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The
  first thing Cole Maddox noticed was the silence.




  
Not
  the peaceful kind. Not the wind-through-the-pines,
  birds-calling-at-dawn kind.




  
This
  silence was wrong.




  
Ranger
  noticed it too.




  
The
  German Shepherd stopped mid-step on the narrow mountain trail,
  ears
  lifting, muscles tightening beneath his thick sable coat. His
  dark
  eyes scanned the treeline before he let out a low, almost
  inaudible
  growl.




  
Cole
  followed his gaze.




  
The
  Montana mountains stretched endlessly around them, painted in
  late-afternoon gold. Pine forests rolled down the slopes like
  waves
  frozen in time. It should’ve felt like freedom.




  
Instead,
  the air carried the faint scent of smoke.




  
Cole
  adjusted the strap on his pack and crouched beside Ranger. He
  rested
  a steady hand on the dog’s shoulder.



“

  
You
  smell it too, huh?”




  
Ranger’s
  nose twitched.




  
Cole
  stood slowly, scanning the ridge to the east. There — just barely
  visible — a thin gray thread rose against the sky.




  
Not
  wildfire smoke. Too controlled. Too narrow.




  
Someone
  was burning something.




  
He
  didn’t like it.




  
Cole
  had come to Montana to leave instincts like this behind. Years of
  military K-9 operations had trained him to read danger before it
  showed itself. Afghanistan. Eastern Europe. Border interdictions.
  Too
  many missions that ended in gunfire.




  
Too
  many that didn’t end well.




  
He’d
  promised himself this place would be different.




  
No
  missions. No threats. No watching over his shoulder.




  
Just
  land. Open sky. And a fresh start.




  
Ranger
  nudged his hand.



“

  
Yeah,”
  Cole murmured. “We’re checking it out.”




  
He
  adjusted his direction, guiding them off the main trail and
  toward
  the smoke.




  
The
  descent was steep. Loose gravel shifted beneath his boots. Ranger
  moved with controlled precision, scanning ahead, every movement
  purposeful. Even off duty, the dog never stopped working.




  
That
  loyalty was something Cole understood.




  
Twenty
  minutes later, the scent of smoke thickened.




  
Then
  came the second smell.




  
Gasoline.




  
Cole
  froze.




  
That
  wasn’t controlled burning.




  
That
  was acceleration.




  
He
  moved faster now, keeping low, stepping quietly through the brush
  until the trees opened into a clearing.




  
A
  ranch.




  
Or
  what used to be one.




  
Blackened
  wood beams jutted into the air like broken ribs. The remains of a
  barn smoldered faintly, long past the height of flame but not
  forgotten by it. Charred fencing collapsed inward. The fire had
  already done its damage.




  
Cole’s
  jaw tightened.




  
This
  hadn’t been an accident.




  
Ranger
  moved ahead, nose close to the ground, circling wide.




  
Cole
  scanned the area. No visible vehicles. No people.




  
Then
  he heard it.




  
A
  faint metallic clang.




  
From
  the far side of the property.




  
He
  motioned with two fingers. Ranger responded instantly, circling
  left
  to flank while Cole moved right.




  
They
  approached the sound carefully.




  
And
  then he saw her.




  
She
  stood near the remains of a truck, kicking at a twisted section
  of
  metal in frustration. Her long brown hair was tied back in a
  loose
  ponytail, strands falling around her face. Ash streaked across
  her
  jeans and work boots. One sleeve of her flannel shirt was smudged
  black.




  
She
  looked furious.




  
And
  exhausted.




  
Cole
  stepped forward just enough for her to see him.



“

  
Easy.”




  
She
  spun instantly, grabbing something from the truck bed — a metal
  wrench — and holding it like she knew how to use it.



“

  
Stop
  right there.”




  
Her
  voice didn’t shake.




  
Good.




  
Cole
  lifted both hands slowly.



“

  
Not
  here to cause trouble.”




  
Her
  eyes flicked past him.




  
Then
  locked onto Ranger.




  
The
  wrench lowered slightly.



“

  
That
  a military dog?”




  
Cole
  nodded once.



“

  
Retired.”




  
She
  studied him carefully, taking in the quiet authority in his
  stance,
  the way Ranger held position without a command.



“

  
You
  law enforcement?”



“

  
Used
  to be something like that.”




  
She
  let out a breath that almost sounded like a laugh — but without
  humor.



“

  
Well,
  unless you specialize in catching ghosts, I don’t think you can
  help me.”




  
Cole
  stepped closer, careful but calm.



“

  
Someone
  did this.”




  
Her
  expression hardened.



“

  
I
  know.”




  
The
  air between them shifted.



“

  
What
  makes you sure?” he asked.




  
She
  looked at the barn remains.



“

  
Because
  this is the second ‘accident’ in three weeks.”




  
That
  got his attention.



“

  
What
  was the first?”



“

  
My
  fencing cut overnight. Cattle nearly scattered into the hills.”
  She
  crossed her arms, the wrench still in hand. “Sheriff said it was
  probably vandals.”




  
Cole
  crouched near the blackened grass, studying the ground.




  
There.




  
Boot
  impressions.




  
Fresh.




  
And
  not hers.




  
He
  glanced toward Ranger.




  
The
  dog had already caught the scent trail, nose low, posture
  rigid.




  
Cole
  stood.



“

  
You
  got enemies?”




  
She
  gave him a long look.



“

  
You
  ask that like it’s normal.”



“

  
In
  my experience,” he replied evenly, “it usually is.”




  
She
  hesitated.




  
Then:
  “My brother owned this ranch before me. After he died in the fire
  last year, I took over.”




  
Cole
  didn’t interrupt.



“

  
There
  were offers,” she continued. “Developers. Investors. Big promises
  about turning this land into some luxury wilderness
  resort.”



“

  
And
  you said no.”



“

  
I
  said hell no.”




  
Something
  like admiration flickered in Cole’s chest.



“

  
And
  now this,” he said quietly.




  
Her
  jaw tightened.



“

  
I
  rebuilt once already.”




  
There
  was something in her voice that went beyond anger. Something
  raw.




  
Loss.




  
Ranger
  gave a low warning growl.




  
Both
  of them turned.




  
Movement
  in the treeline.




  
Cole
  reacted instantly.



“

  
Get
  down.”




  
He
  stepped in front of her as a sharp crack split the air.




  
Gunshot.




  
The
  bullet struck the truck’s metal frame, sending sparks into the
  air.




  
She
  didn’t scream.




  
She
  dropped.




  
Good
  instincts.




  
Cole
  pulled her behind the engine block and motioned for
  Ranger.



“

  
Track.”




  
The
  dog launched forward without hesitation, disappearing into the
  forest.




  
Another
  shot rang out.




  
Closer.




  
Cole’s
  pulse steadied instead of racing. Years of training took
  over.



“

  
Stay
  behind me,” he ordered quietly.




  
She
  didn’t argue.




  
They
  moved toward the trees, keeping low.




  
Branches
  snapped in the distance.




  
Then
  a shout.




  
Then
  silence.




  
Cole
  reached the treeline just as Ranger reappeared, stopping short,
  ears
  high.




  
The
  scent trail ended abruptly.




  
Vehicle.




  
The
  shooter had planned an escape.




  
Cole
  scanned the distant dirt access road.




  
Too
  far to see clearly now.




  
He
  exhaled slowly.




  
The
  threat was real.




  
And
  organized.




  
Behind
  him, she stood slowly.



“

  
They’ve
  never done that before.”



“

  
That
  wasn’t intimidation,” Cole said. “That was escalation.”




  
She
  stared at the forest.



“

  
They
  could’ve killed us.”



“

  
Yes.”




  
The
  honesty settled heavy between them.



“

  
What’s
  your name?” he asked.



“

  
Hannah.”




  
He
  nodded once.



“

  
Cole.”




  
She
  looked at Ranger.



“

  
And
  him?”



“

  
Ranger.”




  
The
  dog returned to Cole’s side, calm but alert.




  
Hannah
  wrapped her arms around herself, staring at the burned remains of
  her
  barn.



“

  
I’m
  not leaving,” she said quietly.




  
Cole
  studied her profile. The stubborn line of her jaw. The strength
  hidden beneath exhaustion.



“

  
I
  didn’t think you would.”




  
She
  glanced at him.



“

  
You
  planning to walk back down that mountain and pretend this isn’t
  your problem?”




  
Cole
  looked at the smoke rising into the fading sky.




  
He’d
  come here to disappear.




  
But
  some instincts didn’t retire.



“

  
No,”
  he said finally. “I’m not.”




  
Hannah
  held his gaze.



“

  
You
  don’t even know me.”



“

  
Don’t
  have to.”




  
A
  long silence stretched between them.




  
The
  sun dipped lower, casting the ranch in deepening shadow.




  
Cole
  felt it then.




  
The
  shift.




  
This
  wasn’t a fresh start.




  
It
  was a line in the sand.




  
And
  someone had just crossed it.




  
He
  adjusted his stance, watching the ridge carefully.



“

  
They’ll
  be back,” he said.




  
Hannah
  nodded once.



“

  
I
  know.”




  
This
  time, when Ranger stood beside them, it didn’t feel like
  coincidence.




  
It
  felt like the beginning of something neither of them had
  planned.




  
And
  neither of them could walk away from.



 






 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






