camera was old—older than Elias, older than most things still walking. The leather bellows creaked when he extended them, like a throat clearing itself before confession. The lens stared forward, unblinking, a dark glass eye hungry for faces. 


People drifted closer, curiosity tugging them in. 


“Ain’t seen one of those in years,” a rancher said, scratching his beard. 


“Hold still long enough and you’ll live forever,” Elias replied. It was what people wanted to hear. 


A woman with sun-cracked hands paid him two bits to photograph her and her daughter. A pair of brothers posed stiffly, rifles across their knees. A gambler leaned against a post and tried to look dangerous. Elias arranged them all the same way—careful angles, measured distance, the world reduced to a rectangle he could control. 


When he pulled the black cloth over his head and looked through the lens, the noise faded. 

Inside the camera, the world made sense. Light obeyed rules. Time slowed. People stopped pretending and became what they were. 


Exposure. 


Stillness. 


Then the click—quiet but final. 


Elias developed the plates behind the saloon, his portable dark tent snapping softly in the breeze. The chemicals bit his nose. He watched images rise from blank silver like ghosts climbing out of fog. Faces bloomed slowly, eyes first, then mouths, then the fine lines that told the truth no one admitted out loud. 


It wasn’t until late afternoon that something went wrong. 


The sheriff’s men brought in a body. 


They laid him out near the gallows—a young outlaw with a hole in his chest and a face still surprised by the idea of dying. Someone asked Elias if he could take a picture. For the family, they said. For remembering. 


Elias hesitated. 


He had photographed the dead before. It was common enough. Death liked to leave souvenirs. 


He set up the camera. 


​The body didn’t move. The wind barely stirred. Elias framed the shot, adjusted the lens, and waited for the light to settle. The outlaw’s eyes were closed, lashes dusted with grit. Peaceful, in a way only the newly dead ever were. 


Elias triggered the shutter. 


As he did, a fly lifted off the corpse’s cheek. 


Later, in the dark tent, Elias watched the image develop. 


At first, it was normal—chest wound dark and wet, hands folded awkwardly, jaw slack. Then the eyes appeared. 


They were open. 


Elias froze. 


He leaned closer, breath held. The eyes weren’t just open—they were focused. Sharp. A smear of motion ghosted the plate, a blur where no movement should have been. 


His skin prickled. 


Elias told himself it was nothing. A trick of chemicals. A bad plate. 


He washed it anyway. 





That night, Dry Creek screamed. 





The first cry ripped through the darkness just past midnight, high and thin as tearing cloth. 


Elias woke on his cot behind the saloon, heart hammering, already reaching for his boots. 

Another scream followed, closer this time, then shouting. Men. Women. Panic spreading like a brushfire. 


He stepped outside. 


Torches bobbed in the street. Someone fired a gun. A dog barked and went silent. 


​Elias moved toward the noise, dread pooling in his stomach. He recognized the body before he recognized the face. 


The outlaw. 


He stood in the middle of the street, chest wound black and gaping, blood crusted like old paint. 

His head twitched at odd angles, joints stiff as rusted hinges. His eyes—those impossible eyes—tracked the people around him with jerky intent. 


A man rushed him with a knife. 


The outlaw grabbed him. 


It wasn’t a struggle. It was an ending. 


The thing tore into flesh with teeth that cracked like splitting kindling. Blood sprayed hot and sudden. The crowd scattered, screaming, boots pounding the dirt. 


Elias staggered back. 


His camera. 


The thought struck him like a bullet. 


This was his fault. 


The sheriff’s men opened fire. Bullets punched through the corpse, snapping bone, tearing cloth. The outlaw fell, twitched, then stilled. Smoke hung low. Someone retched. 


No one noticed Elias backing away, bile burning his throat. 





He didn’t sleep. 


At dawn, Elias packed his things with shaking hands. He loaded the camera, the plates, the chemicals. His mind replayed the image over and over—the eyes opening, the blur of motion, the dead man refusing to stay that way. 


Before he could leave town, a woman grabbed his sleeve. 


“My husband,” she said. “You took his picture in hollow. Her hands trembled. 


​“He died last night,” she continued. “Fever. Can I… can I have the plate?” 


Elias swallowed. 


“I’m sorry,” he said, and meant it more than she could know. 


He rode out of Dry Creek with the sun climbing behind him and the sound of hammers already starting on a coffin. 





Two towns later, it happened again. 


This time, Elias saw it with his own eyes. 


He had photographed an elderly preacher at sunset, the man insisting on standing in front of his church, Bible clutched to his chest. The preacher died before morning, heart giving out like an overworked mule. 


At noon, the bells rang. 


At one, the bells stopped. 


At two, Elias watched the preacher walk out of the church, neck bent at an angle no living spine should manage, mouth moving in soundless prayer. 


People knelt. 


Then he fell on them. 


Elias ran. 





By the third town, Elias understood the rules. 


It wasn’t death that mattered. 


It was the image. 


​Those he photographed became anchored, pinned to the world like insects under glass. When their bodies failed, the image pulled them back, dragged them up through dirt and darkness and forced them to keep going. 


Living or dead—it made no difference. 


The camera didn’t care. 







Elias tried to destroy a plate that night. 


He built a fire and held the image of the preacher over the flames. The metal blistered. The face warped. Somewhere nearby, something howled—high, furious, unraveling. 


When the plate finally blackened and split, the sound stopped. 


Elias dropped to his knees in the dirt, shaking. 


It could be stopped. 


But there were too many plates. 


Too many faces. 


Too much of him already scattered across the West. 





At dawn, Elias stood alone on a ridge overlooking the trail ahead. The land stretched wide and merciless, indifferent to guilt and miracles alike. Somewhere out there, the dead were walking—wearing his work like a brand. 


He tightened the straps on his camera case. 


“I won’t do it again,” he whispered, though the wind didn’t listen. 


Then he turned west, chasing his own shadows, hunting the gallery he had never meant to create. 


​Behind him, the sun rose—bright, unforgiving, and blind. 












































​Part II 



The Gallery of the Damned 



The dead did not wander blindly. 


That was the first lie Elias Crowe had to unlearn. 


He discovered it three days west of Dry Creek, where the land flattened into sun-blasted prairie and the sky pressed down like a lid. He had ridden hard, sleeping in snatches, stopping only to water Mercy and boil bitter coffee that tasted like scorched earth. Each mile felt borrowed. Each shadow looked like it might rise and follow. 


Near dusk, he found a town already rearranged. 


The sign read Harrow’s Bend, though the bend in the river beyond town ran black and sluggish, like something refusing to move on. The buildings stood straighter than most frontier towns—too straight. Doors hung open but unbroken. No gunfire echoed. No screams carried. 


Silence ruled. 


Elias slowed Mercy and scanned the street. Footprints crisscrossed the dirt, deep and uneven, pressed in strange patterns that suggested purpose instead of panic. A wagon stood abandoned at the far end of town, its canvas ripped and stained dark. 


Then Elias saw the people. 


They stood in clusters, unmoving. Men, women, children. Some leaned against posts. Others sat on stoops with hands folded. Their skin had the waxy pallor of winter apples left too long in a cellar. Eyes stared ahead, unblinking, reflecting the dying light. 


Undead. 


Not shambling. 


Waiting. 


Elias backed the mule slowly, heart pounding, when a voice cut through the stillness. 


“You came back for us.” 


It came from the center of town. 

​ 

A man stepped forward. 







He wore a lawman’s coat—long, dark, dusted with dried blood. A silver star glinted on his chest, tarnished but polished clean by habit. His hat brim shadowed his face, but Elias recognized the jawline immediately. 


Marshal Thomas Reed. 


Elias had photographed him months ago in a railroad town that no longer existed. Reed had insisted on standing tall, revolver visible, eyes hard with a man’s belief in order. 


Reed had died two weeks later. 


“Marshal,” Elias said, his voice cracking despite himself. 


Reed smiled. It was a careful expression, practiced, as if the muscles remembered what to do even if the soul had forgotten why. 


“You made us,” Reed said. “Stands to reason you’d want to see what became of your work.” 


The undead shifted slightly, heads turning toward Elias in unison. The sound was soft—leather creaking, bone clicking, fabric brushing fabric. Like a theater audience settling before a performance. 


Elias’s hand slid toward his revolver, though he knew it wouldn’t matter. 


“I didn’t mean for this,” Elias said. 


Reed stepped closer. His boots made no sound. 


“Meaning’s got nothing to do with it,” Reed replied. “You froze us at our best. You caught us whole. Death didn’t get the last word.” 


Reed gestured to the town. 


“We don’t rot like animals. We don’t starve. We don’t fear. We remember.” 


​A woman stepped forward—young, her throat torn open, the wound puckered and black. She spoke with a child’s blunt honesty. 


“We remember being hungry,” she said. “We remember being small.” 


Another voice joined in. 


“We remember






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































index-1_1.jpg
2
=

G






index-2_1.jpg
 DEAD DUST






index-3_1.jpg
DEAD EXPOSURE
DRY CREEK

-

-,
4\4 I E -
: p -
b ‘lf‘\ -
S n"
e -





