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The heat off the asphalt blurred the horizon, turning the jagged peaks of the Chinati Mountains into rippling liquid. Mercer Sample steered the rattling Jeep Cherokee down the two-lane blacktop. The inline-six engine whined, begging for clean oil and a long rest. Dust coated the windshield, a thick brown film Mercer scraped away with a dry wiper blade.

Ojos Secos sat at the bottom of a cracked basin. Dry Eyes. The town looked like bleached bones scattered in a dog bowl. Sun-faded cinderblock buildings clung to the sides of a dry wash. The wind blew hot and dry, sucking the moisture out of the scrub brush. A tumbleweed wedged itself against the chainlink fence of an abandoned impound lot, vibrating in the crosswind.

Mercer pulled the Cherokee into a station boasting two rust-scabbed gas pumps. He killed the ignition. The engine pinged, metal contracting in the brutal hundred-degree air. Mercer stepped out. His boots crunched on coarse gravel.

A teenager in a grease-stained Metallica shirt leaned against a concrete bollard. He chewed a red plastic coffee stirrer.

“Pump three caught a bullet last month,” the kid said. “Pump two pumps air. You want unleaded, you pull forward to pump one.”

“I need regular,” Mercer said. “And I need a place to leave the Jeep where it keeps its catalytic converter.”

The kid shifted the coffee stirrer to the other side of his mouth. He looked at the dust coating the Cherokee. He looked at the dull metal star clipped to Mercer’s leather belt. The badge sat scratched and tarnished, an old piece of hardware Mercer pulled off a dead man down near the border.

“Park it under the sodium light by the air compressor,” the kid said. “I sleep in the bay. I hear glass break, I rack a shotgun.”

Mercer pulled a crumpled twenty-dollar bill from his pocket. He tossed it. The wind caught the paper, but the kid snatched it out of the air.

“You staying?” the kid asked.

“One night.”

“The Bucket sits at the end of the street. They got rooms upstairs. Smells like bleach and old smoke, but the doors lock solid. Unless you prefer sleeping in the front seat.”

“I prefer a mattress.”

Mercer grabbed his heavy canvas duffel from the passenger side. He slung the strap over his shoulder. The bag held extra magazines, a trauma kit, and three clean shirts. He locked the Cherokee doors. He walked toward the main drag.

The sidewalk buckled, tree roots pushing through the concrete from mesquite trees that died a decade ago. Shadows stretched long and sharp from the building awnings as the sun sank behind the mountain ridge.

The Bucket occupied a two-story box of peeling gray paint at the end of the block. A neon sign buzzed above the door, missing the letter ‘C’. Mercer climbed the wooden steps. The porch boards groaned under his weight.

He pushed through the heavy wooden door.

The contrast hit him blind for a second. The interior sat in deep gloom, lit by beer signs and a single bulb above the cash register. A rattling window air conditioning unit labored in the corner, spitting out sixty-degree air. The room smelled of stale Pabst Blue Ribbon, Pine-Sol, and unwashed denim.

Three tables held patrons.

At the first table, two roughnecks in flame-retardant work shirts drank Shiner Bock straight from the bottle. Gray dust coated their faces and arms, turning them into granite statues. They stared at the wall, exhausted, minds blank.

At the second table, a man in a cheap poly-blend suit dealt cards from a blue Bicycle deck. Solitaire. A snub-nose .38 revolver sat on the sticky wood right next to his discard pile. The man flipped a card, his eyes dead and focused.

At the long mahogany bar, a thick-necked bartender in a stained white apron wiped the surface with a gray towel. He wiped the exact same spot in tight circles.

Mercer walked to the bar. He rested his boot on the brass rail. He dropped his duffel bag onto the floorboards.

“Bourbon,” Mercer said.

The bartender stopped wiping. He studied Mercer. He saw the dust on the jeans. He saw the Glock 19 riding high on Mercer’s right hip in a black Kydex holster. He saw the tarnished star clipped to the belt.

“We handle our own problems here,” the bartender rumbled. His voice sounded like rocks tumbling in a cement mixer.

“I brought my own problems,” Mercer said. “I need a drink and a key.”

“That badge says different.”

“The badge says I drove five hundred miles and I need a drink.” Mercer placed a fifty-dollar bill on the bar. “It also says I pay cash.”

The bartender looked at the bill. He picked it up. He grabbed a bottle of Evan Williams Black Label from the well. He poured a heavy measure into a thick glass tumbler. He set the glass down.

“Room three,” the bartender said. “Upstairs. End of the hall.” He reached under the counter and produced a heavy brass key attached to a block of wood. He slid it across the mahogany.

Mercer took the key. He picked up the glass. He swallowed the bourbon in one shot. The liquor burned, cutting through the road dust coating his throat. It hit his stomach like a warm coal.

He slid the empty glass forward. The bartender poured another measure.

Mercer left the glass on the bar. He turned, resting his spine against the wood edge. He scanned the room.

The roughnecks kept their eyes on the wall. The card player flipped the King of Spades, placing it on a red Ace.

“Dead town,” Mercer said.

“Town died two years ago,” the card player said. He kept his eyes on the Bicycle deck. “Fracking bust hit the basin. The rigs moved out. Now we get wind and tweakers stealing copper wire.”

“You look dressed for a boardroom.”

“Waiting on the Greyhound,” the suit said. “Two days late. Bus breaks down in Pecos, they leave you stranded. Just make you wait and sweat.”

“Bus might never show.”

“It shows,” the suit said. “Otherwise, I walk to El Paso.”

Mercer finished the second pour of bourbon. He turned back to the bartender.

“You see any black Silverados roll through?” Mercer asked. “Lifted? Men looking to cover miles?”

The bartender scoffed. He threw the gray rag over his shoulder. “I see tumbleweeds. I see lizards. Nobody drives through Ojos Secos with a purpose. You stop here because your radiator blew or your luck ran out.”

Mercer nodded. He expected that answer. He checked his backtrail out of pure habit. He grabbed the canvas duffel from the floor and headed for the stairs in the back corner.

The wooden treads sagged under his boots. The carpet in the upstairs hallway retained decades of spilled beer and rainwater, squishing underfoot.

Room Three sat at the far end of the corridor. Mercer slotted the heavy brass key into the lock. The tumbler clicked. He pushed the door open.

The room held an iron bedframe, a sagging mattress wrapped in faded sheets, and a composite wood nightstand. A single window faced the main street.

Mercer dropped the duffel bag in the corner. He walked straight to the window.

He nudged the curtain aside. The street outside remained empty. Shadows stretched across the cracked asphalt, plunging the storefronts into darkness. Across the two-lane road stood a flat-roofed building. A faded painted sign above the double glass doors read: Vance Supply - Hardware, Feed, Sundries. Elias Vance, Prop.

Next to the supply store sat a cinderblock square with a barred window. The local sheriff’s station. The lights remained off. No cruisers parked out front.

“Dead town,” Mercer whispered.

He stepped back from the glass. He dropped the curtain.

He unclipped the Glock from his belt. He pressed the magazine release. The loaded mag dropped into his palm. He racked the slide, catching the chambered round. He inspected the brass. He reassembled the weapon, chambering a round with a sharp clack, and placed the pistol on the nightstand. He angled the grip outward for a fast draw.

He wedged a wooden chair under the brass doorknob.

He unlaced his boots, kicking them into the corner. His heels ached. The memory of the long drive from the Panhandle throbbed in his lower back, a ghost pain echoing up his spine.

He stripped off the sweat-stained button-down shirt. The bathroom offered a chipped porcelain sink and a cracked mirror. He turned the tap. Brown water spit from the faucet, followed by a clear stream smelling of sulfur. He cupped his hands, splashing the tepid water over his face and neck. The water cut the dust, leaving his skin tight.

He walked back to the bed. He collapsed onto the mattress. The rusted springs groaned in protest.

He stared at the ceiling. A brown water stain formed the shape of a jagged skull right over the light fixture.

He closed his eyes.

He needed sleep. He needed his muscles to stop vibrating from the highway hum. He came to this sun-bleached purgatory for one specific reason: to disappear for a night. To exist in a space without gunfire, without warrants, without the stench of copper blood. He wanted a flat line.

He listened to the muted sounds bleeding through the floorboards. The clink of a glass against a bottle. The heavy thud of the bartender’s boots pacing the duckboards. The sharp snap of the playing cards hitting the sticky table.

Peace.

“Just one night,” Mercer said to the dark ceiling. “One night without a trigger.”

He let the fatigue pull him under. He sank into a heavy, suffocating sleep. He dreamt of nothing. No cartels. No flashing sirens. Just the silence of the West Texas desert pressing against the glass.

Down in the dirt lot, the Cherokee cooled in the shadows. Down in the bar, the card player shuffled his deck and dealt another hand of solitaire to an empty chair.

Ojos Secos shut its eyes.

The town secured its final quiet hour.
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The rupture of heavy plate glass tore through the humid air of the motel room. It sounded like an ice shelf collapsing.

Mercer opened his eyes. He bypassed groggy. He bypassed confusion. He went straight to condition red. Muscle memory took over. His hand slid out from under the thin cotton sheet. His fingers wrapped around the stippled polymer grip of the Glock 19 resting on the composite nightstand. He rolled. His bare feet hit the gritty carpet. He moved to the single window overlooking the main drag. He kept his body pressed against the peeling floral wallpaper, avoiding the direct line of sight. He used the black muzzle of the pistol to lift the edge of the curtain one inch.

The sodium streetlamp cast a sickly orange glow over the cracked asphalt. Right across the two-lane blacktop sat Vance Supply. The large display window gaped open, a jagged black mouth. Shards of safety glass littered the sidewalk, catching the orange light like scattered diamonds. A heavy-duty logging chain lay coiled in the debris. One end hooked to the bent metal security grate. The other end hooked to the reinforced steel trailer hitch of a black Chevrolet Silverado. They ripped the front off the store with brute horsepower.

The Silverado idled in the middle of the street. Four-inch suspension lift. Mud-terrain tires with deep treads. No license plates. Blacked-out windows reflecting the neon sign of the Bucket. The exhaust pumped a thick white plume into the cool desert air. The engine produced a low, rhythmic throb, the sound of a big-block V8 waiting to run. Both passenger-side doors stood wide open, exposing the dark leather interior.

Movement shifted in the shadows of the hardware store interior. Two men emerged. They wore heavy canvas Carhartt jackets and dark bandanas pulled up over their noses. They dragged a third figure between them.

A woman.

She fought them. She wore a white silk robe over a nightgown. The delicate fabric tore at the shoulder, revealing pale skin. Dark hair whipped around her face in a wild halo. She dug her bare heels into the concrete sidewalk, fighting for every inch of ground. The men hauled her forward like a heavy sack of grain. She twisted her upper body, breaking the grip of the smaller man on her left. She swung a closed fist. Her knuckles connected with the smaller man’s cheekbone. A sharp crack echoed in the empty street.

The man cursed, a guttural sound of pain and anger. “Grab her legs! Pin her down!”

The bigger man wrapped a thick arm around her waist, lifting her off the concrete. She kicked backward. Her heel caught the big man square in the kneecap. He grunted, stumbling a half-step.

“Elias!” The woman’s scream cut through the rumble of the idling truck exhaust. “Elias! Help me!”

The sound echoed off the cinderblock walls of the adjacent buildings. It carried the raw, jagged edge of absolute terror.

The smaller man recovered his balance. He dove low, wrapping his arms around her thrashing legs. He squeezed her knees together, locking them in place. They hoisted her horizontal. She bucked, arching her spine, fighting the combined weight of two full-grown men. She kept screaming the name. Elias. Over and over.

The big man shifted his grip. He freed his right hand. He drew back and struck her. A flat, heavy slap across the face. Flesh hitting flesh. The impact snapped her head back. The scream died in her throat. She went limp, stunned by the sheer force of the blow.

Mercer tracked the big man the entire time. The Glock 19 rested steady on the wooden window sash. The green tritium dots of the iron sights aligned perfect and level. Center mass on the big man’s chest. The distance measured out to thirty-five yards. A downward angle from the second story. An easy shot. Mercer applied pressure to the flat face of the trigger. He felt the slack disappear. He reached the wall of the break. Two more pounds of pressure and a 147-grain jacketed hollow point would shatter the Silverado’s driver-side window and scramble the big man’s frontal lobe. He calculated the geometry. Distance, wind, angle, bullet drop. He held the power of life and death in a quarter-inch of trigger travel.

He held his breath. He evaluated the variables. This situation belonged to the town. He held no jurisdiction here. He wore a tarnished star he found in the dirt, a piece of metal carrying zero legal weight or authority. Firing a shot entered him into a blood feud with armed strangers. A missed shot risked hitting the woman in the back seat. A ricochet off the truck frame sent lead flying into adjacent houses. These men operated with zero concern for the local law. They parked a stolen truck twenty feet from the Sheriff’s station next door. They made maximum noise. They ripped off a storefront. They feared nothing in Ojos Secos. They executed a coordinated extraction. One man drives, two men grab. They possessed a plan, heavy weapons, and ruthless efficiency.

They capitalized on the woman’s stunned silence. They tossed her into the extended cab of the Silverado. She hit the leather bench seat. The smaller man climbed in behind her. He pulled a length of thick black zip-tie from his coat pocket. He ratcheted the plastic around her wrists, locking her hands together. The big man slammed the rear door shut. He sprinted to the driver’s side. He hauled himself behind the wheel. The heavy doors slammed shut, sealing the cabin.

The Silverado’s transmission clunked into drive. The big man stomped the accelerator to the floorboards. The mud tires shrieked against the asphalt, spinning for traction, smoking the rubber. The heavy truck lunged forward, the rear end squatting low under the torque. It tore down the main drag, heading west toward the dark outline of the Chinati Mountains. The taillights shrank into twin red pinpricks, then vanished over a rise. The scent of burnt rubber and atomized gasoline drifted up to the second-story window.

Silence rushed back into the basin. A thick oppressive quiet replacing the violence. Mercer lowered the Glock. He removed his finger from the trigger guard. He kept his body hidden behind the curtain. He scanned the street, checking the alleyways and rooftops for a trailing vehicle or a lookout. Nothing moved. He watched the hardware store. The shattered display window sat empty. Dust motes danced in the orange light of the streetlamp. Inside the dark interior of the shop, shadows pooled between the aisles of feed bags and hand tools. No one rushed out to chase the truck. No one emerged to check the damage. The name the woman screamed—Elias—yielded no savior.

Mercer looked at the adjacent buildings. A light flicked on in the second-story window of the bakery down the block. A shadow moved behind the vinyl blinds. Three seconds later, the light flicked off. The town heard the logging chain tear the metal grate. The town heard the plate glass shatter. The town heard the woman scream. The town chose blindness. The town chose deafness. Survival in a dying basin meant ignoring the violence of strangers. You lock your deadbolt and you pray the monsters keep driving. The cinderblock Sheriff’s station sat fifty feet from the crime scene. The windows remained dark. The front door stayed shut. The local law slept heavy or stayed bought.

Mercer stepped
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