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I've spent the last twelve years protecting the one thing I have left of us—the property that should’ve been hers. The place where Sage Hayes and I carved our initials, where we fell in love. Where everything turned to ash after the fire. 

That’s when I testified against her father.

I did the right thing. I saw what I saw. And when the Hayes family lost everything, she blamed me. I bought the property to keep it safe. For her. Because even though Sage left Ironheart Ridge and didn’t look back, I never stopped hoping she’d come home.

Now she’s back to train a talented young barrel racer—and she has no idea I own the property, which is designed for exactly what she needs. When she finds out, she’s furious. But she can’t say no to my partnership offer, especially since I refuse to sell. Why would I? This is the chance I’ve been waiting for to fix everything between us.

And when she laughs at my jokes and forgets to cast me as the villain in her story, it all feels worth it.

But there’s something we haven’t uncovered yet—something that will change what we thought we knew about that night.

And when it comes to light, the truth will shatter everything…including the love that might have bridged the chasm between me and Sage.

The Truth Between Us is a clean, emotional second chance cowboy romance set in small-town Montana—full of slow-burn chemistry, forced proximity tension, and a love twelve years in the making.
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Griffin


The white Ford truck sat at an angle near the indoor arena like it had every right to be there. 
I stood by my own truck with a wrench in one hand and sweet tea going lukewarm in the other, trying to figure out who’d had the audacity to drive onto property I’d spent thousands of manhours keeping locked up tighter than a breeding contract. The Montana plates looked local, but I didn’t recognize the vehicle.
My first thought—ridiculous, impossible—was that maybe it was Sage.
My second thought was that I needed to get my head examined, because Sage Hayes had made it pretty clear twelve years ago that she wanted nothing to do with me, this property, or Ironheart Ridge ever again.
The late May wind carried the scent of fresh grass and wildflowers as I walked toward the arena, and that’s when I saw the arena door standing open. Not wide open, but enough that someone was definitely inside. I’d locked it last week after replacing some wiring in the announcer’s box. Which meant whoever this was had a key.
Or knew where I kept the spare.
My boots hit gravel, and I was already running through the list of people who might have access—my brother, Colt, maybe, though he had no reason to be here. And…that was it. My mom had relocated to Arizona a while back.
Then I heard it. A woman’s voice, low and focused, talking to herself the way people do when they’re making mental notes.
“Roof looks solid. Footing’s good—better than good, actually. Someone’s been taking care of this place.”
Sage. It was her. For some reason.
My heart did a kind of freefall with no parachute and very little advance warning.
I pulled the door wider and stepped inside.
She stood in the center of the arena with her back to me, dark blonde hair caught up in a ponytail that swung when she moved her head. Worn jeans that had obviously met the back of a horse multiple times (not that I was especially fixated on the area of her jeans that showed the most wear), boots with legit dirt on them, and a clipboard in one hand like she was inventorying every inch of the place.
Sage Hayes.
Actually here. At the place where we’d met a lifetime ago.
Not at the Hayes ranch up in the mountains with a door to escape through and a truck to hide in, like the last time I’d seen her. Not avoiding eye contact and leaving before anyone could make her stay.
Here. In the arena that I’d basically turned into an homage to her.
I broke out in a sweat that had nothing to do with the spring temperature in Montana, which wasn’t all that warm in the first place.
Twelve years. I’d spent twelve years telling myself that she’d be back and that the ache in my chest when I thought about her would eventually ease because everything was going to work out. That maintaining this property was about doing the right thing and about showing up for the girl who used to steal my sweet tea and make me laugh until I forgot how to think straight.
Seeing her at Hayes ranch last month had put a huge crimp in my stride, especially since I’d thought she’d left town again. She obviously wasn’t sitting around pining over our lost love.
Or was she?
Because standing there watching her check roof beams and make notes like she owned the place—rather, like she thought she still owned the place—made me feel like an eighteen-year-old kid again. The one who’d wholly believed love could fix anything and still did. The one who’d watched her leave and spent every day since trying to build something worth coming back to.
She moved with the same energy that appeared in my dreams. No wasted motion. Barrel racers learned to make every second count, every movement deliberate. She’d been like that even at seventeen—all controlled power and fierce determination wrapped up in someone who barely came up to my shoulder.
She turned, and for half a second her face registered a hundred emotions, and I wanted to understand each and every one of them.
Then it slammed shut like I’d physically watched her lock the gate.
“Blackwood.” Flat as yesterday’s beer and about half as welcoming.
“Sage.” I wiped my hands on my jeans with as much stealth as I could manage, praying I could find a vibe somewhere between friendly and of course I’ve moved on how ridiculous would it be to still hold a torch for my high school girlfriend.
The opposite of the one I’d dropped on her the last time we’d crossed paths, when Sage had looked through me like I was a fence post and left before we’d exchanged more than five words.
I cleared my throat. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”
That was the understatement of the decade.
“Yeah, well.” She shifted the clipboard like a shield. “Didn’t really expect to be here either. But Sawyer called in a favor, and apparently, I’m the only person in three counties who knows the difference between a training facility and a petting zoo.”
I bit back a laugh. Her sarcastic bent had always been one of my favorite things about her.
“High praise,” I said. “Sawyer doesn’t ask people to assess petting zoos lightly.”
Her mouth quirked, just a fraction. “He wants me to help with his youth rodeo program. Apparently, he’s overextended, and there’s this fourteen-year-old barrel racer, a girl, with more talent than anyone in the whole state. He thinks she could really benefit from some focused coaching, and—”
“You saw yourself.”
She looked startled that I’d finished her sentence. Then annoyed with herself for being startled. “Something like that.”
“So you came to visit our old stomping grounds for inspiration?” I asked, even though my brain was already spinning through possibilities. She wouldn’t be carrying a clipboard if this was just nostalgia.
“I literally never even thought about it that way.” She tossed her hair, a sure sign she was lying.
I raised a brow. “Hoping to see me then? The north line of the property still runs adjacent to Blackwood Ranch, just like it always has.”
That got me an eye roll—brief, but there. Victory.
“Some things never change,” she muttered.
“Some things shouldn’t.” I meant it to come out light, but my voice must have shifted because she glanced at me with shadows flitting through her gaze. I course-corrected fast. “So what brings you out here? Besides the thrilling Montana spring weather and my sparkling personality.”
“Wow. Looks like the ego’s still intact.”
“Ego implies I’m exaggerating.” I grinned at her, going for the easy charm that worked on literally everyone else in Ironheart Ridge. “I’m just stating facts. One of my better qualities, actually.”
She blinked at that, her expression shifting to something I couldn’t quite read before she caught herself and went back to her clipboard. Professional. Distant. All business.
Fine. I could work with that.
She hesitated, and I watched her weigh what to tell me. The Sage I’d known at seventeen would have told me exactly what she was thinking, no filter, no games. This Sage had learned to be careful.
“Sawyer’s program is bursting at the seams,” she said finally. “Phoenix is pregnant and they’ve got twenty-some kids learning rodeo and running around Diamond C, and there’s this girl—Maya—who’s got serious potential but needs better facilities. Proper indoor arena, year-round training setup, the whole package.”
Which was exactly what this facility had been built for. Her father had bought it for Sage when she’d been about the same age. And then lost it. “And you’re looking at this place?”
“Seemed like the logical choice.” She walked toward the far end of the arena, and I fell into step beside her, keeping enough distance to be respectful while my entire body tried to close the gap. “The property is just sitting here while Rowan pays taxes on it, it’s got good bones, and it’s close to the Diamond C. Just needed to see what kind of shape it’s in before I approach my sister about using it.”
The math started adding up in my head, and the results plinked me right between the eyes.
She didn’t know.
She had absolutely no idea that her family didn’t own this place anymore. No idea that it had been sold twelve years ago when her father’s finances fell apart. No idea that I was the one who’d bought it at auction while she was two states away pretending Montana didn’t exist.
And she definitely had no idea I’d been maintaining it since then, keeping it ready for—
For what? For her to come home? For some imaginary future where she’d forgive me and we’d figure out how to build a relationship from the wreckage of that night?
Apparently yes, because I was standing here like an idiot while my carefully constructed long game imploded around me.
“The bones are solid,” I managed, because my mouth needed something to do besides tell her the truth before I figured out how to manage this suddenly volatile situation. “Arena footing’s been updated recently. Premium sand-fiber blend—expensive, but it’s easier on the horses’ joints for training.”
She made a note, and I watched her write. Same handwriting, letters formed quick and slanted like she was in a hurry to get to the next thing.
She glanced up at the LEDs overhead, then back to her clipboard. “Lighting’s good,” she murmured, making another note. “I was expecting to have a lot more work to do.”
“Place has been well-maintained,” I said, clearly planning to ignore the voice in my head telling me to stop talking. “Weekly checks. Nothing’s been neglected.”
“I can see that.” She ran her hand along a fence rail, testing it. “Whoever’s been managing it did a good job.”
Me. I did that. Because I kept my promise even after you left. Because I told the truth that night and then spent the next 4,380 nights trying to figure out why everything fell apart.
But I couldn’t say any of that, so I just nodded.
Now would be a good time to back off and let her do whatever she’d come to do. The truth would come out sooner or later, and I needed a minute to decide how to handle it.
You’d think I could just tell her. But Sage and I had a tenuous relationship with truth. It usually ended up with us on opposite sides of it. That was one of the harshest lessons of my first and only foray into love—truth has layers. My truth and her truth didn’t necessarily mesh. 
Now was not the time to go dragging up memories she wouldn’t welcome.
But I’d never been good at leaving well enough alone where Sage Hayes was concerned. Nor would I ever be.
“Creek’s still perfect for cooling down horses in summer,” I said. “Fence along there is solid. And the swimming hole’s in good shape—had to replace the rope swing a couple years back, but it’s safe now.”
She went very still. Then she turned to look at me, and I watched the questions form behind her eyes. Because there was no chance she didn’t remember all the afternoons we spent in that water, way too much skin on display for teenagers, but no one to stop us.
“Why would you do that?”
Good question. Great question. One I could answer better if I wasn’t currently in the throes of remembering exactly how it felt to hold a dripping Sage in my arms while I kissed us both senseless.
“Been keeping an eye on the place,” I said, which was possibly the most inadequate explanation in the history of inadequate explanations.
“For my family? Is Rowan paying you to be the property manager?”
No, Sage. I do this for you.
I bought this property when her father had to sell it because I couldn’t stand the thought of it going to strangers. I’ve maintained it in hopes of one day having this exact conversation, because I’m either the most patient man alive or the biggest fool in Montana, and I honestly don’t know which anymore.
“Just making sure it doesn’t fall apart,” I said instead. “Seemed like the right thing to do.”
I’m that guy. The one who always does the right thing. That’s the other conversation I want to have with her, to make her see I’m not the enemy. But that would require her to accept that my truth is the truth.
She studied me for a long moment, those brown eyes searching for something I wasn’t ready to give her. Then she shook her head and went back to her clipboard.
“Well, that’s good news for us, I guess. Sawyer will want to see it, and we’ll need to work out terms with Rowan, but this could actually work.” She scribbled another note. “Maya deserves the best shot we can give her, and this setup is pretty much perfect.”
The best shot. This place was supposed to give Sage her best shot, back when we were kids and her father had big dreams about training champion barrel racers. Before the fire. Before the testimony that destroyed everything. Before I became the villain in her story, instead of the person who’d have done anything to fix it.
Except for lying under oath. That, I couldn’t do.
“Sage.” Her name came out before I could stop it.
She looked up, and for just a second—one heartbeat, maybe two—she was just Sage. Not the woman who’d avoided me for over a decade like I carried a contagious disease. The girl who used to laugh at my terrible jokes and steal sips of my sweet tea and make me believe in things like happily ever after.
Then the walls came back up.
“What?”
I should tell her. Right now. Just lay it out—I own this property. I bought it for us even though there’s never been an ‘us’ since that night.
But looking at her standing there in the arena I’d dreamed of gifting to her, finally home after all this time, I couldn’t make myself do it. Couldn’t make myself watch her realize the one place she thought was still hers actually belonged to the person she blamed for destroying her life.
“Good to see you,” I said instead. “Really good.”
Her expression shifted—surprise, maybe, or confusion that I meant it.
“Been a long time, Blackwood.”
“Twelve years.” I shoved my hands in my pockets so I wouldn’t do something stupid like reach for her. “Give or take.”
“Give or take,” she echoed. “Look, I should get going. I told Sawyer I’d have an assessment done by this afternoon.”
“Right. Yeah.” I stepped back, giving her space even though every instinct I had screamed to make her stay. “Tell Sawyer—tell him the place is in good shape. Shouldn’t be any issues.”
She nodded, tucking the clipboard under her arm as she headed for the door. Then she paused, looking back at me over her shoulder.
“Thanks. For keeping an eye on things. I’m sure my family appreciates it.”
My family. Not me. I had a very long way to go to get back the woman I lost, and nothing spelled that out more clearly than her careful phrasing.
“No problem,” I said.
Then she was gone, leaving me standing alone in an arena I’d bought for someone who didn’t even know it was mine to give.
I listened to her truck start up, gravel crunching under tires as she drove away. Then I picked up the wrench I’d dropped and got to work on absolutely nothing, because the only thing that needed fixing in this arena was the situation I’d just spectacularly failed to address.
She was home.
She thought her family still owned this property.
It wasn’t a secret. But I hadn’t made a big deal out of the purchase at the time, keeping it on the down low because this was still a small town. Besides, she’d already left by then—heartbroken and ready to run—too busy putting Montana in her rearview mirror to pay attention to property sales or who was buying what from her family’s wreckage.
I tightened a bolt that was already tight and ran through my options, which was where being a contract lawyer came in handy. I could generally think several steps ahead and figure out where to hedge my bets, where to put in escape clauses, where to press for better terms.
The only shot I had was controlling the narrative. Or I’d lose Sage again, and this time, it would be for good.
Sage needed this facility. Which meant she was going to need me.
I climbed into my truck, already planning my next move.
Twelve years I’d been waiting for this. Patience was about to pay off.
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Sage


I made it exactly three miles before I had to pull over. 
My hands were shaking on the steering wheel—not from anger, though there was plenty of that simmering under my ribs. No, this was the specific kind of adrenaline crash that came from spending twenty minutes pretending Griffin Blackwood didn’t still haunt my dreams while standing in the arena where we’d fallen in love.
My phone buzzed on the passenger seat. Rowan. Because of course my sister had some kind of sixth sense for when I was having a crisis.
I answered. “Hey.”
“How’d it go?” Rowan’s voice was cautious, like she was testing the waters. “Did you get a chance to look at the property?”
“Yeah. It’s...” I stopped, trying to figure out how to explain what I’d just walked into. “It’s in really good shape, actually. It’s been well taken care of.”
“Oh, that’s great! I knew Griffin would keep it maintained. He’s been so good about—”
“You knew he’d been watching over it for us? And you didn’t think to mention this to me?” She’d let me walk into that storm. No warning.
I sank down in my seat, eyes squeezed shut. Why wouldn’t she? As far as everyone else knew, I’d gotten over Griffin Blackwood. I was over him.
And I’m sure my tone to my sister just now really conveyed that with absolute clarity.
Rowan’s pause might as well have confirmed it. “Was he there?”
“Uh, yeah. Complete with a toolbox. Just walked right in like he owned the place and seemed surprised to see me. I guess you don’t get over there much to check on things.”
“Sage.” This pause said a lot of other things that I had no idea how to interpret and didn’t want to all at once. “I don’t check on it because it doesn’t belong to us.”
My brain screeched to a halt. “Wait. Say that again. Slowly.”
The pause on the other end of the line told me everything I needed to know before she even said the words.
“We don’t own the property anymore.” Rowan’s voice shifted into that careful tone she used when delivering bad news, the one that made me want to throw something. “It was sold twelve years ago, Sage. Right after—I thought you knew.”
Right after the fire. Right after Dad got accused of setting it for insurance money. Right after Griffin testified that he’d seen my father at the main house that night, and I was too busy putting my traitorous ex-boyfriend in the History column to pay attention to property sales.
“Sold to who?” But I already knew. The same way you know a storm’s coming before the first drops hit.
The pause told me everything.
“Griffin bought it, Sage. That’s why he was there. He owns it.”
I laughed. Couldn’t
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