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  Ironheart Ridge: Books 1–6




Ironheart Ridge: Montana skies. Family ties. Where cowboys lead with their hearts—and the good guy gets the girl.



The Fire Between Us — She left without a word. Now she's back—and we're trapped together while everything burns.



The Memories Between Us — She doesn't remember loving me. I have two weeks to save the ranch—and keep her from realizing I broke her heart.



The Rivalry Between Us — We were both sold the same property by different scammers. Now we're stuck sharing a barn, a competition, and feelings neither of us planned for.



The Price Between Us — She bought herself a cowboy to help her brother. I stayed because she made me want something more than the next buckle.



The Winter Between Us — I'm hiding who I am. She's hiding how much she cares. A blizzard is about to make sure neither of us can keep pretending.



The Truth Between Us — I've waited twelve years for her to come home. The truth I've been sitting on might be the thing that finally sets us both free—or destroys everything.
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Knox





The sky was mocking me again. I’d been checking that same patch of eastern horizon all morning, hoping for rain clouds, but apparently Montana had other plans. Three months of perfect blue weather, and not a single drop to show for it. 

“Come on,” I muttered to the empty pasture. “One little rainstorm. I’m not asking for Noah’s flood here.”

The pasture didn’t answer, which was probably for the best. I’d been talking to inanimate objects so much lately that my ranch hands were starting to give me looks. Not the good kind of looks either.

Three months of drought had turned my pastures into something that looked like an old straw hat—all brittle and yellow and ready to fall apart if you breathed on it wrong.

I climbed back into my pickup. Bessie had outlasted three presidents and my father’s death, so at least one thing around here was reliable. Five generations of Carringtons had worked this land near Ironheart Ridge, and it was starting to look like I was the one who’d lose it all. No pressure or anything.

This wasn’t just where I worked—it was who I was. Every fence post, every acre, every animal was written into my DNA as surely as my green eyes and stubborn jaw. While other kids had dreamed of escaping to bigger places, I’d never wanted anything but this land.

I drove slowly along the property line, watching the irrigation system sputter and wheeze like it was having an asthma attack, doing its best to coax life from the parched soil. The Diamond C had been through the Depression, two world wars, and every economic downturn for the past century.

It would be just my luck if a little thing like no water finally did us in.

The bank was breathing down my neck about loan payments, and cattle prices had tanked right when I needed to sell off part of the herd. I was running out of options faster than I was running out of water, and that was saying something.

My phone buzzed. Flint’s name lit up the cracked screen, and my stomach clenched. My younger brother only called this early when something was wrong.

“Please tell me you’re calling about something boring. Like Sunday dinner,” I said.

“Knox.” The tension in his voice hit me immediately. “I’m at the volunteer firefighter briefing. That lightning storm two days ago? It started something.”

The thin line of smoke I’d been pretending was dust from a neighbor’s field suddenly felt a lot more ominous. “How bad are we talking?”

“Bad enough that they’re sending in specialists from the Forest Service.” A pause that did not help unclench my stomach. “It’s about twelve miles from your north pasture, and it’s moving.”

I stared at that distant smoke, calculating which animals I’d need to move first, which equipment I couldn’t afford to lose. As if the drought slowly strangling my ranch wasn’t enough, now I got to worry about fire finishing the job.

“Containment chances?”

“With this drought?” Flint’s exhale sounded as tired as I felt. “Let’s just say they’re not throwing around words like ‘manageable’ or ‘under control.’ They want to use your place as a staging area since you’ve got the best access road to the north ridge.”

“Great. The government showing up just in time to watch it all burn,” I said, unable to keep the bitterness from my voice. “What’s next? A plague of locusts? Maybe some frogs falling from the sky? I feel like I’m one disaster away from a biblical comeback story.”

Despite my sarcasm, my knuckles were white around the steering wheel.

“They’re sending their best fire management specialist to coordinate. Some hotshot from out east who specializes in ranch and watershed protection.” He paused. “Knox, I know you hate asking for help, but this is serious. You need to listen to whatever this specialist says.”

I grunted noncommittally, already turning the truck around to head back to the ranch house. “I’ll play nice. For now.”

“That’s all I ask, big brother. I’ll swing by once my shift ends.”

I ended the call and pressed harder on the accelerator. A wildfire was the last thing I needed, but it wasn’t like I had a choice in the matter. Nature had a way of reminding you who was really in charge, especially in Montana.

Back at the ranch house, I quickly gathered the emergency evacuation documents I’d prepared years ago—livestock inventory, property maps, water source locations. The Diamond C might be struggling financially, but it was still one of the largest operations in the county, with natural water access that would be critical for firefighting efforts.

I’d just finished laying the maps on the kitchen table when I heard vehicles pulling up outside. Taking a deep breath, I stepped onto the wide covered porch, ready to meet the government bureaucrats who held the fate of my ranch in their hands.

Three Forest Service trucks rolled to a stop in the circular driveway, followed by a smaller SUV. Men and women in green uniforms began unloading equipment with practiced efficiency. The last vehicle’s door opened, and a slender figure stepped out, sunglasses shading her eyes, blonde hair cut short around a face that—

The coffee mug slipped from my fingers and shattered on the porch boards, hot liquid splashing over my boots. It couldn’t be. It was impossible.

But as she removed her sunglasses and looked up at the house, there was no mistaking those amber eyes—the color of whiskey held up to sunlight—or the light dusting of freckles that bridged her nose before fanning out across her cheekbones. She was thinner than I remembered, her face more angular, her shoulders held with a tension that hadn’t been there before. But the curve of her mouth, the graceful line of her neck, the way she tilted her head slightly as she surveyed the property—these were all achingly, impossibly familiar.

Claire. My wife.

The wife who had disappeared three years ago with nothing but a cryptic note saying she was sorry. The wife I’d spent countless sleepless nights searching for, worrying about, eventually resenting, but never quite forgetting.

Except she wasn’t responding to that name. One of the crew called out, “Aspen, we’ve got the incident command center set up in the first truck.”

Aspen? Not Claire?

For a second, I thought maybe I was losing my mind.

She nodded to her colleague, then started toward me, her face professionally blank as she extended her hand. “Mr. Carrington? I’m Aspen Bennett, Fire Management Specialist with the Forest Service. We appreciate you allowing us to use your property as a staging area.”

My mouth went dry as I stared at her outstretched hand. As I registered that she’d spoken with Claire’s voice, had Claire’s eyes, Claire’s mannerisms.

Three years of wondering if she was even alive, and here she was, standing on my porch, introducing herself like we’d never met. Like she hadn’t made me her famous blueberry pancakes right on the other side of that door. Like she hadn’t known exactly how I took my coffee. The same coffee now seeping into the weathered boards of our—my—porch.

“Mr. Carrington?” she prompted, her voice betraying no hint of recognition.

I forced myself to take her hand, feeling the familiar calluses that three years hadn’t erased. A jolt of awareness shot up my arm at the contact, and from the slight widening of her eyes, I knew she felt it too.

Emotions I’d long buried rose up to press against my rib cage—anger, hurt, confusion, and underneath it all, a terrifying sense of surrealism. Was this why I’d never been able to file those divorce papers? Some part of me had been waiting, hoping, believing she might return.

“Knox,” I corrected, my voice scraping from my throat. “Just Knox.”

She nodded, withdrawing her hand quickly. “I understand you know the terrain better than anyone. Once we’re set up, I’d appreciate going over your property maps to establish fire breaks and evacuation routes.”

The bizarre nature of the situation made me want to laugh. Or punch something. Possibly both. Was I supposed to just play along with whatever this was? My wife of four years asking to see maps of the property she’d once known as well as I did. The property she’d helped me improve, plan, and protect. The property she’d walked away from without a backward glance.

Maybe this was an elaborate reality TV prank. I glanced around for hidden cameras. Surprise! Your wife didn’t actually abandon you—she just got a government job and a haircut!

“Fine,” I managed. “Maps are inside. I’ll show you.”

I held the door open, letting her pass close enough that I caught a hint of her scent—different from what I remembered, some kind of standard-issue soap rather than the lavender she used to prefer, but underneath was that distinctive note that was unmistakably her.

That scent nearly put me on my knees, triggering memories I’d tried to bury. Sunday mornings with her curled against me, both of us reluctant to start the day. The way she’d stand at the kitchen window, coffee in hand, watching the sunrise. Her laugh echoing through these rooms that had felt so empty since she left.

Had I done something wrong? Not been attentive enough? Had she simply grown tired of ranch life, the isolation, the constant work? These questions had haunted me for three years, and now here she was, standing in my kitchen like a stranger.

Several of her team members gathered in the kitchen, along with the fire crew captain. As introductions were made, I watched her, looking for any sign that might explain what was happening. She maintained her professional demeanor, speaking with authority about fire patterns and wind shifts, pointing out vulnerable areas on the maps.

If I hadn’t been married to her for four years, I might have believed the act.

When the meeting concluded and action plans were established, the other ranchers filed out, followed by the fire captain. I deliberately took my time gathering the maps, waiting until we were alone.

The moment the door closed, I turned to face her.

“I don’t know what game you’re playing, Claire, but we both know exactly who you are.” I stepped closer, lowering my voice. “Three years without a word. Not even a goodbye other than that ridiculous note. Did you think I wouldn’t search for you? That I wouldn’t tear apart this country looking for answers? Did our vows mean so little that you couldn’t even trust me with the truth?”

Her expression didn’t change, but I saw the almost imperceptible tightening of her shoulders, the way her arms froze in place.

“I think you’ve confused me with someone else,” she said evenly, but there was a slight tremor in her voice that no one else would have caught.

Right. And I’m the Queen of England. Nice to meet you, Aspen.

“Cut the act,” I said, stepping closer. “Three years without a word. Not even a goodbye. Just a note saying ‘I’m sorry, I have to go.’ And now you show up pretending to be someone named Aspen? What am I supposed to do with that?”

For a brief moment, her professional mask slipped, and I caught a glimpse of the woman I’d once known—vulnerable, conflicted. But then it was gone, replaced by something harder, more resolute.

“We should continue this conversation somewhere more private,” she said quietly, glancing toward the windows where Forest Service personnel were visible moving equipment.

“Fine. My office.”

I led the way to the small room off the living area that had once been my father’s office and was now mine. As soon as the door closed behind us, I crossed my arms and waited.

She took a deep breath, squaring her shoulders. “I can’t talk about this right now. There are protocols, procedures—”

“Procedures can fly right out the window,” I interrupted. “You owe me an explanation.”

“You’re right,” she said, surprising me. “I do. But I can’t give you one until I’m sure it’s safe. For both of us.”

“Safe? What are you talking about?”

She ran a hand through her short hair—so different from the long honey-blonde locks I used to wrap around my fingers—and for the first time, I noticed the wariness in her eyes, the constant awareness of her surroundings that hadn’t been there before.

“I’m not who I was, Knox. And I’m not here as your…as Claire. I’m here as Aspen Bennett, Fire Management Specialist, to help save your ranch from a wildfire. That has to be all I am right now.”

Before I could respond, a sharp knock came at the door, followed by a crew member’s voice. “Ms. Bennett? Fire chief needs you for the aerial survey briefing.”

“Be right there,” she called back, her voice steady. Then, to me, in a lower tone: “I’ll find a way to explain. Tonight, when there are fewer ears. But for now, if you ever cared about me at all, please play along.”

She headed toward the door, but I caught her arm, unable to let her walk away again without some kind of answer.

“One question,” I said. “Have you been safe? These past three years?”

Something glimmered in her eyes—shock that I would care, likely—before she nodded once.

“Yes. Mostly.”

We stared at each other for a beat. Long enough for the hurt and anger to surge in, replacing my concern.

How dare she walk back into my life as if she’d just been away on some extended vacation?

Then she was gone, slipping out the door and back into whatever role she was playing, leaving me standing in my office with more questions than answers and the sinking feeling that my world had just been set ablaze in more ways than one.

I braced my hands on my desk. Claire—or Aspen, or whoever she was calling herself—was back. Not because she wanted to be, but because duty had sent her directly to my doorstep.

And now a wildfire was bearing down on the only thing I had left—the ranch that had been my anchor when she disappeared.
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Aspen





Of all the ranches in all the counties in all of Montana, I had to be assigned to his. If I believed in karma, I’d say mine had a twisted sense of humor and excellent aim. 

I pressed my forehead against the cool wall of the bathroom outside of Knox’s office after I’d left, trying to steady my racing heart. Three years of careful distance, of building a new identity, of protecting him by staying away—all undone in an instant when those green eyes locked with mine.

“Keep it together,” I whispered to myself, fingering my wedding ring I wore on a chain around my neck—a habit I’d never managed to break. Every other remnant of Claire Carrington was either gone or locked away in a safety deposit box states away.

Except the memories. Those I couldn’t lock away, no matter how hard I tried. And believe me, I’d tried everything short of a frontal lobotomy.

My secure phone buzzed from my pocket—the special line reserved for protected communications with the Marshals Service. With a sigh, I answered. “Bennett.”

“Status update,” Deputy Marshal Reeves demanded without preamble. His gruff voice was as familiar to me now as my own family’s had once been.

“Containment operations proceeding as expected,” I replied, keeping my tone professional despite the emotional whirlwind inside me. “Eastern firebreak holding.”

“Any security concerns?” The question carried layers of meaning we both understood. He wasn’t asking about the fire.

“Unexpected variables,” I said carefully, using our coded language for potential complications. “But nothing that compromises the operation.”

There was a pause on the line. Reeves had been my handler for the entire three years, transitioning with me through each relocation. He knew my patterns, my responses, could probably read my stress levels just from my breathing.

“Bennett,” he said, his voice dropping slightly. “Remember protocol 7.”

Protocol 7. Maintain cover at all costs. If identity compromised, contact handler immediately and prepare for emergency extraction. I’d been drilled on it countless times during those first terrifying weeks in the program.

“Understood,” I responded, the word feeling like ash in my mouth. “Will report any developments.”

The line went dead, leaving me staring at the silent phone.

Three years of handler check-ins, secure communications, encrypted files, and memorized protocols. Three years of never using a credit card in my real name, of paying cash for anything I didn’t want traced, of maintaining a digital footprint so convincing that even background checks would show Aspen Bennett had existed for decades.

My witness security agreement sat in a locked file in the Marshals Service headquarters—pages of stipulations, restrictions, and obligations I’d signed in those chaotic hours after witnessing Richard Davidson murder his business partner. I’d agreed to complete identity recreation, to severing all ties with my previous life, to never contacting anyone from my past.

In return, they’d given me safety. A new identity. A new profession. The promise that, with time, Davidson would be brought to justice.

But they hadn’t told me how empty that safety would feel. How exhausting it would be to maintain a persona that never quite fit, to speak with an emotional detachment that didn’t come naturally, to fabricate an entire history to go along with my learned expertise in fire management.

I straightened, pulling my shoulders back and taking a deep breath. I needed to focus on the fire, not the storm of emotions threatening to drown me. People’s lives and livelihoods depended on my doing my job, regardless of this cosmic joke the universe had played on me.

When I stepped outside, Knox was already speaking with my team, pointing out water sources on a map. My heart gave a painful lurch at the sight of him.

Good grief, he was still a traffic-stopper. The man had shoulders built the old-fashioned way—from driving fence posts and tossing hay bales—and a body full of lean, corded muscle.

But what killed me was the familiar way he stood with one hip cocked slightly, the gesture he made with his right hand when emphasizing a point, the serious set of his mouth when concentrating. He’d always had that loose-limbed grace of a man equally comfortable on horseback or on foot, but there was something else to it, a confidence that said he belonged to this land and it belonged to him.

I could watch him for hours. At least until what was left of my insides exploded.

There were new lines etched at the corners of his eyes. His skin was more deeply tanned, and there was a hardness to his jaw that spoke of the strain he’d been under. But those eyes—those clear green eyes that reminded me of pine forests after rain—they were unchanged, still capable of seeing straight through all the BS, straight to the heart of everything.

So many little details I’d cataloged away, thinking I’d never see them again. I’d spent three years convincing myself I was over him, and it took approximately three seconds in his presence to realize what a spectacular job I’d done lying to myself.

“Ms. Bennett,” Miguel called, pulling me back to reality. “We’ve got the preliminary wind patterns charted.”

I nodded, grateful for the distraction. “Let’s review them at the command center.”

Ms. Bennett. Even after three years, I still had to suppress a flinch every time someone called me by a different name. It wasn’t just the alias that bothered me, it was the daily reminder that I wasn’t allowed to be myself. That Claire Carrington, environmental attorney, ranch wife, the woman who’d been building a life with Knox, had been erased.

As I walked toward our mobile unit, I felt Knox’s eyes following me. I didn’t dare look back. If I did, I might crack completely, and that was a luxury I couldn’t afford. Not when a wildfire was bearing down on us.

Not when the truth could still put him in danger.

Inside the command center, I forced myself to focus on the satellite imagery and weather projections. This, at least, was familiar territory. I understood fire, I’d studied its hunger, its patterns, its ruthless efficiency.

Fire was predictable; Knox Carrington was definitely not.

“The wind’s shifting northeast at fifteen miles per hour,” reported Miguel, pointing to data on his tablet. “That’s pushing the fire line this way faster than we initially projected.”

I studied the topographical map, overlaid with heat signatures and wind vectors, my mind automatically calculating spread rates and fuel consumption patterns, things I’d learned in my courses on fire management. The drought-stricken landscape would burn hot and fast, particularly in the areas dense with ponderosa pine.

“We’re looking at a Type 2 crown fire in these sectors,” I said, indicating the northern ridge. “Rate of spread approximately 45 chains per hour given current wind conditions.” I traced a line along the eastern flank. “Let’s deploy Type 1 teams here and here, focusing on indirect attack strategies. Use natural barriers where possible and construct firebreaks at these choke points.”

“What about evacuation routes?” asked Tanya, my logistics coordinator. “That road along the north ridge doesn’t look reliable if the wind shifts again.”

“It’s our best option,” I said, remembering how that road curved around the property, remembering the day Knox had first taken me along it, pointing out every landmark with pride in his voice as he shared his family’s legacy. I swallowed hard. “According to the owner, it’s been maintained regularly.”

I caught myself just before mentioning the culvert we’d had replaced along that road after the spring flooding three years ago. Aspen Bennett wouldn’t know about that. This constant vigilance was exhausting—monitoring every word, filtering every memory, maintaining a persona that had never quite fit no matter how much the marshals had tried to mold me into it.

“Speaking of the owner,” Miguel said with a hint of amusement, “he seems pretty intense.”

You have no idea.

If Miguel only knew I was currently running emergency protocols while pretending to be someone else—alongside the husband I abandoned three years ago, no less—he’d probably request a transfer. Or popcorn. Possibly both.

“Most ranchers are when their livelihood is threatened,” I said, keeping my tone neutral while my insides churned with the absurdity of discussing my husband as if he were a stranger.

What Miguel couldn’t see, what no one except perhaps Knox could see, was how desperately I wanted to shed this Aspen Bennett persona. I wanted to be Claire again, to reclaim the identity that had been stripped from me the night I witnessed Richard Davidson’s crime.

But I’d been forced to become someone else to protect Knox, because I couldn’t bear to make him choose between me and the ranch.

Yes, I was that woman, the one who had left without telling Knox the full story. I couldn’t ask a fifth-generation rancher to abandon his heritage, to walk away from land that was more than property to him—it was his identity, his purpose, his birthright. And I couldn’t bear to hear him choose it over me.

So I’d made the choice for him, convincing myself it was for his protection.

We spent the next hour coordinating with other teams and local firefighters. I deliberately kept myself busy with tactical decisions and resource allocations, but my mind kept slipping back to the conversation in Knox’s office.

I’ll find a way to explain.

I’d seen the hurt in his eyes, the confusion, the anger. All justified. All my fault. And yet, when he’d asked if I’d been safe, there had been genuine concern beneath the anger. That was Knox—always caring, even when he shouldn’t.

It made what I had to do now even harder.

After the briefing concluded, I found myself face-to-face with Knox again as the team dispersed to their assignments.

“We need to talk about evacuation options for your livestock,” I said, trying to maintain my professional facade despite the way my pulse galloped in a hundred directions when he stepped closer.

“My ranch hands have already moved most of the cattle to the southern pasture,” he drawled, his voice carrying that particular Montana cadence that turned simple words into something warmer. The slight rasp from years of calling cattle across wide pastures made even mundane conversation sound intimate. “Just the horses left to deal with.”

“Good,” I said, relieved he was taking practical precautions despite the emotional tornado we were both caught in. “We should—”

My radio crackled to life, interrupting whatever I’d been about to say.

“Ms. Bennett! Fire’s jumped the containment line at Settler’s Ridge,” came the urgent report. “Wind’s pushing it faster than expected, directly toward your position. Estimated arrival at the Diamond C Ranch perimeter within three hours.”

I grabbed my radio. “What about the evacuation route along North Ridge Road?”

“That’s the problem,” the voice continued grimly. “Spot fires have already closed the eastern section. You’ve got maybe an hour before the entire road is cut off.”

My heart jumped into triple-time as the implications became clear. “Understood. We’ll evacuate all non-essential personnel immediately.”

I looked up to find Knox watching me, his expression unreadable.

“How bad?” he asked.

“Bad,” I admitted. “The fire’s moving faster than projected. We’re about to be cut off from town.” I hesitated, then added, “You should evacuate while you still can.”

He gave me a look that was so familiar it hurt—the one that said I should know better than to even suggest such a thing.

“This is my home,” he said quietly. “I’m not leaving.”

Of course he wouldn’t. The Knox Carrington I’d married would never abandon his heritage. It was one of the things I’d always loved about him—his rootedness, his absolute certainty about where he belonged in the world. The complete opposite of the nomadic existence I now lived, always looking over my shoulder, never putting down roots anywhere.

But it was also the reason I’d left the way I did. Because if I’d told him everything, asked him to come with me into witness protection, would he have chosen me over this land? I’d never had the courage to find out. Better to leave than to hear him say the ranch came first.

“Then we need to prepare for the worst,” I said, my professional tone at odds with the emotional tsunami inside me. “I’ll stay with a small team to coordinate defense efforts. The rest of my people need to get out now.”

“You should go with them,” Knox said, surprising me. “It’s not safe.”

The genuine concern in his voice made my chest ache. After everything I’d done, he still instinctively wanted to protect me. But he didn’t understand that for the past three years, safety had been a relative concept at best.

“I can’t,” I replied. “This ranch sits on a critical watershed. If we lose it, the environmental impact downstream would be substantial.”

It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t my only reason for staying, and from the look in his eyes, he knew it.

“Right,” he said with a hint of the dry humor I remembered so well. “The watershed. Nothing to do with unfinished conversations.”

Despite everything, I felt the corner of my mouth twitch upward. “The watershed is very important.”

“Clearly. You still have a terrible poker face, by the way.”

For a brief moment, something sparked between us—a shadow of the easy rapport we’d once shared. It was so achingly familiar, so essentially us, that for a second, I forgot I was supposed to be Aspen Bennett. I was just Claire, bantering with my husband.

Then reality intruded as my team began the urgent evacuation preparations.

Within thirty minutes, most of our vehicles were loaded and heading out, leaving just me and three essential team members behind. Knox and his ranch hands were busy securing the property and moving the remaining animals to safer areas.

I found myself alone in the ranch house, gathering emergency supplies and checking the building’s defensibility. Being back in this space—the home Knox and I had shared—was like being inside a watercolor painting. He’d made some changes: new curtains in the living room, different furniture arrangement in the den. But so much remained the same, down to the collection of Western novels on the shelves and the antique clock that had belonged to his grandmother.

I ran my fingers lightly along the mantelpiece, remembering holiday decorations we’d hung there, quiet evenings we’d spent by the fire. A lump formed in my throat as I noticed he still kept the ridiculous ceramic rooster I’d bought at a yard sale. I’d named it Hendry, and Knox had rolled his eyes so hard I’d worried they might get stuck that way. But he’d kept it all this time.

“Find what you’re looking for?”

I whirled around to find Knox standing in the doorway, watching me with those penetrating eyes that turned me into glass.

“Just checking windows and vents,” I said quickly, dropping my hand. “Making sure we can seal the house if the smoke gets too thick.”

He stepped into the room, and suddenly the space felt too small, too intimate.

“You know, it’s a strange thing,” he said conversationally, though there was an edge beneath his casual tone. “Having my wife walk through our home pretending she’s never seen it before.”

“Knox—”

“Checking windows you helped install. Reviewing escape routes you helped plan.” He drifted closer, and I had to force myself not to retreat. “Do you have any idea what it was like? Coming home that day to find nothing but a note? No explanation, no goodbye, just…gone.”

The raw pain in his voice stripped away my professional armor, leaving me defenseless. “I didn’t have a choice,” I whispered.

“There’s always a choice, Claire.” He said my real name with such familiar tenderness that tears pricked my eyes. “You could have talked to me. Whatever it was, we could have faced it together.”

I shook my head, blinking back tears. “Not this. This I had to face alone.” I looked up at him, willing him to take it at face value, to see truth being offered. “Believe me, leaving you was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.”

What I couldn’t tell him was that I’d been afraid. Not just of Davidson and his criminal connections, but of discovering where I truly stood in Knox’s priorities. Would he have chosen me over the Diamond C?

I couldn’t bear to find out. Easier to make the choice for him, to convince myself it was for his protection, than to risk learning I would always come second to this land.

He was close enough now that I could see the tiny flecks of gold in his green eyes, could smell the familiar scent of him—pine and leather and something uniquely Knox that no amount of time or distance had erased from my memory.

“Then why?” he asked, his voice dropping to a near whisper. “Why disappear like that? Do you have any idea what I thought? That you were dead in a ditch somewhere, that you’d been kidnapped, that—”

“I was trying to protect you,” I interrupted, the words spilling out before I could stop them. “If they had known about you, they would have—”

The sudden blaring of the fire alarm cut through our conversation like a knife. We both jumped, the moment shattered.

“Bennett!” called one of my remaining team members from outside. “Wind’s shifted again, Fire’s approaching the north pasture fence line!”

I grabbed my radio, snapping back into professional mode despite my racing heart. “On my way!”

Knox and I exchanged a look with a thousand tiny nuances—regret, frustration, and the unspoken acknowledgment that our conversation would have to wait.

The next hour passed in a blur of frantic activity. The fire was moving faster than anyone had predicted, devouring the drought-stricken landscape with terrifying efficiency. We worked alongside Knox’s ranch hands to create additional firebreaks and move the remaining horses to the southern pasture, which had better natural protection.

As flames appeared on the horizon, I felt a sick sense of déjà vu. Once again, forces beyond my control were threatening to destroy everything Knox loved. Once again, I was caught between who I was and who I had to pretend to be. Once again, I couldn’t be honest about my deepest fears.

I’d spent three years convincing myself I’d made the right choice—that leaving Knox had been the only way to protect him, both from Davidson and from having to choose between me and his legacy. But standing here now, seeing the pain in his eyes, feeling the pull of everything we’d once shared, doubt crept in. Had I been protecting him or protecting myself?

The approaching fire left no time to untangle these questions. For now, I had to be Aspen Bennett, fire management specialist. The rest would have to wait. But as I hurried to join my team, one certainty pierced through the professional armor I’d built around my heart: I couldn’t keep pretending forever. Sooner or later, the truth would have to come out.

All of it, even the parts I was afraid to face myself.
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There’s something incredibly unreal about preparing for a natural disaster with your long-lost wife. What’s the proper protocol when the woman who abandoned you three years ago suddenly shows up as a fire management specialist just as a wildfire is bearing down on your ranch? 

I was pretty sure “awkward silence punctuated by professional jargon” wasn’t the recommended approach, but it was all I had at the moment.

Claire—or Aspen, as she was calling herself—and I navigated around each other in the kitchen with practiced efficiency, preparing the house for the approaching fire. Despite everything, our old rhythms returned with surprising ease, like muscle memory taking over where conscious thought failed.

“The generator’s topped off, and I’ve filled every available container with water,” I said, stacking emergency supplies on the kitchen counter.

She nodded, not quite meeting my eyes. “Good. I’ve got my team setting up the sprinkler systems on the roof. If we can keep the roof and exterior walls wet, we should be able to ride this out.”

Through the windows, I watched her remaining team members positioning equipment around the property. The sky had taken on that eerie amber glow that preceded disaster, and ash drifted down like dirty snow. The distant roar of the fire was growing louder by the minute.

“Your team has no idea who you really are, do they?” I asked quietly.

Claire finally looked up, her amber eyes meeting mine directly for the first time since we’d begun preparations. “No. No one does. And it needs to stay that way.”

I closed the cabinet I’d been organizing with more force than necessary. “You know, that’s not going to work here. This is Ironheart Ridge. People know you—knew you. The short haircut isn’t exactly an impenetrable disguise.”

“I’m aware of that,” she replied, tension evident in her voice. “This wasn’t exactly planned. I had no idea I’d be sent to your ranch.”

“You could have backed out. Found some excuse not to come.”

A flash of frustration crossed her face. “By the time I realized where I was being sent, we were already en route. The fire was already threatening your ranch. What would you have had me do, Knox? Let it burn because I was afraid of facing you?”

The question hung between us, heavy with implications. Would I have preferred losing my ranch to seeing her again? A day ago, I might have said yes. Now, I wasn’t so sure.

Before I could respond, one of her team members—Miguel—entered the kitchen, radio in hand.

“Latest update shows the fire’s less than two miles out and moving fast,” he reported. “All eastern evacuation routes are officially closed.”

I watched as Claire morphed into professional mode, her spine snapping to attention, her face transforming into the focused mask of a battlefield general. It was a side of her I’d never seen before, my once-bookish wife suddenly commanding a crisis like she’d been born for it.

Claire studied the satellite imagery on her tablet. “That puts the Blackwood Ranch directly in the fire’s path.”

The Blackwood name carried weight throughout the county, a ranching dynasty nearly as old as the Carringtons, though with a more controversial reputation.

“Blackwood’s already evacuated to their western property,” I informed Claire.

“What about the smaller operations?” she asked. “Harper’s Reach? The old Williams place?”

I was mildly surprised she remembered the neighboring properties after three years away. “Harper sold to a tech millionaire from California last year. Place is called Wildflower Ranch now. Barely keeping cattle—more focused on luxury cabins for tourists. Williams still holds his southeastern parcel, but he leases the grazing rights to Blackwood.”

Claire made notes on her map. “And North Mountain? That used to be Jensen land, right?”

“The Hayes sisters own it now,” I explained. “Rowan and Sage. Their father acquired it before the…incident.” I chose my words carefully, aware of the complicated history. “Rowan runs it now. Trains horses. Keeps to herself.”

Claire’s team lead, Miguel, looked up with interest. “Any of these properties have good access roads to the north ridge? We need a secondary staging area in case the fire jumps the containment line.”

“The Blackwood Ranch has the best access from the east,” I confirmed. “Old logging roads cut through their property up to Settler’s Ridge.”

“What about staff to coordinate with?” Miguel asked. “We need local knowledge.”

I considered this. “Griffin Blackwood would be your best contact. He manages their eastern property. Colt handles the western operation.”

“Tell the rest of the team to prepare for shelter-in-place protocols,” she instructed Miguel. “And make sure everyone has their emergency gear ready.”

After Miguel left, I found myself staring at her, trying to reconcile the woman before me with the wife I’d known. “Fire management specialist, huh? Quite a career change from environmental law.”

Unease flashed across her face before she replied. “It was part of my new assignment.”

“Assignment,” I repeated. “That’s an interesting way to pronounce abandonment.”

She drew a deep breath, clearly weighing her words carefully. “Knox, there are things I need to explain, but—”

“Let me guess. Not now. Not with a wildfire bearing down on us.”

“Actually,” she said, surprising me, “now might be our only chance before things get even more complicated.”

That wasn’t what I’d expected her to say. For three years, I’d imagined this confrontation, rehearsed all the things I would say, the demands I would make. But now that the moment had arrived, I found myself oddly speechless.

Claire checked that the kitchen door was securely closed, then lowered her voice. “I didn’t leave by choice, Knox. I was placed in witness protection.”

Witness protection. It was like she’d started speaking Swahili. The words made no sense. “What are you talking about?”

“Three years ago, I accidentally witnessed something I shouldn’t have while working on that corporate pollution case out of Chicago. Remember? The one with Meridian Industries?”

I nodded slowly. “The class action suit. You were working late hours, gathering evidence for the plaintiffs.”

“One night, I was at their headquarters, reviewing documents they’d been court-ordered to provide.” Her voice took on a quality as if she were reliving it. “I heard shouting from the executive suite down the hall. I thought the building was empty except for security, so I went to investigate.”

She paused, her fingers unconsciously tracing patterns on the countertop. “I saw Richard Davidson—the CEO—and his…well, I’m not supposed to talk about it. They didn’t see me, but the security cameras did.”

Richard Davidson. The name was familiar—one of the wealthiest ranchers in Montana, though he spent most of his time in Chicago running his company. He owned a sprawling property on the other side of the county.

“Why didn’t you come to me?” I asked, struggling to process what she was telling me. “We could have gone to the authorities together.”

“They had people inside law enforcement, Knox.” The intensity in her gaze made my blood run cold. “When I went to the FBI, they immediately put me in witness protection. I had hours to disappear. They told me if I contacted anyone—anyone at all—I’d not only be putting myself at risk but them too.”

I leaned heavily against the counter, the impact of her words sinking in. But as understanding dawned, so did a new kind of hurt, sharper than before.

“So in trying to protect me, you made that choice for both of us,” I said, my voice low. “You decided I wasn’t capable of handling the truth. You decided our marriage vows—for better or worse—didn’t apply when things got dangerous.”

“Knox—”

“No,” I cut her off, fighting to keep my voice steady. “I understand why you left. I even understand why you thought you were protecting me. But you took away my right to choose, Claire. You decided I couldn’t be trusted with the truth about my own life.”

Her face paled. “That’s not what—”

“Isn’t it?” I challenged. “Because from where I’m standing, you trusted a bunch of federal agents you’d just met more than you trusted your husband of four years.”

“Yes.” The single word held years of pain and sacrifice. “I wanted to find some way to tell you, but they convinced me it was too dangerous. Davidson’s reach was too extensive. They relocated me three times in the first year alone because of security concerns.”

A memory surfaced—Claire coming home upset after a trip, mentioning that Davidson had made veiled threats to her personally, which she’d brushed off as standard intimidation tactics. I’d offered to confront him, but she’d laughed it off. Had she been afraid even then?

“So all this time, you’ve been living as someone else. Aspen Bennett.”

She nodded. “As well as other names. Fire management was about as far from environmental law as they could place me while still using my science background. And Montana was supposed to be safe because Davidson rarely visits his ranch here. When I got assigned to this wildfire, I had no idea it was the Diamond C until it was too late.”

“And now you’re trapped here, with a fire closing in, and neighbors who might recognize you at any moment.” The irony of the situation wasn’t lost on me.

“Pretty much,” she agreed, with a hint of the dry humor I remembered so well.

A heavy knock on the front door interrupted us. Claire tensed visibly, her hand instinctively moving to her radio as if it were a weapon.

“Knox?” a familiar voice called. “You in there?”

“It’s Bill Willis,” I told her, recognizing my neighbor’s voice. “Probably checking if we need help.”

The flicker of panic in her eyes was unmistakable. “If he recognizes me—”

“He will,” I said grimly. “There’s no way around it. Bill’s known you since we started dating. You were at his daughter’s wedding.”

She paled slightly. “I shouldn’t be seen.”

“Go,” I told her gently. “Hide in the back and I’ll send them on their way.”

She darted to one of the back bedrooms as I assured Bill we were hunkered down as best we could be. As Bill continued talking about evacuation plans, I scanned the property. The barn my grandfather had built, the house where generations of Carringtons had lived and died, the land that had shaped every callus on my hands and every decision I’d ever made.

This wasn’t just property to protect from fire. This was my blood, my history, my future. I could no more walk away from this land than I could cut off my own arm. The Carrington name and this ranch were inseparable—one couldn’t exist without the other.

That’s why Claire had made the decision to leave. She’d realized it would tear me apart to have to choose between her and the ranch. So she’d taken away the decision.

I didn’t know how to feel, how to resettle this new truth in with all the old rage.

Finally, Bill headed off to make sure the rest of our neighbors knew how to prepare for the coming fire.

“You can come back now,” I called, swallowing against the tide in my throat at seeing Claire emerge from the doorway as if she’d never left.

“I’m risking everything to be here,” she replied, biting her lip. “My handler would have a fit if he knew.”

“Your handler?” The term sounded strange, almost clinical.

“Marshal Reeves. He’s in charge of my case.” She glanced toward the door, where we could hear Bill’s deep voice talking with the fire crew outside. “Knox, if word gets back to Davidson that I’ve surfaced…”

The implication hung in the air, unspoken but clear. I’d spent three years angry at her for leaving, but I’d never once considered that she might have been in actual danger. That she still might be.

“No one’s going to hurt you,” I said, the words emerging with a fierceness that surprised even me. “Not on my property.”

Her expression softened. “Still the protector.”

“Some things don’t change,” I replied.

Before she could respond, her radio crackled to life. “Ms. Bennett, the fire’s jumped the creek. Moving faster than projected.”

Claire immediately shifted back into professional mode. “I need to check the perimeter. Make sure everyone’s in position.”

As she headed toward the door, I caught her arm gently. “This conversation isn’t over.”

“I know,” she said softly. “But the rest will have to wait until we’re not about to be surrounded by a wildfire.”

I reluctantly let her go, watching as she stepped outside to coordinate with her team. The revelation of witness protection answered some questions, but raised so many others. What exactly had she seen? How much danger was she still in? And most importantly—where did we go from here?

The next hour passed in a blur of activity. As darkness fell, the glow of the fire became visible through the windows. The air grew thick with smoke despite our efforts to seal the house, and the constant updates from Claire’s team painted an increasingly dire picture of the fire’s advance.

I found Claire in the kitchen, studying topographical maps spread across the counter, radio in hand as she coordinated with firefighters elsewhere on the property. For a moment, I simply watched her—the focused set of her mouth, the slight furrow between her brows as she calculated distances and fire speeds.

“You’re good at this,” I said finally.

She looked up, startled. “What?”

“This job. Fire management. You’re good at it.”

A faint smile touched her lips. “Thanks. It’s not what I would have chosen, but I’ve learned to adapt.”

“You always were adaptable,” I said, moving closer to look at the maps. “Remember when that blizzard knocked out power for a week and you reorganized the entire house by candlelight?”

Her smile grew more genuine. “You were so annoyed that I moved your bookshelf.”

“It blocked the heat from the fireplace!”

“Exactly my point.” For a brief moment, the years and secrets between us seemed to fade, replaced by the easy rapport we’d once shared.

Then a crash of thunder rattled the windows, followed almost immediately by a brilliant flash of lightning that illuminated the room in stark relief. Claire jumped, instinctively reaching for me, her fingertips grazing my arm before she realized.

“Sorry,” she murmured, withdrawing her hand. “Still not used to Montana storms.”

“Some things you never get used to,” I replied, not just talking about the weather.

We stood in silence as rain began to pelt the windows—a blessing and a complication. The moisture would help combat the fire, but the lightning and shifting winds could create new problems.

“Knox,” Claire said suddenly, her voice low. “I need you to know something.”

I turned to face her fully, struck by the intensity in her expression.

“I never stopped…” she began, then hesitated, glancing toward the doorway where voices could be heard in the next room. “I never wanted to leave. If there had been any other way—”

The lights chose that moment to flicker and die, plunging the house into darkness. The backup generator kicked in a moment later, but the brief blackout seemed symbolic somehow, a reminder of how quickly everything could change, how tenuous our grip on normality really was.

Claire’s team leader, Miguel, appeared in the doorway. “Ms. Bennett, we’ve got a problem. Lightning strike just took out part of the eastern firebreak.”

The moment shattered. Claire was all business again. “What’s our containment status?”

As she followed Miguel to assess the new threat, I stared after her, replaying her unfinished sentence in my mind.

I never stopped...

What had she been about to say? That she never stopped thinking about me? Never stopped caring? Never stopped loving me? The possibilities spun through my mind, each more unsettling than the last.

Three years ago, she’d left to protect me. She’d sacrificed our life together, her career, even her identity, all to keep me safe from a danger I hadn’t even known existed. And now here she was, risking everything again by being recognized, all because her job had coincidentally brought her to my doorstep.

You could not make this up.

Outside, the storm raged on, lightning splitting the smoke-filled sky as rain battled against the advancing flames. Firefighters tromped through the house, preparing for what looked to be a long, dangerous night.

And in the midst of it all, Claire—my Claire, who wasn’t truly mine anymore—directed operations with the calm authority of someone accustomed to facing down disaster.

As I watched her work, it hit me. Despite the hurt, despite the years of unanswered questions, despite everything—I still cared about her. Still wanted to protect her, even from the dangers I was only beginning to understand.

The revelation squeezed me with the force of the storm outside. This wasn’t just about getting answers or finding closure. This was about confronting feelings I’d tried to bury but had never truly let go.

And as the wildfire raged closer, threatening to consume everything in its path, I couldn’t shake the feeling that the fire outside was nothing compared to the one still burning between us.
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Fire conditions spiraled downward as night clawed its way across the sky. From our makeshift command center in Knox’s living room, I grimaced at satellite images that refreshed with depressing regularity, each update showing the hungry blaze devouring more territory. The evacuation routes remained closed, and air support wouldn’t be available until morning at the earliest. 

We were on our own.

I rubbed my eyes, exhaustion seeping into my bones. It had been nearly twenty-four hours since I’d slept, and the emotional toll of seeing Knox again only amplified my fatigue.

I felt Knox’s presence before I saw him. That strange sixth sense I’d always had where he was concerned hadn’t faded, despite years of separation. I turned to find him watching me from the doorway, two steaming mugs in his hands.

“Thought you could use this,” he said, offering me one. “Still take tea with honey instead of sugar?”

The simple fact that he remembered such a small detail about me sent a pang through my chest. “Yes. Thank you.”

Our fingers brushed as I accepted the mug, and I tried to ignore the spark of awareness that shot up my arm. Now wasn’t the time for such distractions. Lives and property depended on my focus.

I took a sip of tea, allowing the warm liquid to soothe my tight throat. The familiar taste—strong with just the right amount of honey—brought back a flood of memories: countless mornings at the kitchen table, quiet evenings on the porch, the comfortable routines we’d built together.

“I’m sorry,” I said softly, the words feeling entirely inadequate. “About all of this.”

“The fire’s not your fault.”

“You know that’s not what I meant.”

His green eyes studied me over the rim of his mug. “I know.”

The room suddenly felt too crowded, too public for the conversation hanging between us. Miguel and the other team members were only feet away, coordinating with emergency services and monitoring conditions.

Knox seemed to sense my discomfort. “You need to rest,” he said, nodding toward the hallway. “Even if it’s just for an hour. You’re no good to anyone if you collapse from exhaustion.”

I wanted to protest—there was too much to do, too many variables to monitor—but my body betrayed me with a sudden yawn that I couldn’t suppress.

“My team can handle things for a while,” I admitted reluctantly.

“The guest room’s made up,” Knox offered, then added with a trace of dark humor, “Or I suppose you could use our—my—bedroom, since you technically still have a claim to it.”

The loaded statement made me wince. “Guest room’s fine.”

He nodded, leading the way down the familiar hallway. I’d expected him to point me toward the room, but instead, he pushed open the door and stepped inside.

“You’ll need extra blankets,” he said, opening the closet. “Generator keeps the heat on, but it’s still dropping into the forties tonight.”

I stood awkwardly in the doorway, watching as he pulled out a quilt I recognized, one his grandmother had made. Another piece of our shared past.

“I wish…” I began, uncertain what I even wanted to say.

He turned, blankets in his arms, and the exhaustion on his face mirrored my own. For a moment, we just looked at each other, all the unspoken words between us seeming to fill the small room.

“You should get some rest, too,” I finally said.

“I will. Eventually.” He set the blankets on the bed. “Need to check on the horses first.”

“In all of this?” I frowned, concern overriding my attempt at professional distance. “The fire’s too close to the north pasture. You shouldn’t go out there alone.”

“I won’t go far. Just want to make sure the wind hasn’t spooked them.”

I knew that stubborn set of his jaw all too well. “I’m coming with you.”

“Claire—”

“Aspen,” I corrected automatically, though the name felt strange on my lips when we were alone. “And I’m coming with you. Two sets of eyes are better than one in these conditions.”

He didn’t argue further, which told me he was more worried about the animals than he was letting on. I grabbed my jacket and radio, letting Miguel know we were doing a perimeter check on the southern pasture.

Outside, the night was an otherworldly scene. The rain had stopped, but a thick blanket of smoke hung low in the air, giving the landscape an eerie, apocalyptic quality. The glow of the distant fire painted everything in shades of amber and red, while floodlights from the property created harsh pools of brightness against the darkness.

We walked in silence toward the southern pasture, our breath forming small clouds in the chilly air. The horses had been relocated to this area earlier, as it was the farthest from the approaching fire line.

The smell of smoke grew stronger as we approached the pasture gate. Through the haze, I could make out the shapes of horses clustered together near a rocky outcropping that provided some shelter from the wind.

“They’re staying together. That’s good,” Knox said, his voice barely audible above the distant roar of the fire and the occasional crack of burning timber.

I nodded, relieved to see the animals were relatively calm despite the conditions. As we checked the water supply and fencing, I checked out Knox’s profile in the strange half-light—the strong line of his jaw, the focused concentration in his eyes as he examined the fence line.

Three years away hadn’t dimmed my memory of him at all. If anything, separation had only sharpened my awareness of all the small details that made him who he was. The way he always checked gates twice, how he instinctively positioned himself between danger and those he was protecting, the gentle way he spoke to animals.

We continued our inspection in silence until we reached the far corner of the pasture. From this vantage point, we could see the full extent of the fire line stretching across the northern horizon—a terrifying wall of orange and red devouring everything in its path.

“It’s beautiful, in a terrible way,” I murmured, transfixed by the destructive display of nature’s power.

Knox stood close beside me, our shoulders nearly touching. “Nature’s reset button,” he said quietly. “Burns away the dead wood. Makes room for new growth.”

The metaphor wasn’t lost on me. I glanced at him, wondering if he’d meant it that way, but his expression revealed nothing as he gazed at the distant flames.

“Knox,” I began hesitantly. “Earlier, you asked why I didn’t contact you, why I just disappeared.”

He turned to face me, his features half-illuminated by the fire’s glow. “And you said it was to protect me.”

“Yes.” I took a deep breath, knowing I owed him more of an explanation. “That night in Chicago, I didn’t know what to do. I was terrified. I went straight to the FBI.”

“Without telling me.”

“I was going to. I swear I was. But then they explained Richard Davidson has connections to organized crime, informants throughout law enforcement. They said his reach was extensive.”

I wrapped my arms around myself, fighting a shiver that had nothing to do with the cold. “They told me I had to enter witness protection immediately. That night. They said if I contacted anyone—including you—it would create a trail that could lead back to me. And to you.”

Knox’s jaw tightened. “So you left a note.”

“It was all they would allow me. They gave me five minutes to write it while agents stood watching. I couldn’t say where I was going or why. I couldn’t say goodbye properly.” My voice threatened to break, and I forced myself to steady it. “Leaving you was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, Knox. But if Davidson had known about you, if he’d thought you knew anything—”

“He would have targeted me too,” Knox finished, grim understanding dawning in his eyes.

I nodded, blinking back tears. “They kept moving me to throw off the trail. New name, new identity each time. I wasn’t allowed any connection to my past life.”

And I hadn’t fought it. Hadn’t wanted to hear that Knox couldn’t forgive me. Hadn’t wanted to find out he agreed I’d made the right choice. So I kept running, kept letting Claire fade into the background.

Knox was quiet for a long moment, processing this. “Three years without a word. I thought you were dead, Claire. Or that you’d just left because you stopped loving me.”

“No,” I said fiercely, unable to let that stand. “Never that. I never stopped—”

A sudden loud crack interrupted us as a burning branch from a nearby tree came crashing down, sending up a shower of sparks. Knox instinctively pulled me against him, shielding me as embers rained down.

For one breathless moment, we stood locked together, my face pressed against his chest, his arms around me in a protective embrace that felt achingly familiar. I could hear his heart pounding beneath my ear, matching the frantic rhythm of my own.

“We should get back,” he muttered, releasing me but keeping one hand at the small of my back as he guided me away from the falling debris.

The horses had startled at the noise, moving restlessly within their enclosure. We paused at the gate, watching until they settled again, huddling closer together against the smoky wind.

“They’ll be okay,” Knox said with more confidence than I felt. “Better out here than trapped in a barn if the fire shifts.”

As we turned back toward the house, another gust of wind brought a fresh shower of ash and embers. Knox pulled his jacket up to cover his mouth and nose, and I did the same, squinting against the acrid smoke.

We were halfway back to the house when I noticed Knox lagging slightly behind me. I turned to find him rubbing his eyes, his breathing labored.

“Knox? What’s wrong?”

“Just the smoke,” he said dismissively, but I could hear the strain in his voice.

I shifted closer, studying his face in the dim light. His eyes were red and watering, and his breathing sounded tight. “You’re having a reaction to the smoke.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine. The combination of smoke and exhaustion can be dangerous.” I took his arm, feeling the tenseness in his muscles. “Let’s get you inside.”

He didn’t resist as I led him back to the house, which worried me more than his labored breathing. Knox Carrington was a vault in more ways than one.

Inside, I sat him down at the kitchen table while I fetched a clean cloth and dampened it with cool water.

“Here,” I said, offering him the cloth. “For your eyes.”

He pressed it against his face with a sigh of relief. “Thanks.”

I poured a glass of water and set it before him. “Drink this. Smoke inhalation can dehydrate you quickly.”

As he drank, I studied him with professional assessment. His breathing was still rough, but not dangerously so. What he needed most was rest.

“You should lie down,” I told him, my tone leaving no room for argument.

To my surprise, he didn’t protest. “Probably not a bad idea.”

I helped him to his feet, concern mounting when he didn’t object to my assistance. We made our way down the hallway to his bedroom—the room that had once been ours. I hesitated at the doorway, suddenly uncertain.

He’d changed out the comforter for something new. Masculine. I hated it.

“I can manage from here,” Knox said, noticing my discomfort.

“I should check your oxygen levels first,” I replied, professional concern overriding personal awkwardness. “Smoke inhalation can be tricky.”

He nodded, sitting heavily on the edge of the bed as I rummaged through my emergency kit for the small pulse oximeter I always carried. I slipped the device onto his finger, watching the numbers carefully.

“A little low, but not dangerous,” I said with relief. “Still, you need to rest and stay hydrated.”

Knox leaned back against the pillows, looking more exhausted than I’d ever seen him. “Yes, ma’am,” he replied with a ghost of his usual humor.

I should have left then. My professional assessment was complete, and there was nothing more I needed to do medically. But I couldn’t leave, couldn’t move from my perch on the edge of the bed, watching as he closed his eyes against the dim light.

“What is it?” he asked without opening his eyes, still attuned to my presence in a way that made my heart ache.

“Nothing,” I said. “Just making sure you’re okay.”

One eye cracked open to regard me skeptically. “We’ve established I’m not, but I will be.”

“Rest, then,” I said, rising to leave. “I’ll be in the living room if you need anything.”

His hand caught mine as I turned to go, the touch sending a jolt through me.

“Stay,” he murmured. “Just until I fall asleep.”

The request was so unexpected, so vulnerable coming from him, that I couldn’t refuse. I settled back on the edge of the bed, letting my hand remain in his larger one.

“Talk to me,” he murmured, eyes closed again. “Like you used to when I couldn’t sleep.”

My throat went raw and slick at the memory. During our marriage, on nights when ranch worries kept him awake, I’d often babble about inconsequential things. Books I was reading, cases I was working on, plans for the garden—until he drifted off.

“What do you want me to talk about?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

“Anything. Everything.” He sounded half-asleep already. “The last three years. Where you’ve been. What you’ve done.”

I hesitated, then began speaking softly about the safer aspects of my time in witness protection. The small apartment in Idaho where I’d first been placed. The community college classes I’d taken to learn about fire science. The first wildfire I’d helped manage in Oregon.

As I spoke, Knox’s breathing gradually deepened and evened out, his hand going slack in mine. I continued talking for a few minutes more, making sure he was truly asleep before carefully withdrawing my hand.

Standing, I allowed myself one moment of weakness, reaching out to brush a strand of hair from his forehead.

“I never stopped loving you, either,” Knox murmured, his voice thick with sleep.

I froze, uncertain if he was truly awake or talking in his sleep. Either way, the words pierced straight through the professional armor I’d been maintaining.

“Get some rest,” I whispered, not trusting myself to say more.

In the hallway, I leaned against the wall, closing my eyes against the sudden sting of tears. Three years of carefully constructed defenses, of building a new life and identity, and all it had taken was one night trapped with Knox Carrington to make them crumble.

I never stopped loving you. Had he meant it? Or was it just the delirium of exhaustion and smoke inhalation?

And more importantly—what were we supposed to do with that admission now, when my life as Claire Carrington was still as dangerous and impossible as it had been three years ago?










  
  Five
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I woke to the muted glow of emergency lights and the distant rumble of the fire. My eyes felt like someone had used them as sandpaper, my throat as parched as the drought-ravaged pastures. 

For one disorienting moment, I thought the past three years had been a dream—that Claire had never left, that she was still my wife, that our life together had continued uninterrupted.

Then reality crashed back, along with the memory of her sitting on the edge of my bed, talking until I’d fallen asleep. Claire was back, but she wasn’t mine anymore. She was Aspen Bennett now, Fire Management Specialist, a woman with a new name and a new life that didn’t include me.

Except…had I dreamed it, or had I admitted out loud that I’d never stopped loving her?

I rubbed my face, trying to clear the fog from my mind. The clock on the nightstand read 5:17 AM. I’d slept for nearly four hours, longer than I’d intended. Pushing myself up, I winced at the stiffness in my muscles, a reminder of the day’s stress and exertion.

The house was eerily quiet as I made my way down the hallway. The guest room door stood open, the bed untouched. Where was Claire?

I found Miguel in the living room, monitoring satellite feeds on a tablet.

“Fire’s holding at the ridge line,” he reported when he saw me. “Wind’s died down some, which helps.”

“Where’s













































































































OEBPS/images/boxed set 1-6.jpg
IRONHEART RIDGE

KATHRYN CANTRELL

KATHRYN CANTRELL KATHRYNTRELL

v -
A
KATHRYN CANTRELL KATHRYN'CANTRELL

IRONHEART RIDGE

KATHRYN CANTRELL






OEBPS/images/b1_65c2b9f9-e30c-47d7-9bd5-e95ead1755c7.png





OEBPS/images/TitlePage.png
between us between us

- the /Dthe
between us between us
e~

IRONHEART RIDGE

KATHRYN CANTRELL

§i!iStorg Heart Books







