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  Chapter 1

  
  







The desert cracked under a white-hot sun. Mercer Sample rode the custom scrambler down the centerline of the empty blacktop, pushing ninety miles an hour. The wind hammered his chest. The heat radiating from the asphalt warped the horizon into a shimmering mirage of liquid glass. He wore a dust-coated canvas jacket, dark denim, and scuffed leather boots. The motorcycle engine roared, a deep mechanical growl tearing through the absolute stillness of the wasteland.

He smelled the destruction before he saw it.

A thick column of black smoke rose in the east. It stained the bruised sky. It carried the chemical stench of burning diesel, scorched rubber, and ruined structures.

Mercer downshifted. The scrambler engine popped and crackled. He slowed the bike, letting the heavy tires hum against the cracked road. He watched the smoke plume. It originated from the valley floor. Silver Creek. A dying highway stop with a gas station, a hardware store, and a bank that held local cash.

He let the bike coast to a crawl. He scanned the road shoulder.

Deep, aggressive tire treads chewed the soft dirt. Heavy mud-terrain tires. They left wide gouges in the earth, tearing up the dry sagebrush. Beside the tire tracks, a series of overlapping footprints marred the dust. Thick rubber soles. Combat boots.

Mercer squeezed the front brake. The scrambler stopped. He killed the ignition.

Silence rushed back into the desert, broken only by the ticking of the cooling exhaust pipes.

He swung his leg over the saddle. His boots hit the gravel.

Five mounds of fresh earth sat in a row behind a cluster of dead mesquite bushes.

A man stood beside the fifth mound. He held a collapsible tactical shovel. He wore a black leather vest over a sweat-stained grey t-shirt. The rocker on his back read ‘Desert Skulls’. He had a red bandana tied over his mouth to block the dust. A tattooed snake wrapped around his thick neck.

The man leaned on the shovel and wiped his forehead with the back of his dirty glove. He looked at the graves. He looked at the road. He saw Mercer standing next to the scrambler.

The biker froze.

Mercer rested his right hand near the grip of the custom 1911 pistol holstered on his hip. He walked toward the mesquite bushes. He kept his stride loose and slow.

“Hard country for digging,” Mercer said.

The biker dropped the shovel. The metal clattered against a rock. He reached for his waistband.

“I wouldn’t,” Mercer said.

The man’s hand stopped hovering over a black polymer grip. He looked at Mercer’s eyes, then at the heavy pistol resting in Mercer’s holster.

“Who the hell are you?” the biker asked. His voice sounded dry, raspy from inhaled dirt.

“Just a guy taking a ride,” Mercer said. “Saw the smoke. Saw you working up a sweat. Looked like you needed a break.”

“I don’t need a break. I need you to get back on that imported piece of trash and keep riding.”

Mercer stepped closer. He looked at the mounds. The dirt looked dark, moist underneath the dry top layer.

“Five holes,” Mercer said. “That is a lot of effort for one guy. Your friends leave you the grunt work?”

“Mind your business.”

“My business is flexible,” Mercer said. He kept his eyes locked on the biker. “You look like a prospect. They gave you the shovel while they went down into the valley to play with the matches. That about right?”

The biker shifted his weight. “You want to leave right now, old man. You have no idea what you just parked next to.”

“I parked next to a grave digger,” Mercer said. “And from the look of those fresh tire tracks, you had a truck here a minute ago. A heavy diesel. It turned around and headed toward the fire. So you’re waiting for a ride back.”

The biker licked his cracked lips. “Russell is going to roll back up that road any minute. He brings the whole club. You stand here, you go in hole number six.”

“Russell,” Mercer said. He recognized the name. Silas Stone. A cartel-connected heavyweight who ran guns and bad narcotics out of the southern badlands. “Silas Stone doesn’t usually bother with highway stops. Unless there is something heavy sitting in the vault.”

“The cartel cash,” the biker sneered. “We took it all. Now back off.”

Mercer drew the 1911. He moved with absolute, fluid speed. The heavy steel barrel pointed straight at the biker’s chest before the younger man could even flinch.

“Hands away from the waist,” Mercer said.

The biker raised his dirty gloves to his shoulders. His eyes widened.

“You a cop?” the biker asked.

“Used to be. Now I just fix things. Take two steps back.”

The biker stepped back. His boot heel hit the edge of the fresh dirt.

Mercer walked to the first mound. He looked at the ground. Spent brass littered the dirt. He knelt, keeping the pistol leveled at the biker, and picked up a casing with his left hand.

A 5.56 shell. Military caliber. Fired from a tactical rifle.

“Execution style,” Mercer said. He rolled the brass between his thumb and forefinger. “You lined them up. You shot them down. You covered them up.”

“They drew on us,” the biker lied. Sweat rolled down his dusty face.

“Civilians drawn on a heavily armed motorcycle club,” Mercer said. “Sure they did. Who is in the dirt?”

“Local trash. A deputy and some deputies from the county. Tried to block the road. Russell ordered the sweep. Said leave no one breathing.”

“He left you breathing.”

“I told you, I am waiting for my ride.”

“Your ride is not coming,” Mercer said. He stood up. He pocketed the brass casing. “Russell told you to dig five holes. He gave you a shovel. He left you alone on a highway. A man who leaves no witnesses does not leave a prospect on the road to talk to strangers.”

The biker swallowed hard. He looked down the empty asphalt. The reality of the situation washed over his face. He saw the isolation. He recognized his own expendability.

“He said he was coming back,” the biker whispered.

“Russell lies,” Mercer said. “It is a core trait. He used you for labor. Now you are a loose end standing in the sun.”

“I’ll run.”

“Desert will kill you before you clear the first ridge,” Mercer said. “You have no water. You have no ride. You have a cheap gun and a dirty shovel.”

The biker looked at Mercer’s scrambler. “I’ll take your bike.”

“You can try.” Mercer thumbed the hammer of the 1911. The metallic click sounded loud in the heavy heat.

The biker shook his head. “Look, man. I just dig the holes. I didn’t pull the trigger. That was the heavy hitters.”

“How many men in the valley?” Mercer asked.

“Ten. Maybe twelve. Heavy rifles. Body armor. They blew the bank vault with C4. They loaded duffel bags full of bricks into the lead truck.”

“And the fire?”

“Russell said to burn the buildings. Burn the bodies. Make it look like a cartel hit gone wrong. Erase the whole map.”

Mercer looked at the black smoke. It billowed thicker now, painting the blue sky a dirty, bruised grey.

“You have a choice,” Mercer said. “You take a long walk into the scrub. You see how far you get before the coyotes find you. Or you draw that piece in your waistband, and I leave you right here next to your handiwork.”

The biker looked at the dirt. He looked at the heavy pistol in Mercer’s hand. He raised his hands higher.

“I’m walking,” the biker said.

“Smart move,” Mercer said. “Leave the gun.”

The biker slowly reached down with two fingers. He pulled a black 9mm from his waistband and dropped it in the dust. He backed away from the graves. He turned and started walking off the asphalt, out into the harsh, cracked earth of the desert.

Mercer watched him go. He offered the man zero sympathy. A killer walking into a furnace. The desert held a pure, unbiased justice.

Mercer walked back to his motorcycle.

He holstered the 1911. He unclasped a heavy canvas duffel strapped to the rear fender of the scrambler. He unzipped the main compartment.

He reached inside and pulled out a tactical carbine. The weapon felt solid, balanced. It had a matte black finish, a short barrel for tight spaces, and a red-dot optic.

He grabbed a heavy steel magazine from the bag. He slapped it into the magazine well. The metal locked with a sharp clack. He racked the charging handle, chambering a 5.56 round.

He slung the rifle over his shoulder. The weapon rested tight against his back.

He zipped the duffel closed. He strapped it back down.

He looked at the five graves one last time. Five dead men who tried to hold a line against a tidal wave of bad violence. Russell brought cartel tactics to a small town. He slaughtered locals to cover a robbery.

Mercer swung his leg back over the scrambler. He turned the ignition key.

The twin cylinders fired. The engine roared, vibrating through the frame.

He kicked the kickstand up. He engaged the clutch. He rolled the throttle.

The scrambler lunged forward, kicking up a rooster tail of gravel and white dust. Mercer guided the bike down the asphalt. He drove straight toward the valley. He drove straight into the thick, black smoke.

The air grew hotter as he descended the grade. The smell of burning timber and melting plastic overwhelmed the scent of the dry sagebrush.

He navigated the winding road. The canyon walls rose high on either side, casting long, dark shadows across the blacktop. The sun disappeared behind the thick haze. The world turned grey and orange.

He approached the town limit. A wooden sign reading ‘Silver Creek’ lay splintered on the shoulder, covered in black soot.

Mercer slowed the motorcycle. He maintained a creeping pace. He kept his eyes moving, scanning the ruined landscape for movement.

He saw the skeletal remains of buildings. Timber framed in raging fire. Roofs caved inward. A gas station canopy sat collapsed over a pair of scorched pumps. The heat radiating from the structures washed over him like an open oven door.

He saw the bodies.

They lay scattered in the main thoroughfare. Men, women. Gunned down where they stood. Gunned down as they ran. The Desert Skulls offered zero mercy. They turned a quiet town into a slaughterhouse.

Mercer felt a cold, hard knot form in his chest. He operated in violent worlds. He collected bounties on bad men. He cleaned up messes for people who paid well. But pure, unadulterated massacre offended a deep, buried part of his nature.

It offended the ex-lawman. It demanded a severe response.

He stopped the motorcycle behind the rusted husk of an old pickup truck on the edge of the street. He killed the engine.

He dismounted. He unslung the tactical carbine. He brought the stock to his shoulder. He looked through the red-dot optic.

He swept the street. He looked for the heavy-duty trucks. He looked for the men in leather cuts.

The street sat empty. The killers moved deeper into the town.

Mercer stepped out from behind the rusted truck. He kept his boots light on the cracked pavement. He moved from cover to cover. He used the smoke as a shield.

He walked past a destroyed diner. The large plate glass windows lay shattered on the sidewalk. Inside, the vinyl booths burned with bright green flames.

He reached the center intersection.

The bank sat on the corner. The building featured a solid brick facade. The front doors hung off their hinges.

Mercer moved to the doorway. He pressed his back against the warm brick. He listened.

He heard the crackle of burning wood. He heard the wind howling through the canyon. He heard nothing else.

He pivoted around the doorframe. He leveled the rifle. He entered the bank.

The interior looked completely gutted. Papers littered the floor. A thick layer of white plaster dust coated the overturned desks.

At the back of the room, a massive steel vault door stood wide open. The metal edges looked warped, melted by extreme heat. C4 explosive.

Mercer walked to the vault. He looked inside.

Empty safety deposit boxes lay scattered on the tile floor. The metal shelves sat completely bare. The cartel cash vanished.

He stepped out of the vault.

He heard a sound.

A sharp crack. Wood breaking.

It came from outside. It came from across the street.

Mercer raised the rifle. He moved to the blown-out front window of the bank. He crouched below the window sill. He peered through the thick, swirling smoke.

A large building stood across the street. A church with a tall, white steeple. The roof sagged. Flames licked the wooden siding.

Mercer watched the church.

He saw a shadow move near the side entrance. A man stepped out of the smoke.

The man wore a dark combat shirt and tactical pants. He carried a heavy light machine gun. A Desert Skulls patch sat affixed to his shoulder armor.

The man looked around the street. He raised a handheld radio to his mouth.

Mercer leveled his red-dot optic on the man’s chest.
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The radio on the gunner’s shoulder spat a burst of static. The sound cut through the roar of the burning town. Mercer kept his eye pressed to the red-dot optic. He held his breath.

“Sweep is done,” the gunner said into the radio mic attached to his vest. He had a thick, wet voice. “Bank is clean. Vault is empty. Main column is rolling out. Send a rig back for me. I am cooking in this gear.”

The man stood on the cracked sidewalk outside the church. He carried a heavy belt-fed machine gun. Thick belts of brass ammunition draped over his shoulders like lethal jewelry. Black soot covered his tactical plate carrier. He wiped sweat from his eyes, leaving a pale streak across his dirt-caked skin.

Mercer kept the red dot pinned to the center of the man’s chest, right where the ceramic armor plates met. He needed a clean drop. He needed silence to preserve his ghost status in the ruins. A loud rifle shot acts as a flare.

He lowered the carbine. He slung it back over his shoulder.

He drew the custom 1911 pistol. He threaded a heavy, black suppressor onto the threaded barrel. The metal grooves locked tight. He racked the slide.

Mercer stepped out from the bank’s blown-out window frame. He placed his boots light on the ash-covered asphalt. He crossed the street. The thick, rolling smoke offered a dense gray shield.

The gunner turned his back to the street. He looked
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