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      I pushed open the glass door of the Desert Rose Diner, and a jingle of bells announced my arrival. A blast of cool air hit my face, a welcome relief from the dry heat that clung to my skin like a second layer.

      “Seat yourself, hon!” a cheerful voice called from somewhere behind the counter.

      I slid into a vinyl booth by the window, its red upholstery cracked and worn but surprisingly comfortable. The tabletops were adorned with faded sunflowers trapped beneath a layer of glossy resin—a touch of whimsy that made me smile. I set my battered leather satchel beside me, the weight of my laptop and notebooks a constant reminder of the work I was supposed to be doing.

      A waitress appeared at my table, her silver hair pulled back into a neat bun, and a turquoise necklace glinting against her uniform. “What can I get ya?”

      “Just coffee, please,” I replied, returning her warm smile. “And maybe a slice of that pecan pie I saw on the chalkboard?”

      “Excellent choice,” she winked. “Best in the county. Name’s Ruby if you need anything else.”

      “Thanks, Ruby.”

      As Ruby departed, I pulled out my worn notebook, its pages smudged with ink and crowded with half-finished thoughts. The sequel to my last book hovered just out of reach, like a mirage in the desert heat. Maybe driving across three states was less about seeking inspiration and more about escaping the fallout with Andrew.

      My phone buzzed, skittering across the table. Lisa’s name flashed on the screen. I contemplated ignoring it but knew she’d just keep calling. Sighing, I accepted the call.

      “Hey, Lisa.”

      “Savannah! Finally,” she exhaled dramatically. “I’ve been trying to reach you for days. Where are you?”

      “Arizona,” I said, tracing a sun-faded sunflower trapped beneath the table’s resin. “Small town off Highway 87.”

      “Still chasing sunsets and cacti?” Her tone was a mix of amusement and exasperation. “Please tell me you’ve made some progress.”

      “Depends on your definition of progress.” I glanced out the window at the vast expanse of desert, stretching out like a blank page. “I’ve got leads.”

      “Leads are good. Publishers are breathing down my neck, you know. They’re eager for the next ‘Savannah Brooks’ bestseller.”

      “I just need a little more time,” I said, trying to keep the frustration out of my voice. “There’s something out here... I can feel it.”

      There was a pause on the other end. “Look, I believe in you. But if you don’t have something for me ASAP, the editor is threatening to cancel your contract and demand the $300,000 advance back.”

      Fuck. I didn’t have most of the money anymore. Thanks in big part to Andrew. I had to finish this damn sequel.

      I rubbed my temple. Why do the men I love ruin my life? “I understand, and I’m close. Please trust me.”

      “I always do,” she said gently. “So what’s the sequel’s name? If He Still Sucks, Get Away More?”

      “Eh . . .something like that. It’s not crystallized yet.”

      “Okay. Well get me the draft by the end of the month. Even if you don’t have a title.”

      “I will.” I hung up just as Ruby returned with my coffee and pie.

      “Everything okay, dear?” she asked, setting the dishes down with practiced ease.

      “Yeah, just work stuff.” I forced a smile. “Never really goes away, does it?”

      She chuckled. “Ain’t that the truth. So, what brings you to our little corner of the world?”

      “Actually, I’m a writer. Working on my second book.”

      Ruby’s eyes lit up. “A writer! Well, isn’t that exciting. Planning to make us famous?”

      “Maybe,” I laughed. “I heard there’s a place around here—an old trail that leads to some incredible views. Thought it might be worth exploring.”

      Her smile faltered just a touch. “You’re not talking about the Soltero Canyon, are you?”

      “Maybe? I didn’t catch the name. Just heard it was... transformative.”

      She glanced around before leaning in slightly. “Between you and me, folks around here don’t take kindly to strangers poking around that area.”

      “Why’s that?” I took a sip of the coffee—strong, just the way I liked it.

      “Lots of tales, legends, you know how small towns are. But some say it’s dangerous. Unpredictable terrain, sudden storms. People have gotten lost.”

      “I’m pretty seasoned when it comes to travel,” I assured her. “But I appreciate the warning.”

      She studied me for a moment. “Well, if you’re set on going, at least talk to old Miguel at the gas station down the road. He knows those parts better than anyone.”

      “I might just do that. Thanks, Ruby.”

      She patted my hand before moving to another table, but not before I caught the concern lingering in her eyes.

      I pulled out a pen and started jotting down notes. Mysteries, local legends—it was exactly the kind of thing that could anchor my next book. A journey of self-discovery set against the backdrop of the enigmatic desert.

      “Mind if I sit?”

      I looked up to find a man standing at my table, his straw hat casting a shadow over his lined face. He looked to be in his sixties, with sun-weathered skin and eyes the color of denim.

      “Be my guest,” I said, gesturing to the seat across from me.

      He settled in, setting a worn leather pouch on the table. “Name’s Bill. Heard you’re asking about the canyon.”

      “Word travels fast,” I noted.

      He chuckled. “Small town. News is scarce. Why’s a young woman like you interested in a place like that?”

      “I’m a writer,” I explained. “And my next book is way, way overdue.”

      He nodded thoughtfully. “What was your first one about?”

      I started to chuckle and then stopped. While my debut book sold almost a million copies, I doubted that Bill here read my treatise on divorcing a lowlife cheater and running off to Europe.

      “Did you hear about that book by the woman who emptied her savings account and camped in the Alps?”

      Bill looked thoughtful for a moment. “She the one who got her arm stuck and had to cut it off?” he asked, looking at my two very normal looking arms.

      “Err.. no. That was a different woman.”

      “No, can’t say that I have.”

      “Well, that was my story. So what about you? What story can you tell me about the canyon?”

      Bill glanced out the window, his gaze distant. “They say the canyon shows you things. Things you want to see, and things you don’t.”

      “Sounds intriguing.”

      “Or dangerous,” he countered. “Not all truths are meant to be found.”

      I leaned forward. “Have you been there?”

      “Once, a long time ago.” He tapped the pouch with a finger. “Found this there.”

      He opened it carefully, revealing a small, intricately carved stone. Symbols swirled across its surface, patterns that seemed almost to move in the light.

      “May I?” I asked.

      He hesitated before passing it to me. The stone was cool to the touch, heavier than it looked. “It’s beautiful. What do the symbols mean?”

      “No one knows. Some say it’s from the people who lived here long before any of us. Others think it’s just the wind playing tricks with the rocks.”

      I handed it back to him. “Now I really have to see this place for myself.”

      He sighed. “Stubborn, just like me. If you’re determined to go, at least take a guide.”

      “A guide? I can read a map. And straight in and straight out, stick to the trail.”

      He scratched his chin. “There’s a man named Angelo Ramirez. Runs an agave farm near the canyon’s edge. Knows the land better than most.”

      “Thanks, Bill. I appreciate it. I’ll go ask Angelo about the canyon, but I’m really on a deadline.”

      He stood up slowly. “Just remember, some paths aren’t meant to be walked alone.”

      As he shuffled away, I felt a mix of excitement and apprehension. There was definitely a story here—one that people were cautious to share. Exactly the kind of challenge I couldn’t resist.

      I paid my bill and left a generous tip for Ruby. “Take care now,” she called after me, her expression a blend of worry and kindness.

      Stepping outside, the heat wrapped around me like a blanket. I slipped on my sunglasses and pulled my hair into a ponytail. The sky was an endless expanse of blue, taunting me with possibilities.

      I headed to my Jeep, tossing my bag onto the passenger seat. Before starting the engine, I unfolded a map of the area, tracing the route to the agave farm Bill had mentioned. It wasn’t far—maybe an hour’s drive deeper into the desert. No where on the map was there a Soltero Canyon, Soltero Road, or anything hinting at where I needed to go.

      Miguel at the gas station or that agave dude?
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      I turned the key in the ignition, and the Jeep roared to life. The fuel gauge hovered just above empty—a trip to the gas station was non-negotiable. Miguel’s Fuel & Supply was less than a mile down the road, its vintage sign creaking softly in the desert breeze.

      Pulling up beside the solitary pump, I stepped out into the heat once more. The gas station was a relic from another era, with peeling paint and sun-faded advertisements plastered on the windows. An old radio played a scratchy tune somewhere inside.

      As I approached the entrance, a bell jingled overhead. The air inside was cooler, scented with a mix of gasoline, dust, and something fried. Behind the counter stood a stout man with a graying beard and kind eyes—Miguel, I presumed.

      “Hola, señorita,” he greeted with a warm smile. “Fill ‘er up?”

      “Yes, please,” I replied, returning his smile. “And maybe you could help me with something else.”

      “Of course.” He handed me a clipboard with a pen attached by a string. “Just sign here, and I’ll get the pump started. What else can I do for you?”

      “I’m looking for Soltero Canyon,” I said casually, leaning on the counter. “I’ve heard it’s got some of the most breathtaking views around.”

      Miguel’s hand paused over the register. “Soltero Canyon, huh?” His eyes flickered with curiosity and a hint of caution. “Not many folks go out that way.”

      “That’s what I hear,” I said, adopting an easygoing tone. “But I’m a travel writer, always on the lookout for hidden gems. Thought I’d check it out.”

      He nodded slowly. “It’s a beautiful place, but the paths can be tricky. You planning to go alone?”

      “Actually, I was hoping to hire a guide,” I lied smoothly. “Someone mentioned an Angelo Ramirez runs an agave farm near there. Do you know him?”

      Miguel’s face brightened. “Ah, Angelo! Good man. Knows the land better than anyone.”

      “Do you think he’d be willing to take me?” I asked, tilting my head slightly. “I’d hate to impose, but it seems like he’s the best person to ask.”

      Miguel scratched his beard thoughtfully. “Well, Angelo’s not much for company these days, but he might make an exception for you.”

      I leaned in conspiratorially. “Any tips on how to convince him?”

      He chuckled. “Tell you what—if you mention that Miguel said the rock slide on Devil’s Backbone has made Arroyo Seco impassable, he’ll know you’re serious.”

      “Devil’s Backbone?” I repeated, intrigued.

      “A sharp ridge along the Arroyo Seco path,” he explained. “Rains last week caused a rock slide. Dangerous to go that way now.”

      “So what’s the best route?” I asked, pulling out my map and spreading it on the counter.

      He pointed to a faint line snaking across the page. “Mesquite Pass is the safer bet now. It’s a bit longer but more stable terrain.”

      I traced the path with my finger. “Got it. Mesquite Pass.”

      “And if you tell Angelo about the rock slide on Devil’s Backbone, he’ll understand why you’re asking for his help,” Miguel added.

      “I appreciate the advice,” I said sincerely. “Really. This means a lot.”

      He waved a hand dismissively. “Just want to make sure you stay safe out there.”

      I glanced around the store, spotting a shelf with gallon jugs of water. “I’ll grab one of these, too. Can’t be too prepared.”

      “Smart thinking,” he said. “Desert’s no place to run out of water.”

      I picked up a jug and set it on the counter. “Mind if I also take some protein bars? And maybe a fresh set of batteries.” I gestured toward a rack of supplies.

      “Help yourself.” He began ringing up my items. “So, you writing a book about our little corner of the world?”

      “Possibly,” I replied with a wink. “If I find the inspiration I’m looking for.”

      He nodded knowingly. “Sometimes, the desert shows you exactly what you need.”

      “That’s what I’m counting on.”

      After paying for the gas and supplies, I loaded everything into the Jeep, making sure to tie down my camping gear securely. The sun was high, casting a golden glow over everything it touched. I wiped a sheen of sweat from my brow and took a deep breath.

      As I was about to hop into the driver’s seat, Miguel called out from the doorway. “Remember, stick to Mesquite Pass, and tell Angelo about the rock slide!”

      “Will do!” I shouted back, waving.

      But as I pulled onto the dusty road, a thought nagged at the back of my mind. Everyone seemed so keen on directing me to Angelo, warning me about the dangerous paths. Part of me appreciated their concern, but another part—the stubborn, independent part—bristled at the notion of needing a guide.

      I glanced at the map spread out on the passenger seat. Mesquite Pass was the recommended route, sure, but there was another path—marked faintly as Arroyo Seco, the one blocked by the rock slide at Devil’s Backbone. And then there was an even fainter trail, barely more than a whisper on the page, branching off toward an area that must be Soltero Canyon judging by the altitude colorings.

      “Camino del Cielo,” I murmured, reading the faded lettering. The Path of Heaven.

      A shiver of excitement ran through me. Unofficial, unendorsed by the cautious locals—it was exactly the kind of path that could lead to something extraordinary.

      I bit my lip, weighing my options. Wait for Angelo and potentially be talked out of my adventure, or seize the moment and blaze my own trail.

      I knew the answer before the question was fully formed.

      “Sorry, Angelo,” I said to the empty car. “Looks like I’m going solo.”

      I took a deep swig from my water bottle and turned onto the unmarked trail that was Camino del Cielo. The road was rough but navigable, the Jeep’s tires kicking up small clouds of dust as I pressed onward.

      The landscape unfolded around me in waves of ochre and sienna, dotted with clusters of hardy shrubs and the occasional saguaro cactus standing sentinel. The sky was a brilliant expanse of blue, unmarred by clouds.

      As I drove, I felt a surge of exhilaration. This was what I lived for—the open road, the promise of the unknown, the thrill of discovery. Every mile took me further from deadlines and relationship troubles, and closer to the heart of the desert’s mysteries.

      An hour later, the sun hung low in the sky, casting long shadows across the terrain. I found a suitable spot to set up camp—a flat expanse sheltered by a rocky outcrop that would shield me from the wind.

      I killed the engine and stepped out, stretching my arms overhead. The silence was profound, broken only by the whisper of the wind and the distant call of a coyote.

      Unloading my gear, I swiftly pitched my tent and secured it with stakes. I placed rocks around the base for extra support—a trick I’d learned during a stormy night in the Mojave.

      After setting up camp, I sat on a folding stool and took out my notebook. The pages fluttered in the breeze as I began to write, capturing the day’s events and the emotions swirling within me.

      The sky transformed into a canvas of purples and oranges as the sun began to set. I watched in awe, each moment more breathtaking than the last.

      “This is it,” I whispered to myself. “This is what I’ve been searching for.”

      As darkness enveloped the desert, the stars emerged in a glittering tapestry. I looked up, tracing constellations with my finger. It had been too long since I’d felt this connected—to the world, to myself.

      I thought of Angelo, the mysterious agave farmer everyone insisted I meet. A part of me was curious about him, but another part was glad to have this solitary experience.

      “Maybe tomorrow,” I mused, stifling a yawn as I stepped inside my tent and zippered it behind me. I shoved my notebook and pen into my bag and pulled off my hiking boots before crawling into my sleeping bag.

      I closed my eyes, the cool desert air settling over me like a blanket. Just as I was drifting off, a distant rumble echoed across the plains. I chalked it up to the whispers of the desert night—sounds carrying farther in the vast openness than they would anywhere else. Pulling my sleeping bag tighter around me, sleep finally pulled me under.

      A sharp crack of thunder jolted me awake. Disoriented, I sat up, blinking against the sudden darkness. Looking out of my tent’s window I saw that the stars had vanished, hidden behind a curtain of ominous clouds that had crept in while I slept. The air was thick, electric.

      Another rumble, louder this time, rolled across the sky. A flicker of lightning illuminated the horizon, revealing a wall of dust and sand hurtling toward me.

      A sandstorm.

      Heart pounding, I scrambled out of my sleeping bag and shoved my feet into my boots. Habit had me grabbing my bag from the corner of the tent. The wind whipped all around, grains of sand flying everywhere. I fumbled with the zipper, my fingers clumsy in my haste, but it was almost too late. The storm was upon me.

      I abandoned the tent and dashed toward the Jeep. Each step a battle against the gale force winds. Sand filled my mouth, my eyes—every breath was a struggle.

      Reaching the Jeep, I wrenched the door open and threw myself inside, slamming it shut just as the full force of the storm hit. The vehicle rocked slightly, buffeted by the wind. I gasped for air, coughing as I tried to clear my lungs.

      Through the windshield, visibility was zero. The world outside was a swirling mass of brown and gray. Panic gnawed at the edges of my mind. I hadn’t expected this. None of the weather reports had mentioned a storm.

      I grabbed my phone, but there was no signal. No surprise there. I was miles from anywhere, on an unmarked trail that I’d chosen specifically for its remoteness.

      Minutes ticked by, each one feeling like an eternity. The storm showed no signs of abating. I huddled in the driver’s seat, pulling my bandana over my mouth and hugging my knees to my chest.

      Eventually, exhaustion overtook fear. My eyelids grew heavy, and despite the chaos outside, I drifted into a restless sleep.

      I awoke to an eerie silence. The storm had passed.

      Straightening up, I peered out the window. The landscape was unrecognizable. Dunes had shifted, and a fine layer of sand coated everything, including the Jeep.

      I stepped outside into the morning light. The air was still, the sky a brilliant blue as if nothing had happened.

      But something had happened. My campsite was gone—buried under the sand or blown away entirely. The tent, my supplies—everything except what was inside the Jeep—had vanished.

      I took a deep breath, fighting the rising tide of frustration and fear. I needed to assess the situation logically.

      First, the Jeep. I brushed sand off the hood and checked underneath. Sand had clogged the air intake and coated the engine. Not good.

      I tried the ignition anyway. The engine sputtered but wouldn’t turn over. I tried again. Nothing.

      “Come on, don’t do this to me,” I muttered, turning the key once more. Silence.

      I slumped back in the seat, running a hand through my hair only to have more sand cascade onto my shoulders.

      Alright, Plan B.

      I pulled out a map, though I already knew it wouldn’t be much help. Without landmarks, it was nearly impossible to pinpoint my exact location. The storm had disoriented me, and the shifting landscape meant that the terrain no longer matched the map.

      My water supply was low—most of it had been lost with the tent. I should have left the jug of water and bars I’d bought at Miguel’s in the Jeep. I only had one bottle left in my backpack, along with a protein bar. Not enough for more than a day.

      I glanced toward the distant mountains. If I could reach higher ground, maybe I’d find a signal or at least get a better lay of the land.

      Decision made, I packed what little I had into my backpack, shouldered it, and set off.

      The sun climbed higher, the heat intensifying with each passing hour. Sweat trickled down my back, and my legs grew heavy. I sipped water sparingly, conscious of my limited supply.

      After a few hours, dizziness set in. The horizon wavered, and spots danced in my vision. I found a shallow overhang—a sliver of shade—and collapsed beneath it.

      “Just need a minute,” I told myself, closing my eyes against the blinding light.

      When I opened them again, the sun had moved noticeably across the sky. Panic surged as I realized I’d lost precious hours.

      I stood shakily, determined to keep moving, but my body protested. Each step was a monumental effort.

      “Help!” I called out, though I knew how futile it was. My voice barely rose above a hoarse whisper.

      The ground seemed to tilt beneath me. I stumbled, dropping to one knee. The sky spun, and the world went gray at the edges.

      So this is how it ends, I thought vaguely. Lost in the desert because I was too stubborn to listen. At least sales of my book will skyrocket when the news tells of my death.

      The last thing I heard was the distant hum of an engine before darkness swallowed me.
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