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​

​The Red Mesa Pursuit

​

Rex had been driving since dusk and the night had long since swallowed every familiar landmark—the billboard for the Jicarilla Apache travel center, the rusted cattle gate at mile marker 34, the cluster of cedar posts that always reminded her of crooked teeth. Out here, past the glow of Farmington, the land flattened into a dark and breathing thing, ancient and indifferent. The San Juan Basin sprawled in every direction under a bowl of cold stars, and the highway was a pale ribbon cutting through rock and silence. 
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She was doing ninety in her beat-up Civic—the old gray one with the cracked dash and the air freshener shaped like a pine tree that had long since stopped smelling like anything—when the black tanker truck first appeared in her rearview mirror. She noticed it the way you notice a shadow at the edge of a lit room: wrong, somehow. Too still. Too patient. For the first ten miles, it kept its distance. A quarter-mile back, headlights off, just a black bulk riding the dark. Rex tightened her grip on the wheel and told herself it was a sleepy long-hauler running dark to save battery. She almost believed it. Then the tanker closed the gap in under thirty seconds without appearing to accelerate. No engine roar. No shift in the road noise. Just suddenly there—filling her rearview like a wall, its grille inches from her rear bumper. 
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No plates. No running lights. A thick, black sludge wept from somewhere underneath its chassis and traced a gleaming line down the asphalt behind it, and even through her closed windows, through the rush of the heater and the faint tinny music leaking from the radio, she could smell it. She floored it. The Civic's engine screamed and she felt the rear tires bite, felt the whole car tremble with the effort, and for a moment she gained distance.

Then the tanker matched her, unhurried and absolute, and she understood this was not a chase. 
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This was herding. She tried the rest area at mile marker 41. A paved pullout, a pair of concrete picnic tables, a blue porta-john that tilted at a slight angle. She cut hard for it—and the tanker filled the gap between her and the exit ramp in a single smooth surge, its bulk swinging wide and forcing her back onto the highway. Not ramming. Not threatening. Just placing itself, the way a sheepdog places itself. She tried again at the truck stop near Gobernador and was turned back the same way, and when she tried to slow below forty the truck pressed her bumper with a gentleness that was more frightening than violence. 
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It wanted her somewhere specific. It was taking her somewhere. Rex breathed through her nose, slow and deliberate, the way her grandfather had taught her to breathe when she was seven years old and the thing in the arroyo behind their house had come too close to the fence. She
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