
​[image: Image 1]







​[image: Image 2]


Presents  






​[image: Image 3]


©2025 

Aivo Publishing 

All Rights Reserved  









​Part I  




When the Sky Remembered the Dead 



The Dakota plains lay quiet beneath a sky stretched thin and merciless, the kind of sky that had watched men die without blinking. Moonlight silvered the prairie grass, turning each blade into a needle of cold fire. Wind drifted low and steady, carrying the smells of dry earth, old iron, and horse sweat long soaked into the land. Somewhere far off, a coyote cried, its voice sharp as a knife dragged across bone. 


It was an honest night. A night that belonged to the Old West—wide, unforgiving, and indifferent to prayers. 


Then the heavens split. 


Fire tore across the sky like a brand dragged by an angry hand. The stars scattered, screaming as if flung aside, and the darkness bloomed green and white with burning fragments. The meteorite did not fall whole. It shattered, broke apart like a rifle stock slammed against a rock, and the pieces came down hard. 


They struck the plains with thunder. 


Each shard punched into the earth with a sound like iron bells tolling underground. The ground buckled and shuddered, coughing up dirt and ancient dust. Heat rolled outward in waves, scorching grass, cracking stone, waking what had been buried by time and neglect. 


The land remembered. 


Beneath the prairie lay the remains of the Seventh Cavalry encampment—no marker, no monument, no prayer carved into wood or stone. Just uniforms abandoned where men had fallen. Blue coats stiff with rot. Leather straps cracked and curled like old smiles. Brass buttons dulled by rain and shame. Helmets crushed inward, boots collapsed as if lungs had given out. 


The soldiers had waited there once. 


They had waited for orders that never came. 


When the first shard struck near the shallow graves, the earth trembled like a held breath finally released. The meteor fragment glowed faintly, pulsing with a sickly green light that seeped into soil and cloth alike. It hummed, low and steady, like a distant drumbeat. 


​A cavalry coat twitched. 


The movement was small, almost polite—a ripple through fabric, a sleeve lifting as if brushed by wind. Then the coat rose from the ground, shoulders filling with unseen weight. Buttons rattled softly, chiming against nothing. 


Trousers followed. Boots straightened, soles pressing into earth. Spurs scraped stone and sang. 


Uniforms assembled themselves with deliberate care. Belts cinched tight around empty waists. 

Jackets settled, collars straightened. Helmets rolled upright and locked into place where heads should have been. 


Inside each hollow suit, something stirred awake. 


Memory came first—dust-choked marches, saddle leather biting into thighs, the stink of powder smoke and fear. Orders shouted through gunfire. Horses screaming as they fell. The moment the line broke. The moment hope did. 


The shards fed on remembrance. 


Green light threaded through seams and stitching, crawling like veins beneath cloth. The uniforms stood still, listening to the land breathe around them. 


Then one stepped forward. 


Its boot pressed into the soil with unmistakable weight. Another followed. Then another. Soon dozens stood, then hundreds, empty but burdened with purpose. Rifles lifted into position. 

Sabers hung at ready angles, their blades faintly glowing. 


They turned as one. 


Toward the town. 


Prairie Junction squatted against the plains like a tired animal, its buildings leaning inward as if whispering secrets. The town had grown fast after the railroad came through, then withered just as quickly. A saloon, a church, a general store, a jailhouse—wooden bones held together by nails and stubbornness. 


Most folks were asleep when the sky burned. 


A few were still awake—the saloon keeper polishing glasses by lamplight, a gambler nursing a losing hand, a mother rocking a restless child. Dogs stirred uneasily, ears pricked, noses lifting toward a scent they did not understand. 


​Sheriff Eli Granger woke with a start. 


The smell hit him first—ozone and scorched metal, sharp enough to sting the eyes. His heart hammered as he sat upright, sweat cooling on his skin despite the chill. For a moment, he was back in another night, another fear, one he had inherited rather than earned. 


Outside, metal clinked. 


Soft. Measured. 


Granger crossed the room and pulled back the curtain. The plains rolled out before him, moonlit and calm—until they weren’t. 


A line of figures moved through the grass. 


They marched shoulder to shoulder, catching the moonlight in dull flashes. Blue coats. Brass buttons. Cavalry gear straight out of a faded photograph. Rifles slung across shoulders that carried no flesh. 


No faces stared back. 


Granger’s throat went dry. 


“My God,” he whispered. 


The figures advanced without haste, their discipline intact despite the years. Grass whispered beneath their boots. Spurs chimed with each step. The sound carried like a funeral song. 


Granger dressed fast, hands shaking as he buckled his gun belt. His grandfather’s voice echoed in his mind, thick with whiskey and regret. 


“We left ’em out there,” the old man had said once. “Town needed protecting. Cavalry was expendable.” 


Granger grabbed his rifle and ran into the street. 


The first shot cracked the night open. 


A deputy fired from the edge of town, panic turning his aim wild. The bullet tore through a cavalry coat, ripping cloth but finding nothing to stop it. The suit staggered half a step, then kept marching. 


Fear erupted. 


​Men shouted. Horses screamed. Doors slammed. More shots rang out, muzzle flashes lighting faces twisted with terror. Bullets punched holes that glowed green and sealed shut, the fabric knitting itself whole again. 


The suits reached the first building and did not slow. 


One raised its arm and struck the wall. Wood exploded outward in a spray of splinters. The suit stepped through the wreckage, boots crunching over debris, cold spilling into the room like fog. 


Inside the suit, memory sharpened. 


A hill held too long. Ammunition gone. The town lights visible, close enough to promise rescue, far enough to ensure abandonment. 


The suit raised its rifle and fired. 


The report boomed down the street. A man fell, blood steaming on the dirt. The suit did not pause. 


They advanced with methodical precision, flanking, covering ground, moving as trained soldiers—not monsters, but men executing a long-delayed order. 


Sheriff Granger planted his feet in the center of town. 


He fired until his rifle ran dry, then drew his revolver. He could see them clearly now—rows of empty uniforms glowing faintly, marching with the weight of forgotten oaths. 


“Why us?” he shouted, his voice breaking. “Why now?” 


One suit stopped. 


It turned its helmet toward him. 


Green light flared inside the hollow, and memory spoke—not in words, but in cold certainty. 

Waiting. Betrayal. Death without witness. 


The suit drew its saber. 


The blade hummed as it rose, burning bright— 


And the meteorite shard embedded in its chest pulsed violently. 


The ground shook. 


​Beyond the town, across the plains, more lights rose from the earth. 


More uniforms stood. 


The dead cavalry had not come alone. 








































​Part II  



The March of Hollow Men 



Dawn did not come cleanly to Prairie Junction. 


It crept in like a wounded thing, dragging pale light behind it, hesitant to look upon what the night had done. Smoke clung low to the streets, gray and bitter, stinking of burned pine, gunpowder, and fear-sweat. The saloon’s front wall lay split open like a rib cage. The general store smoldered, its roof sagging, shelves spilled into the street like broken teeth. 


Men lay where they had fallen. 


Some breathed. Some did not. 


The cavalry stood among the wreckage, unmoving, silent. Their uniforms glowed faintly beneath the growing light, seams threaded with dull green fire. They did not raid. They did not loot. They simply occupied, rifles held at rest, sabers angled downward, patient as gravestones. 


Sheriff Eli Granger stood near the well, boots planted in blood-darkened dirt, revolver hanging heavy in his hand. His ears rang with a silence so thick it pressed against his skull. He watched one of the suits turn slowly, surveying the town with the careful attention of a man inspecting a battlefield after the smoke cleared. 


“Lord help us,” someone whispered behind him. 


Granger didn’t turn. He already knew who it was—Mrs. Calder, the schoolteacher, her dress torn at the hem, her face gray with shock. He could hear her shallow breaths, quick and fragile as bird wings. 


“They ain’t leaving,” she said. 


“No,” Granger replied quietly. “They ain’t.” 


A cavalryman stepped forward. The ground seemed to stiffen beneath its boots, dirt compacting as if remembering the weight of men marching long ago. The suit raised its rifle—not to fire, but to point. 


At the jailhouse. 


​The door burst open under a single blow. Wood cracked and split, iron hinges screaming as they tore free. Two suits entered, their boots echoing inside the narrow space. A moment later, they emerged dragging the town councilman by his arms, his heels carving furrows in the dirt. 


“Please,” the man sobbed, his voice breaking like rotten wood. “I wasn’t there. I didn’t—” 


A saber flashed. 


The councilman fell silent, collapsing in a wet heap. The blade hummed as it returned to rest, its glow brightening briefly, fed by the memory of cowardice fulfilled. 


The townsfolk recoiled, hands clapped to mouths, prayers spilling out unbidden. No one raised a weapon. No one dared. 


The cavalry turned toward the open plains. 


They marched out of Prairie Junction as they had entered—disciplined, deliberate, unhurried. 

No cheers followed them. No pursuit. Only the whisper of grass closing behind their passage. 


Granger watched until the last glow vanished over the rise. 


The town exhaled in broken sobs. 





By noon, Prairie Junction was a place of tending and counting. 


Wounds were wrapped. The dead were covered. Names were spoken aloud, as if saying them might anchor the living to something solid. Granger moved among them like a ghost, offering quiet words, directing hands, keeping order by force of habit alone. 


Old Tom Weaver found him near the church. 


“They’re headed toward the hills,” Weaver said, spitting into the dirt. His beard was singed, one sleeve blackened. “Toward the old battlefield.” 


Granger nodded. He had felt it too—a pull, like the land itself drawing breath. 


“That’s where they fell,” Granger said. 


Weaver’s eyes hardened. “And where we left ’em.” 


​A silence stretched between them, heavy with shared guilt neither man had earned but both had inherited. 


“They’ll kill everyone they find,” Weaver
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