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Prologue 




The wind came like a whispering curse, carrying the grit of a thousand dry years. Dust scuttled across the cracked earth, curling into ghostly spirals that clawed at the edges of abandoned buildings. The town of Red Hollow lay empty, a husk of faded paint and splintered wood, its silence a challenge to anyone daring enough to cross its sun-baked streets. Every step echoed, sharp and accusing, as if the ground itself remembered the screams that had once cut through the air. 


Elijah moved through the ruins with a predator’s grace, boots crunching over shattered glass and brittle shingles. His baritone sax hung across his back, its brass dull under the harsh sun, but it felt like a weapon in his hands. Dust clung to his sleeves, a gritty second skin, and the heat baked his face until sweat stung his eyes. Somewhere in the distance, a crow wheeled in slow circles, croaking a warning. 


The air smelled of rot and iron, of things long buried but not forgotten. Elijah’s throat tightened as he caught a fleeting metallic tang—the smell of blood, dry and bitter. He slowed, every nerve a taut string, scanning the empty storefronts and the sagging porches that lined the street. 

Shadows leapt and danced like tricksters, bending under the cracked boards and broken windows. He knew the dead were coming. They always did. 


A sudden scuttling from behind a collapsed cart made him pivot, sax raised as instinct sharpened his senses. A figure lunged from the debris, its hands gnarled like the roots of a twisted tree. Elijah sidestepped, the creature missing him by a heartbeat, its teeth gnashing in frustration. The sound made him flinch—the sickening snap of bone against bone echoed like thunder in the hollowed street. He swung the sax in a wide arc, the brass ringing with a metallic scream, striking the creature squarely in the shoulder. It fell, shrieking, the dust rising around it like a storm. 


He didn’t stop to breathe. Red Hollow had a rhythm of death, and he had learned to move with it. Each building was a potential trap, each alley a snare. The dead weren’t mindless—they were clever, cunning, and patient. Elijah’s pulse hammered in his ears, a drumbeat against the eerie silence. He ran, boots pounding, eyes darting, muscles coiled like springs ready to snap. 


And then he heard it—a low, guttural moan rolling over the horizon like distant thunder. Dust lifted from the streets in great swirls, carried by the wind, forming shapes that were almost 

​human. Elijah gritted his teeth. There was no turning back. Red Hollow had claimed the living before, and it would not hesitate to claim him. 


He adjusted the sax on his back, feeling its cold weight grounding him in the chaos. The sun dipped behind the jagged outline of the mountains, turning the sky to molten copper. Shadows stretched, reaching for the living, and Elijah ran faster, every step a defiance, every breath a prayer. The dead were patient. So was he. 







Part 1: Shadows on the Frontier 



The sun scorched the horizon, bleeding orange across the jagged peaks of the western desert. 

Dust clung to everything—horses, boots, and the cracked skin of travelers—and drifted like a restless spirit over the empty town of Red Gulch. The air shimmered with heat and the faint stench of rot that still lingered from the previous night’s horrors. The wind whispered through the skeletal structures, carrying with it the faintest echo of moans from a town now half-claimed by the dead. 


A rider appeared on the ridge above, squinting through the haze. His name was Colt McCallister, a sharpshooter with a face weathered by sun and years of hard trails. His black hat dipped low over his eyes, dust streaked across his leather duster. With him were four others, each carrying their own scars and secrets: 


Eli “Doc” Brennan, a wiry man with spectacles perched crookedly on his nose, holding a battered satchel filled with herbs, bottles, and the remnants of a doctor’s skill. He murmured to himself, fingers twitching nervously. 


Ruthie Callahan, a firebrand with flaming hair tied in a loose braid, boots scuffed and knife strapped to her thigh. She rode with the confidence of someone who had stared death in the eye and spat. 


Jeb “Hands” Harmon, broad-shouldered and silent, a gunslinger whose nickname came from his uncanny ability to catch, throw, or dismantle anything with his massive hands. 


And Silas Quinn, young and quick-witted, a gambler with a crooked grin and eyes that always seemed to be calculating odds, even in a world gone mad. 


​  Colt’s horse pawed at the ridge, snorting and shifting nervously. “Hold up,” he said, voice low, dry as the desert air. “Something’s not right down there.” 


Ruthie leaned forward, her green eyes sharp as flint. “Ain’t nothing ever right in Red Gulch, Colt. You think the ghosts’ll wait for us to tiptoe?” 


Eli coughed, nervously adjusting his spectacles. “It smells… death. I’ve never smelled anything like it. Not from a wound, not from disease. This—this is different.” 


Silas chuckled, a sharp, nervous sound. “Welcome to the frontier, Doc. Smells like home.” 


Colt spurred his horse down the slope, dust curling around the hooves like a living thing. 

Buildings loomed, leaning and broken, shadows stretching like skeletal fingers across the sunbaked streets. The moans were closer now, low and wet, echoing off wood and stone. 


“Quiet,” Colt hissed. “If they hear us, we’re as good as dead.” 


The group moved cautiously, boots crunching against broken glass and dry mud. They passed the general store, its door swinging on cracked hinges, and the saloon, empty except for the faint swish of a torn curtain. Then, from the corner of his eye, Jeb froze. 


“Over there,” he whispered, pointing to a figure staggering across the street. Its clothes were tattered, skin gray and sun-dried, eyes hollow pits of hunger. The dead. 


Ruthie drew her knife, blade glinting in the harsh sunlight. “Looks like dinner time.” 


Colt leveled his rifle, exhaling slowly. “Easy. Not all of ‘em are fast. Watch the streets. Stick together.” 


The first zombie lunged with a wet, rasping groan. Colt’s shot rang out, echoing like a clap of thunder in the empty town, and the creature crumpled to the dirt. Another staggered from the saloon, arms outstretched, teeth bared. Jeb caught it by the shoulder, yanking it off balance, then slammed it into the wall with a grunt that rattled the wood. 


Silas, nimble and quick, grabbed a broken board and swung with all his strength. The zombie’s skull cracked, spraying dust and grit across the street. Eli, pale-faced, muttered a prayer, fumbling with a bottle of holy water he kept in his satchel. 


“Doc, now’s not the time for theatrics!” Ruthie snapped, slicing through another that staggered too close. 


They moved in a practiced rhythm, survival born from countless scrapes with desperados and wild animals alike, but this was different. The dead weren’t human—they were relentless, their hunger single-minded, their numbers unknown. 

​ 

“Over the ridge!” Colt barked, spotting a flicker of movement near the water tower. “We can’t stay here!” 


The group sprinted, boots pounding the cracked wood of a half-collapsed bridge. Dust choked their lungs, sweat stung their eyes, and the moans followed, closer, hungrier. 


Once behind the cover of the ridge, they slowed, hearts hammering. Ruthie spat out blood and grit. “Well… that was fun.” 


Jeb leaned against a rock, wiping sweat from his brow. “That’s only the beginning. Something’s bringin’ ‘em here. Someone—or something.” 


Eli shook his head, staring at the town below. “I’ve read old journals… stories. Tales of sickness, of death walking. But nothing like this. This… this is unnatural.” 


Silas smirked, though the edge of fear betrayed him. “Guess the frontier’s got new rules. 

Survive, or join the chorus down there.” He nodded toward the groaning town, where shadows twisted unnaturally. 


Colt kept his rifle ready, eyes scanning the horizon. “Then we follow those rules. No one gets left behind. We find out what caused this—and if there’s a cure, a reason, we take it.” 


Ruthie sheathed her knife, smirking despite the tension. “And if there ain’t?” 


Colt’s jaw tightened. “Then we make sure we’re the ones doing the hunting, not the hunted.” 


The wind picked up again, sweeping dust across the ridge, carrying the smell of decay like a promise. Red Gulch lay below them, a town half-dead, half-alive, and fully cursed. And in its streets, the moaning continued—a relentless drumbeat that would echo in their dreams, in their nightmares, for all the nights to come. 


Together, the five of them rode forward, silhouettes against the dying sun, knowing that the Old West they thought they understood was gone. In its place was something far older, far hungrier, and far more dangerous than any outlaw or gunslinger they’d ever faced. 


And the dust would remember them, long after the living had fled and the dead had claimed their due. 







​ 



Part 2: The Heart of Red Gulch 






Red Gulch wasn’t a town anymore—it was a grave frozen in the heat of the desert. Dust hung thick in the air, mixing with the stench of rot and the faint metallic tang of old blood. Shadows twisted across the splintered boards of the saloon, the general store, and the sheriff’s office, like dark fingers reaching for anyone foolish enough to linger. The wind carried moans that whispered promises of death, echoing through empty streets in uneven rhythm. 


Colt McCallister led the group cautiously, boots crunching against gravel and splintered wood. 

He kept his eyes scanning the alleys and broken windows, rifle cradled and ready. His horse, Eddy, snorted nervously, ears swiveling toward every sound. 


“Keep close,” Colt said, voice low. “These streets ain’t empty. Not by a long shot.” 


Ruthie Callahan’s hand hovered over her knife, eyes flicking from one shadow to the next. “I don’t like it. Feels like we’re walking inside a trap. Every gust of wind’s another hand trying to grab us.” 


Eli Brennan, adjusting the strap of his satchel, muttered, “The smell… it’s stronger here. Like the dead are… concentrated. I can’t even think straight.” His spectacles fogged as sweat ran down his temple, and he wiped at them with a trembling hand. 


“Relax, Doc,” Silas Quinn said, flipping a coin between his fingers. “Just keep moving. The quicker we see the town, the quicker we leave it—or die trying.” He grinned, but it didn’t reach his eyes. 


Jeb Harmon, silent as ever, nodded. His massive hands gripped the reins and a shotgun resting across his lap, muscles coiled like steel springs. He scanned the rooftops, the alleyways, the shadows, moving with the measured patience of a predator. 


They approached the saloon first, a building leaning perilously, its swinging doors creaking in the wind. Colt gestured for the group to halt. “I’ll check inside. Stay behind me. Quiet.” 


He pushed the doors open with the butt of his rifle. The air inside was fetid, thick with decay. 

Broken bottles littered the floor, some still containing half-dried whiskey that smelled like sour rot. The wood creaked beneath Colt’s boots, each step a warning bell in the suffocating silence. 


​  A low groan echoed from the back of the saloon. Colt froze, eyes narrowing. Two figures shuffled out from behind the bar, skin gray and sun-scorched, eyes empty. One of them let out a wet, gurgling cry and lunged. 


Colt fired, and the first zombie crumpled to the floor, a spray of dust and blood coating the cracked wood. The second staggered forward, arms swinging, teeth snapping. Ruthie stepped in, blade slicing through the air, burying it in the creature’s shoulder. It fell with a wet thud, and silence returned, broken only by the wind rattling the broken windows. 


“Good work,” Colt said, voice tight, though his heart hammered in his chest. “We move on.” 


The group pressed deeper into the town, navigating narrow streets littered with debris. Every corner seemed to harbor lurking danger, every shadow a potential ambush. Doors swung open on their own hinges, moans echoed from rooftops, and the smell of rot thickened with every step. 


Suddenly, a scream pierced the air—a high, ragged cry that sent a shiver down every spine. 

Silas dropped the coin, hand on his revolver. “Sounds like someone’s alive… or not for long.” 


Colt gestured toward the sheriff’s office. “That’s where it came from. We check it—fast. 

Quietly.” 


Inside, the sheriff’s office was chaos frozen in time. Papers littered the floor, chairs overturned, and the scent of iron—blood, old and dried—was strong enough to make their stomachs churn. 

Behind the counter, a young boy cowered, eyes wide, shaking like a leaf in the wind. 


“Easy there, kid,” Ruthie said, kneeling down, voice soft. “We’re not gonna hurt you.” 


The boy looked at them like he’d never seen another living soul. “They… they’re everywhere. 

I… I tried to hide, but—” His words broke into sobs. 


“Shh,” Eli murmured, stepping closer, adjusting his spectacles. “You’re safe… for now. What’s your name?” 


“Tommy,” the boy whispered, voice barely audible. “They… they took my Ma. They—” His words choked off as a groaning moan rose from the back room. 


Colt motioned to Jeb. Without a word, the giant moved forward, shotgun raised. The door creaked, revealing three zombies dragging themselves toward them, grotesque shadows in the flickering sunlight. Jeb’s shotgun barked, sending two of them sprawling, heads caved in by the recoil. The third lunged at Colt, who met it with a hammering round from his rifle. 


Ruthie grabbed Tommy by the hand, pulling him behind her. “Come on, kid. We move. Now.” 


​  Outside, the streets seemed to pulse with the rhythm of the dead. The wind carried their moans like a drumbeat, relentless, calling, mocking. Dust swirled around them, stinging eyes and clogging lungs, but Colt kept them moving, instincts sharp as a rattlesnake’s strike. 


They made their way to the general store, hoping for supplies, though Colt knew luck would favor them little. Inside, cans of food lay scattered, glass shattered, and shelves toppled. But what caught their attention wasn’t the ruin—it was the movement. From behind a stack of crates, a figure shambled, arms jerking unnaturally, face twisted. 


“Another one,” Silas muttered, aiming his revolver. “And it’s hungry.” 


Colt didn’t hesitate. He squeezed the trigger, the rifle cracking through the air, sending the creature collapsing in a cloud of dust and fragments. Ruthie kicked over crates to create a barricade, shielding Tommy and Eli. Jeb grunted, hauling heavy shelves against the door, turning the store into
























Part 3: The Hunted Streets 


































































































































































































Part 5: Ashes of Red Gulch 
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