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Three years ago, my wife disappeared without a trace, leaving nothing but a note and a hole in my heart. 



Now a wildfire is barreling toward Diamond C Ranch, the drought’s bled me dry, and the hotshot fire specialist the government drops on my porch is… her.



Only she’s calling herself Aspen Bennett, acting like we’ve never met, and pretending she’s not the woman I loved—and lost.



Forced to shelter in place with the one person I swore never to forgive, we’re surrounded by danger, smoke, and the kind of sparks that never died out. I don’t know why Claire left or what secrets she’s hiding, but the fire isn’t the only thing threatening to consume us.



My livelihood, my legacy, and the only woman I’ve ever loved are all on the line. And if the truth doesn’t tear us apart, the flames just might.




The Fire Between Us is a second-chance, forced-proximity romance set in small-town Montana—clean, wholesome, and full of heart. 
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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
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