
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          In The Dust

        

        
        
          Ervin Kosch

        

        
          Published by Ervin Kosch, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      IN THE DUST

    

    
      First edition. March 27, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Ervin Kosch.

    

    
    
      Written by Ervin Kosch.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


In The Dust

Chapter 1: The Dust and the Pipeline

THE OWYHEE DESERT IN southwestern Idaho stretched out like a forgotten scar on the land—endless sagebrush, cracked earth, and a silence so complete it pressed against the ears like a living thing. Marcus had driven these barren access roads for eight years, servicing the natural gas pipeline that snaked invisibly beneath the dust. He knew every rusted valve station, every faded warning sign, every way the wind could erase a man’s tracks in minutes.

It was a Tuesday afternoon in late summer. The sun hammered down without mercy, turning the cab of his service truck into an oven despite the rattling AC. Marcus wiped sweat from his brow as he guided the heavy vehicle along the barely-there dirt track, heading toward a pressure valve that had flagged a minor anomaly on the overnight telemetry report. Nothing urgent. Just routine.

He parked near a dried-up ravine, the truck’s engine ticking as it cooled. The moment he stepped out, the desert swallowed the mechanical sounds. Only the faint hiss of wind through the sage remained. Marcus grabbed his toolbox and started toward the fenced valve station, boots crunching on gravel and dry soil.

Then something caught his eye.

A flash of dull color—too bright for the monotonous browns and grays of the high desert. It lay halfway down the embankment, half-hidden by a tangle of tumbleweeds and jagged rocks. At first he thought it was a discarded jacket or an old tarp blown off a truck. But as he moved closer to the edge, his stomach tightened.

It was a woman.

She was sprawled unnaturally, one arm twisted beneath her, legs splayed at odd angles. Her clothes were torn and filthy, stained dark in places that could only be blood. Her face—God, her face—was swollen and bruised purple, barely recognizable as human. She wasn’t moving.

Marcus’s heart slammed against his ribs. He scrambled down the steep incline, loose rocks sliding under his boots, sending small avalanches of dust into the air. He dropped to his knees beside her, careful not to jostle her broken-looking body.

“Hey... ma’am? Can you hear me?”

No response. The silence felt heavier now.

With trembling fingers he pressed two digits against the cold skin of her neck, searching for any sign of life. For a terrible second he felt nothing. Then—there. A faint, erratic pulse fluttered under his fingertips like a trapped moth.

She was alive. Barely.

Marcus jerked back, nearly falling in his haste. He clawed his way back up the ravine, lungs burning, and sprinted the last twenty yards to his truck. He yanked the radio from its cradle, voice cracking as he keyed the mic.

“This is Marcus Reilly, utility service, mile marker 47 on the Owyhee main line! I’ve got a woman down here—badly injured, unconscious, possible assault. She’s alive but just barely. I need life flight out here right now! Send everything you’ve got!”

Static crackled. Then dispatch answered, calm but urgent. “Copy that, Marcus. Life flight is being dispatched. Stay with her. Help is on the way.”

He dropped the radio and ran back down the embankment, this time carrying the thin emergency blanket from his truck. Gently, he draped it over her still form, trying not to look too closely at the damage. The desert wind tugged at the edges of the blanket, as if the land itself wanted to reclaim her.

Marcus sat beside the broken woman in the dust, one hand resting lightly on her shoulder so she would know she wasn’t alone if she woke. The sun continued its merciless descent, painting the sky in blood-red streaks.

In the distance, the faint whine of rotors began to rise over the desert silence.

But for now, there was only the dust, the pipeline, and the fragile pulse of a stranger who had been left here to die.

Chapter 2: Two Weeks in the Dark

THE ICU AT BOISE GENERAL Hospital hummed with mechanical life. Beeps, hisses, and the soft whoosh of a ventilator formed a constant, eerie symphony around the woman known only as Jane Doe.

For fourteen days she lay motionless in the narrow bed, her battered body wrapped in bandages and tubes. Purple bruises had begun to fade into sickly yellows and greens, but the swelling still distorted her features. Doctors spoke in low voices about brain swelling, internal bleeding, and the slim odds of full recovery. Each shift change brought new monitors, new adjustments, new quiet prayers from the nursing staff that this broken stranger would somehow hold on.

Outside the sterile room, the investigation stagnated.

In the dusty sheriff’s office of Owyhee County, Sheriff Harlan Miller stared at the same thin file for the hundredth time. No abandoned vehicle had been found along the highway. No missing persons report matched her description within a three-state radius. The crime scene had offered almost nothing: a few heavy-duty tire tracks partially erased by wind, some disturbed gravel, and not a single usable footprint. The desert had done its job well.

Miller visited the hospital every few days. He stood at the foot of Jane Doe’s bed in his wrinkled uniform, hat in hand, studying the woman who refused to die. He wondered what kind of monster could do this and simply drive away, leaving her to the dust and the vultures.

On the fifteenth morning, the call came at 6:17 a.m.

“Sheriff, it’s Boise General. Jane Doe is awake. She’s asking for water... and she gave us a name.”

Miller was in his truck within minutes, lights flashing across the empty high-desert highway. By the time he reached the hospital, the ventilator had been removed. The woman sat propped up against pillows, eyes wide and darting with raw terror. Her voice, when it finally came, was raspy and damaged from the breathing tube, but the words were clear.

She had told the nurses her name was Clara Vance.

Sheriff Miller entered the room slowly, pulling up a plastic chair beside the bed. He kept his posture open, voice gentle, the way you speak to someone who has just crawled back from the edge of death.

“Clara,” he said softly, “I’m Sheriff Harlan Miller. You’re safe now. I can’t imagine what you’ve been through, but I need to ask... do you remember anything about what happened to you? Do you know who did this?”

Clara Vance stared down at her trembling hands resting on the white hospital blanket. For a long moment the only sound was the steady beep of the heart monitor. Then she lifted her gaze, eyes hollow but steady.

Her voice cracked like dry leaves.
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“It was my husband.”
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Miller’s pen paused mid-sentence. He studied her face, searching for signs of confusion or trauma-induced delusion. Then he keyed his radio quietly.

“Dispatch, run the name Clara Vance. Look for any living spouse.”

The reply came back faster than he expected. The dispatcher’s voice carried a note of disbelief.

“Sheriff... records show Clara Vance is a widow. Her husband, David Vance, died three years ago in a boating accident on Lake Coeur d’Alene.”

The room seemed to grow colder.

Clara didn’t flinch. She simply closed her eyes, as if the weight of the truth had finally settled back onto her broken body.

Chapter 3: Echoes of the Dead**

SHERIFF HARLAN MILLER sat motionless in the plastic chair, the weight of Clara’s words hanging in the sterile hospital air like smoke that refused to dissipate. The heart monitor beeped steadily, marking time in the silence that followed her declaration.

“It was my husband.”

He had expected trauma, confusion, maybe even a breakdown. What he hadn’t expected was the calm certainty in her raspy voice. Miller leaned forward slightly, keeping his tone gentle but firm.

“Clara, I understand how terrifying this must be, but the records... your husband David passed away three years ago. Boating accident on Lake Coeur d’Alene. Body was recovered. It’s all documented.”

Clara’s swollen eyes met his without flinching. Tears welled but did not fall. She drew a shallow, painful breath and began to speak, her damaged voice carrying the weight of a life she had buried long ago.

“My name is Clara Marie Vance. I was born in Coeur d’Alene, raised on the lake. Met David when I was twenty-two. He was charming, ambitious... worked in finance for a regional investment firm. We married within a year. For the first few years it was good—picnics on the water, weekend trips to the mountains, talk of starting a family. But then the cracks appeared.”
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