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The
  storm rolled in fast, like trouble always did in Red
  Canyon.




  
Cole
  Maddox had seen enough desert summers to know when the sky was
  about
  to split open. The wind changed first. It carried grit instead of
  warmth. It whispered instead of sighed. By the time the first
  crack
  of thunder echoed off the red cliffs, he was already closing the
  barn
  doors.



“

  
Inside.
  Now,” he called.




  
Liam
  ran ahead, boots kicking up dust, while little Ava clutched the
  stray
  kitten she’d been trying to “rescue” all afternoon. They moved
  fast. They were used to storms. What they weren’t used to was the
  tension in Cole’s voice.




  
The
  wind picked up hard enough to rattle the fencing. Lightning
  streaked
  across the canyon sky, illuminating the jagged mesas in white
  flashes.




  
Cole
  hated storms.




  
Too
  loud. Too unpredictable.




  
Too
  much like the life he’d left behind.




  
He
  shoved the last bolt into place and stepped out into the rising
  dust,
  scanning the horizon automatically. Years ago, he’d learned to
  read
  landscapes like maps—where someone could hide, where danger could
  move unseen.




  
Old
  habits didn’t die.




  
They
  waited.




  
A
  sudden flicker of headlights caught his attention.




  
Cole
  frowned.




  
Nobody
  drove these back roads at night. Especially not during a desert
  storm. The nearest highway was miles away. If someone was out
  there,
  they were either lost—or desperate.




  
The
  headlights swerved once. Then vanished.




  
His
  chest tightened.




  
That
  wasn’t right.




  
He
  moved without thinking, jogging toward his truck. Rain began to
  fall
  in heavy, scattered drops. By the time he started the engine, it
  was
  coming down in sheets.




  
The
  dirt road leading toward the canyon ridge was already turning to
  slick mud. His tires fought for traction as thunder cracked
  again.




  
Then
  he saw it.




  
A
  sedan, nose-first into a shallow ditch off the road.




  
Driver’s
  side door open.




  
No
  movement.




  
Cole
  killed the engine and stepped out into the rain. The storm soaked
  him
  instantly, but he barely noticed.




  
He
  approached cautiously.




  
No
  license plate on the back.




  
That
  wasn’t normal.




  
The
  car windows were intact. No visible damage except the slide into
  the
  ditch. It didn’t look like a high-speed crash.




  
It
  looked like someone lost control.




  
Or
  jumped out.




  
He
  scanned the desert around him.



“

  
Hello?”
  he called over the wind.




  
No
  answer.




  
Then—




  
A
  shape near the roadside brush.




  
He
  moved fast.




  
She
  was lying half on her side, half curled into herself, soaked
  through
  and barely conscious. Dark hair plastered across her face. Mud
  streaked along her arms. One hand clenched tightly around
  something.




  
Cole
  dropped to his knees beside her.



“

  
Hey.
  Hey, can you hear me?”




  
Her
  eyelids fluttered, but she didn’t speak.




  
No
  visible gunshot wounds. No blood pooling. Just disoriented.
  Shivering
  violently.




  
He
  gently turned her enough to check for head injuries.




  
A
  small cut near her temple.




  
Pulse
  steady.




  
She
  wasn’t dressed for desert travel. Light jacket. Thin shirt
  underneath. No purse nearby. No phone visible.




  
He
  tried again. “What’s your name?”




  
Her
  lips parted slightly.




  
Silence.




  
Just
  confusion in her eyes.




  
The
  kind that wasn’t fear.




  
The
  kind that didn’t know where it was.




  
She
  blinked at him as if trying to recognize something.
  Anything.



“

  
Do
  you know where you are?”




  
Nothing.




  
Lightning
  split the sky again, and thunder boomed so loud the ground seemed
  to
  shake.




  
She
  flinched hard at that.




  
Okay.
  She felt that.




  
That
  meant she wasn’t fully gone.




  
Cole
  hesitated.




  
He
  should call it in. He knew that. But the nearest sheriff’s office
  would take time, and this storm wasn’t waiting. She needed
  warmth.
  Shelter.




  
He
  glanced back at the empty desert road.




  
No
  other cars.




  
No
  sign of anyone chasing her.




  
But
  something about the missing license plate bothered him.




  
He
  stood, lifted her carefully into his arms, and carried her toward
  his
  truck.




  
She
  was lighter than she looked. Too light.




  
She
  stirred slightly against him, fingers tightening around whatever
  she
  was holding.




  
He
  noticed it then.




  
A
  small, weather-worn notebook.




  
He
  didn’t pry it from her grip.




  
Not
  yet.




  
He
  placed her gently in the passenger seat and grabbed a blanket
  from
  the back.



“

  
Stay
  with me,” he said quietly, though he wasn’t sure she could
  hear.




  
He
  drove back toward the ranch slowly, fighting the mud and low
  visibility. His jaw stayed tight the whole way.




  
This
  wasn’t random.




  
Nothing
  ever was.




  
When
  they reached the ranch house, Liam was waiting by the
  window.




  
Cole
  carried her inside.



“

  
Who
  is that?” Liam asked, eyes wide.



“

  
I
  don’t know yet,” Cole answered honestly.




  
Ava
  stepped closer, peeking up at the woman’s pale face. “Is she
  hurt?”



“

  
She’ll
  be okay.”




  
He
  hoped.




  
He
  laid her on the couch near the fireplace and built the flames
  higher.
  The kids moved quietly, sensing the seriousness in the
  room.




  
He
  knelt beside her again.




  
Her
  eyes opened briefly.




  
This
  time, she focused on him.




  
Fear
  flickered there.




  
Not
  wild panic.




  
But
  guarded.



“

  
You’re
  safe,” he said calmly.




  
A
  pause.



“

  
Where…”
  she whispered, voice raw.



“

  
You’re
  at Red Canyon Ranch.”




  
She
  blinked slowly.



“

  
I
  don’t…”




  
Her
  breathing hitched.




  
She
  swallowed hard.



“

  
I
  don’t know who I am.”




  
The
  words fell heavy in the room.




  
Cole
  didn’t react outwardly.




  
But
  inside, something shifted.




  
Amnesia.




  
He’d
  seen trauma do strange things to people before. Seen shock
  rewrite
  memories.



“

  
Okay,”
  he said carefully. “That’s okay. We’ll figure it out.”




  
Her
  eyes searched his face, as if measuring whether he was
  lying.




  
He
  held her gaze steadily.




  
She
  relaxed—just slightly.




  
Then
  her hand lifted weakly, holding out the notebook.



“

  
I…
  think this is mine.”




  
He
  took it gently.




  
Flipped
  it open.




  
Rows
  of symbols filled the pages.




  
Not
  random scribbles.




  
Structured.




  
Organized.




  
Coded.




  
Cole’s
  stomach tightened.




  
He’d
  seen encrypted notes before.




  
Federal-level
  work.




  
Military-level
  work.




  
This
  wasn’t something an ordinary traveler kept in her pocket.




  
He
  closed the notebook quietly.




  
When
  he looked back at her, she was already drifting unconscious
  again.




  
He
  stood slowly.




  
The
  storm outside intensified, wind howling against the
  windows.




  
Cole
  stared into the fire.




  
He
  had spent five years building a quiet life here.




  
Five
  years keeping danger away from this house.




  
From
  those kids.




  
And
  now, a woman with no memory and a coded notebook had landed in
  his
  arms during a thunderstorm.




  
That
  wasn’t coincidence.




  
That
  was a problem.




  
And
  problems had a way of finding him.




  
He
  walked to the window and scanned the dark canyon beyond the ranch
  lights.




  
The
  storm masked everything.




  
Too
  perfectly.




  
He
  didn’t know who she was.




  
But
  someone out there did.




  
And
  if they were looking for her—




  
They
  would come.




  
Cole
  rested one hand on the back of a chair, steady and
  controlled.




  
If
  trouble wanted Red Canyon Ranch—




  
It
  was going to have to go through him first.




  
Outside,
  lightning struck the ridge.




  
Inside,
  the fire burned brighter.




  
And
  the storm had only just begun.



 






 






 






 






 






 






 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






