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  Chapter One

  
  




“You strip that wire, the county boys put you in Huntsville.”

The old man dropped the bolt cutters. The heavy steel tools clanged against the cracked concrete of the abandoned Texaco pump island. He wiped his hands down the front of grease-stained Carhartt overalls.

“County boys avoid this stretch,” the old man said. “Nobody comes out this far. Except ghosts and fools.”

Mercer Sample kept his hands resting on the steering wheel of the Ford Raptor. He let the twin-turbo V6 idle. The engine purred, a deep, menacing thrum that vibrated the bullet-pocked doors. The air conditioning fought a losing battle against the midday sun baking the cab.

“Which one am I?” Sample asked.

“You drive a truck with Mexican plates and body damage,” the old man said. “You wear a tin star you scratched the silver off of. You figure it out.”

Sample put the Raptor in park. He stepped out. The Texas heat hit him like a physical blow, a solid wall of temperature that sucked the moisture right out of his eyes. The air tasted of ozone and baked dust. He wore faded denim and a canvas jacket that hid the Glock 17 sitting snug in a Kydex holster on his right hip.

“I need three black Suburbans,” Sample said.

“They passed through,” the old man said.

“When?”

“Sunup. Pushing eighty on a dirt track.”

“They stop here?”

“Long enough to piss and throw a tequila bottle at the pumps,” the old man said. He pointed a dirt-caked finger toward the west. “Took the caliche road toward the Caprock.”

“You see the driver?”

“Saw one. Young kid. Tattoos on his neck. Looked like a spider web. He kept a short-barrel rifle tucked between the seats.”

“You see anyone else?” Sample asked. The question hung heavy in the dead air.

The old man looked at his steel-toed boots. He shook his head. “I mind my business. Copper wire is my business.”

Sample reached into his pocket. He pulled out a folded fifty-dollar bill. He held it out, letting the wind catch the edge of the paper.

“I need to know what you saw.”

The old man looked at the money. He snatched it. He folded it into a tight square and shoved it deep into his overalls.

“I saw a face in the back window,” the old man said. “Just a flash. They had the glass tinted black, limo style, but the sun caught it.”

“A face,” Sample prompted.

“A little girl. Maybe seven, eight years old. Pale. Terrified. She slapped the glass. The kid with the tattoos backhanded her. The truck swerved, corrected, then kept going.”

Sample felt the cold knot tighten in his gut. It formed a hard, dense rock beneath his ribs.

“They go toward the canyon?” Sample asked.

“Straight for the drop-off,” the old man said. “You follow them down there, you leave the world behind. Chato owns that dead zone.”

“That makes two of us.”

Sample climbed back in the Raptor. He put the truck in gear. He left the old man standing in the dust, searching for more copper wire.

He drove west. The caliche road glared white under the noon sun. The landscape offered zero comfort. Rusted oil derricks stood like skeletal sentinels against a bleached sky. Mesquite bushes clawed at the arid soil.

Ten miles later, the road vanished. The earth dropped away into a jagged, purple bruise of shadow. The Caprock canyon.

Sample killed the ignition. He grabbed the Daniel Defense V7 from the passenger seat. He racked the charging handle. The bolt seated a 5.56 round with a satisfying metallic snap. The suppressor added eight inches to the barrel, turning the weapon into a precision tool. He slung the rifle across his chest.

He opened the door and stepped to the edge of the canyon.

The silence pressed against his eardrums.

He looked at the ground.

No hoofprints. This century demanded rubber and steel.

He found the tire tracks. Goodyear Wrangler MT/Rs. Deep, aggressive treads designed to chew through mud and rock. Kevlar-reinforced sidewalls. The cartel favored them for their armored vehicles.

Sample crouched. He touched the edge of a track.

The dirt crumbled. The edges remained sharp.

“Two hours,” Sample said aloud. The wind snatched the words.

He studied the ruts. Three sets of dual tracks. They moved in a staggered formation, keeping distance to avoid blinding the trailing driver with dust. Chato enforced discipline.

He moved along the rim, reading the story written in the caliche.

The lead vehicle slowed here. The driver braked. The anti-lock brakes stuttered, leaving dashed lines in the dirt.

Sample walked to the spot. He saw a glint of black plastic half-buried in a patch of scrub grass.

He kicked it loose with his boot.

A burner phone. A cheap, prepaid model. Smashed.

Sample picked it up. He examined the shattered screen. Someone crushed it under a heavy heel. They removed the SIM card. They purged the connection to the outside world.

Chato trusted no technology he could not control. He scrubbed his digital footprint at the edge of the cellular dead zone.

Sample dropped the broken plastic into his pocket.

He walked a wider circle. The wind picked up, swirling red dust around his ankles.

The center Suburban stopped near a cluster of dead willows. The heavy armor compressed the suspension, pushing the tires deeper into the soft earth.

Sample knelt by the passenger side tracks.

He saw a tiny speck of white.

It rested on top of a crushed leaf. It caught the harsh sunlight, throwing off an iridescent sheen.

Sample reached out. He pinched it between his thumb and forefinger.

A button.

Small. Round. Mother-of-pearl. The kind of button stitched onto a child’s denim jacket or a Sunday dress.

He rubbed the smooth surface. The thread holes showed torn, jagged fibers.

The button ripped free.

Sample envisioned the scene. The little girl, trapped in the back of the armored tank. The men with the dead eyes. She fought. She struggled against the zip-ties or the hands holding her down. She twisted a button loose. She forced the window down a crack or pushed it through a door gap.

She dropped it in the dirt.

A marker. A desperate signal left for anyone looking.

Sample closed his fist over the pearl button. The edges bit into his skin.

He stood up. He looked down the canyon trail.

The path narrowed into a steep, treacherous descent of loose shale and broken boulders. The Suburbans went down there. They carried the weight of cash, weapons, and human cargo.

Sample walked back to the Raptor. He opened the rear door. He checked his supplies. Two five-gallon jerry cans of water. Three MREs. Extra magazines for the V7. A tactical medical kit.

He slammed the door.

He climbed into the driver’s seat. He turned the key. The twin-turbo roared to life.

Sample engaged the four-wheel drive. He shifted into low gear.

He steered the massive truck toward the lip of the canyon. The nose dipped. The windshield filled with nothing but the rocky floor three hundred feet below.

The Raptor crested the edge. The front tires slid on the loose shale. The rear end fishtailed, threatening to pitch the three-ton truck into a roll.

Sample cranked the steering wheel hard to the left. He feathered the brake pedal. He rode the slide.
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“Take the canyon path, they said. Save an hour.”

Mercer Sample muttered the words to the dust coating his windshield. The Ford Raptor’s suspension groaned, absorbing a brutal combination of jagged limestone steps and deep, axle-breaking washouts. The descent from the Caprock rim demanded undivided attention. One slipped tire meant a three-hundred-foot tumble into the canyon floor, a fiery end turning man and machine into a twisted metal pyre.

He feathered the brakes. The massive off-road tires chewed the shale, fighting for traction on the aggressive decline. The canyon walls rose on either side, bands of rust-colored stone stacking high to block out the afternoon sun. Shadows pooled in the crevices, cooling the air a fraction, but the heat radiating from the rock faces felt like an open oven door.

The trail leveled out. The Raptor plunged into a dry riverbed choked with dead mesquite and stunted cedars.

Sample rolled his window down. He killed the engine.

The silence rushed back in to fill the void left by the twin-turbo V6.

Then, the other sound emerged. A low, vibrating hum. It sounded like a faulty power transformer buzzing behind a brick wall.

Flies. Millions of them.

The wind shifted, bringing the smell down the wash. It carried the dense, metallic tang of spilled blood mixed with the chemical stench of ruptured diesel tanks and the sweet, putrid rot of voided bowels. Sample knew that smell. He lived with it during his days hunting cartel ghosts through the borderlands, a scent that clung to clothing and ruined appetites for days.

He unclipped the seatbelt. He gripped the Daniel Defense V7 and stepped out onto the alkaline dirt. He engaged the safety, keeping his finger indexed along the receiver above the trigger guard. He scanned the brush ahead. Nothing moved. The local wildlife understood the hierarchy of predators and fled long before the shooting started.

A rusted, bullet-riddled sign hung off a single crooked post reading Oasis RV Park & Storage.

Sample stalked forward. He measured his steps, avoiding dry branches and loose gravel. He bypassed the main entrance, hooking a wide circle through the scrub brush to approach from the elevated flank. He needed the high ground to evaluate the perimeter.

He reached a limestone shelf overlooking the basin. The trailer park sat in a bowl carved out of the canyon wall by ancient floodwaters.

It resembled a junkyard painted in crimson.

Seven recreational vehicles formed a loose circle around a central fire pit. Three of the trailers displayed severe structural damage from explosives. A corrugated metal roof collapsed inward, crushing a meth cook station that leaked strange blue fluids into the red dirt.

Sample counted the bodies from the ridge.

Three men lay near the central fire pit. They wore tactical vests over cheap polo shirts, their hands clutching AR-15s and rusted AK-47s. Bullet casings littered the ground around them like brass confetti. They died fighting, but they died outmatched.

Two more bodies draped over the hood of a shot-up Chevrolet Silverado. A sixth man sprawled in the doorway of a pristine Airstream, his upper half inside the trailer, his legs twisted at an unnatural angle on the aluminum steps.

Sample moved down the slope. He kept the rifle tucked tight into his shoulder, sweeping the muzzle across the shattered windows and dark doorways. He cleared the Silverado first. The men on the hood lacked faces. Point-blank shotgun blasts removed their identities, leaving hollow cavities swarming with insects.

“Not a turf war,” Sample whispered. “An extermination.”

He continued his sweep. The carnage revealed the tactical narrative. Chato’s convoy rolled in heavy and hard, utilizing the armored Suburbans to box the smugglers into a kill zone. The cartel shooters deployed overlapping fields of fire, cutting the local crew to pieces before they could organize a defense.

Sample rounded the back of the Airstream. He found the stash.

The local crew moved narcotics and cash. Chato’s men found the hidden compartments. They ripped open two dozen kilos of cocaine, dumping the white powder into the dirt where it mixed with the spilled blood and motor oil. They fed bricks of shrink-wrapped currency into a burn barrel. The charred edges of hundred-dollar bills fluttered in the breeze.

Chato stole nothing. He destroyed the product to insult his rivals, leaving a message of supreme disrespect. He possessed enough money and power to burn fortunes just for the sport of it.

A ragged, wet cough broke the steady drone of the flies.

Sample pivoted. He leveled the V7 toward a collapsed brush shelter near the perimeter fence. He centered the holographic sight on a shape shifting in the shadows.

A man leaned against a rusted generator. He pressed both hands against his stomach, trying to hold his internal organs inside a massive exit wound. He wore a counterfeit Rolex on his left wrist and a gold chain tangled in his sweat-matted chest hair.

Sample closed the distance. He kept the rifle aimed at the man’s head.

“You bring a doctor?” the smuggler rasped. His voice sounded like gravel grinding in a tin can.

“I bring questions,” Sample said. He lowered the rifle an inch. He checked the man’s hands. Empty. The guy’s pistol lay ten feet away, kicked out of reach.

“Go to hell.” The smuggler spat a glob of pink froth onto his own boots.

“You’re beating me there by ten minutes,” Sample said. He crouched just out of grabbing distance. “Chato did this. Why?”

The smuggler let his head loll back against the generator housing. His breathing came in shallow, ragged gasps.

“We tax the road,” the smuggler whispered. “We ask for the toll. He laughs. He tells his boys to show us the new math.”

“He had a girl with him. In the back of a black Suburban.”

The smuggler offered a grim, bloodstained smile. “He had two. A boy and a girl. White kids. Tied to the tie-down rings in the cargo area. They looked like ghosts.”

Sample tightened his grip on the rifle stock. “He hurt them?”

“He ignores them. They are currency. He sells them to the special buyers down south. High-dollar merchandise.” The smuggler coughed again, a violent spasm that sent a fresh wave of crimson spilling over his hands. “He left us a present. On the single-wide. Go look at his art project.”

The smuggler closed his eyes. His chest stopped moving. The flies immediately descended, claiming the fresh territory.

Sample stood. He left the dead man to the desert scavengers.

He walked toward the long, rectangular single-wide trailer parked at the far end of the lot. The aluminum siding caught the sun, blinding him for a second. He shifted his angle, letting his eyes adjust to the glare.

He saw the “Dog.”

Chato’s men captured one of the local lookouts alive. They dragged him to the side of the trailer.

They pinned him to the aluminum wall with a four-foot length of rusted rebar.

Sample studied the scene. The sheer physical brutality required to drive a blunt iron rod through a human sternum and puncture the metal siding behind him defied logic. They used a sledgehammer. The heavy tool lay discarded in the dirt beneath the victim.

The lookout hung suspended three feet off the ground. His arms dangled useless at his sides. The cartel executioners slashed deep X-marks over the gang tattoos on the man’s face and neck, erasing his affiliations before ending his life.

It stood as a monument to sadism. A billboard advertising Chato’s absolute dominance over the region.

Sample traced the tire tracks leading away from the single-wide. The heavy Wrangler treads dug deep, gouging the earth as the armored vehicles accelerated out of the bowl, heading deeper into the Caprock wasteland. Chato possessed a significant head start, a private army, and zero moral constraints.

A sharp, metallic scrape echoed from the back of the lot.

Sample froze. He shifted his weight, raising the DD V7 back to his shoulder.

The sound came from behind a massive, cylindrical oil storage tank rusted orange by decades of weather. It sounded like steel dragging across stone.

He measured his options. He could return to the Raptor and resume the chase, leaving the haunted RV park behind. But leaving an unknown variable at his back in a combat zone invited a bullet to the spine.

He approached the oil tank. He placed his boots with precision, rolling his steps from heel to toe to eliminate the crunch of gravel. He cleared the edge of the curved metal, letting his eyes sweep the shadow cast by the towering cylinder.

He found the source of the noise.

A pile of garbage rested against the concrete foundation of the tank. Crushed beer cans, rotten tires, and discarded fast-food wrappers formed a foul-smelling mound.

A man sat in the middle of the trash.

Sample kept the crosshairs centered on the figure’s chest. He stepped into the shadow, demanding the stranger’s attention. The man did not move to attack. He did not beg for his life. He simply continued his task, dragging a rusted piece of steel against a river rock, attempting to sharpen an edge that died a long time ago.

Sample lowered the rifle a fraction, registering the impossible reality of the ruined human being sitting in the dirt.
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