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P

OV Ethan Blackwell

Ash falls like dirty snow.

I squint through the grimy windshield of my work truck, the wipers smearing soot instead of clearing it. The sky to the west isn’t sky anymore. It’s a bruise of orange and charcoal, swallowing the sunset whole. The Cedar Creek Fire has a name now, and it’s breathing down the neck of everything I’ve ever known.

My phone buzzes for the third time in five minutes. Richard Firehorn’s name flashes. I ignore it, steering the truck up the long, gravel drive to the main house, a place I haven’t set foot in for years. Not since Mom left. Not since Dad started spending more time here than at our own place. The call isn’t a request. It’s a summons. When the owner of the land you work calls during an evacuation warning, you show up.

The house looms, a two-story stone and timber monument to Firehorn legacy. Porch lights are already on against the eerie premature dusk brought by the smoke. Another truck is parked out front. Dad’s.

My jaw tightens. Of course he’s here.

I kill the engine and sit for a second, the silence after the rumble of the diesel feeling too thin. The air stings my nostrils, that sharp, acidic tang of burning pine and fear. I grab my work gloves from the dash and shove open the door.

Inside, the kitchen is a war room. Maps are spread across the massive oak table, held down by coffee mugs and a half-empty bottle of bourbon. Richard Firehorn stands at the head, his face carved from the same granite as his house. My father, Tom, sits to his right, looking older than he did yesterday, lines around his eyes deepened by worry and smoke.

“Took you long enough,” Richard says, not looking up from the map. His voice is gravel and command.

“Had to move the herd from the south pasture. Creek’s running low. They’re spooked.” I don’t take a seat. I lean against the doorframe, the worn wood familiar under my shoulder. I can feel the heat of the day and the panic of the animals still humming in my bones.

“Sit, Ethan,” Dad says quietly. His eyes meet mine, and there’s something in them I can’t name. An apology, maybe. A warning, definitely.

I pull out a chair, the legs scraping loud on the tile floor. The smell in here is wrong. It’s not just coffee and bourbon and men under pressure. There’s a new undercurrent. Something settled. Domestic. A shared lived-in smell that makes the back of my neck prickle.

Richard stabs a finger at the map. “Evacuation order’s coming for the north ridge properties by midnight. We’re not there yet, but the insurance company won’t wait. They need documentation. Every head of cattle, every piece of equipment, every damn fence post before it’s a charcoal sketch. We do it now.”

“We’re stretched thin as it is,” I say, keeping my voice level. “Jesse’s helping his family pack up. Miguel’s got his own place to secure. It’s me and a couple of the part-time boys.”

“Then it’s you,” Richard says, finally looking at me. His gaze is flinty. “And you’re staying here. Bunkhouse is too far if the wind shifts. You’ll coordinate from the house. We’ve got the generator. We’ve got the landlines.”

My chest constricts. Staying here. In this museum of my father’s abandonment. “My sister’s at the house alone,” I say, the protest weak even to my own ears. Callie is sixteen and tougher than most men I know, but she’s still my kid sister.

“Callie’s welcome here,” Dad says, too quickly. “We’ve got the room. She should be here where it’s safe.”

We’ve got the room. The words hang, all wrong.

Before I can dissect them, the crunch of gravel on the drive, too fast, too sharp, cuts through the low murmur of the emergency radio. Headlights sweep across the kitchen window, blinding for a second. Not a ranch vehicle. Something low, expensive, and utterly out of place.

Richard swears under his breath. Dad’s shoulders tense.

A car door slams. Footsteps on the porch, quick and light. The kitchen door swings open.

And the world tilts.

He fills the doorway, backlit by the hellish orange glow of the sky, and for a second I don’t recognize him. It’s been ten years. More. A lifetime. The boy I vaguely remember, all sharp angles and resentment, is gone. In his place is a man carved from magazine pages and money.

Mason Firehorn.

He’s wearing trousers that probably cost more than my truck payment and a shirt so white it’s offensive against the grime of the real world. His hair is perfectly disheveled, like he ordered the style from a catalog. But his face is pale, tight with a panic that has nothing to do with boardrooms. Airport anxiety. City sweat.

And the smell. God, the smell. It hits me first, cutting through the smoke. Expensive cologne, something citrus and woody and clean, layered over the sharp salt of real fear. It’s a discordant, intoxicating punch to my senses.

My eyes lock on him. I can’t look away. It’s not recognition of the person. It’s a deeper, more primal recognition. My body knows him before my brain does. A current, live and crackling, arcs across the twenty feet of kitchen between us. It lands low in my stomach, a hot, unwelcome pull. Then lower. A shocking, undeniable jolt of pure attraction.

I hate him on sight.

He’s everything I’ve worked against. The heir who fled. The ghost who left this place to rot in his father’s lonely hands. The embodiment of a life chosen over duty.

His gaze sweeps the room, lands on his father, on my father, and finally, snaps to me.

His eyes are the same piercing blue I remember, but now they’re older. Sharper. They see everything. They see me staring. They catch the tail end of whatever the hell my face is doing. His own expression flickers—confusion, then a dawning, startled awareness. His eyes widen just a fraction. He doesn’t look away either.

“What are you doing here?” Richard’s voice is a whip crack, but there’s relief underneath it. A painful, naked relief that makes my stomach turn.

Mason drags his eyes from mine, but the connection feels severed too abruptly, leaving a phantom ache. “I saw the news,” he says, his voice smoother than I expected, educated but edged with strain. “I caught the first flight I could. The highways are chaos. I had to ditch the rental, borrowed a car from a friend in town.” He runs a hand through his perfect hair, a gesture that’s supposed to look casual but screams of fraying control. “What’s the plan?”

“The plan,” Richard says, steel returning to his voice, “is you’re here, so you’re useful. You remember how to work? Or did they replace your hands with keyboards in Portland?”

Mason flinches, almost invisibly. “I remember.”

“Good. You’re with Ethan. He’s foreman. You do what he says. We need a headcount of every animal on this property, photos for insurance, and we need to start moving the breeding stock to the lower valley pastures. Now.”

“With Ethan,” Mason repeats. His eyes find me again. This time, it’s a direct hit. A challenge. An assessment. I see him taking in my worn jeans, my dirt-stained t-shirt, the sweat and ash ground into my skin. I feel stripped bare. Judged. And underneath the judgment, that damn current still hums.

“Tom,” Richard says, turning to my father. “We need to talk logistics with the county sheriff. My contact is waiting for a call.”

My father stands up. He won’t look at me. “Ethan, you and Mason get started. Use the quad runners. Checklists are on the counter. Start with the north barns.”

It’s a dismissal. I stand, my chair scraping back. Mason is still by the door, a statue in designer clothes. As I move past him to grab the checklists, the scent of his cologne wraps around me, cloying and intimate in the cramped space between the table and the wall. Our shoulders don’t touch, but the air between them vibrates.

I snatch the papers, my fingers leaving smudges on the clean print. “You got any clothes that won’t be ruined in ten minutes?” I ask, my voice coming out rougher than I intended.

Mason looks down at himself as if just realizing the absurdity. “In my bag. In the car.”

“Change. Then meet me at the equipment shed. Five minutes.”

I don’t wait for an answer. I stride out of the kitchen, through the mudroom, and back into the smoky twilight. I suck in a breath, but the air offers no relief. It’s thick with the end of things.

Five minutes later, he emerges from the house. He’s changed into dark jeans and a simple grey t-shirt. They still look expensive, but less laughably out of place. He’s pulled on a pair of work boots that are too new, the leather stiff and unmarked. He carries himself differently now, the city-slicker panic tucked behind a mask of focused determination. It’s almost more disarming.

I toss him a helmet. “You remember how to drive one of these?”

He catches it one-handed. “It’s like a motorcycle with training wheels, right?”

I don’t grace that with a reply. I swing my leg over my quad, kick it to life. The engine’s roar is a welcome noise. He mimics me, his movements less practiced but not clumsy. He follows me as I gun it down the trail toward the northern pastures.

The work is brutal and immediate. The world narrows to the tally counter in my hand, the frightened whites of cows’ eyes, the relentless smell of smoke. We work in near silence for the first hour, just shouted numbers and brief, clipped instructions.

“Herefords, pasture three! Forty three head!”

“Got it!”

“Check the water trough! Pump might be clogged with ash!”

“On it!”

He doesn’t complain. He works. Hard. I catch him struggling with a stubborn gate latch, his smooth hands fighting the rusted iron. Before I can stop myself, I’m there, my hand closing over his to guide the lever. His skin is hot. Smooth. A shock against my calloused palm. We both freeze. The contact lasts only a second, but it echoes up my arm. I pull my hand back like I’ve been branded.

“Lift and pull,” I mutter, turning away before I can see his reaction.

“Right,” he says, his voice quiet behind me.

We move the first group of cattle, a slow, dusty, noisy procession toward the safer lower land. He’s on horseback now—he’d insisted, and to my surprise, he remembered how to ride. He’s not elegant, but he’s effective, his body relearning the old rhythms. I try not to watch him. I fail. I see the way his thighs grip the saddle, the line of his back as he leans to cut off a stray calf, the sweat darkening the grey fabric across his shoulders. The expensive cologne is gone, burned away by real labor, replaced by the honest scents of horse, leather, and man.

My hatred for him gets muddy. It mixes with a grudging respect, and underneath it all, that low, persistent hum of attraction, now fanned by proximity and shared purpose. It’s intolerable.

We’re driving the last of the group into the holding pen when Richard’s truck comes bouncing down the track. He and my father get out. Their body language is all wrong. They stand too close. They share a look that speaks of private conversations and shared burdens. My dad’s face is a closed door.

“We need to talk,” Richard says, his voice carrying across the settling dust. “All of us. Now.”

We dismount, tether the horses. Mason swipes a forearm across his sweaty brow, leaving a streak of grime. He looks more like a rancher now. More real. More dangerous.

We gather in a tense half circle. The sky is fully dark, but the western horizon pulses with a malevolent glow.

Richard looks at Mason, then at me, then at my father. He takes a deep breath. “There’s something you both need to know. Something we should have told you before.”

My father puts a hand on Richard’s arm. A simple gesture. A claiming gesture. My blood runs cold.

“Tom and I,” Richard says, the words deliberate, “we got married. Six months ago. In Boise. It was... it was something we needed to do for us.”

The world stops.

The words don’t make sense. They bounce off my brain, refusing to land. Married. My father. Richard Firehorn. Six months ago.

The betrayal is a physical blow, a sucker punch to the diaphragm. All those late nights. All the “business meetings.” The gradual emptying of our own house. He wasn’t just working for the man he’d quietly loved for years, according to town gossip I’d always dismissed. He’d married him. He’d created a new family and left me and Callie on the periphery of it.

I stare at my father. “You... what?”

Dad’s eyes are pained. “Ethan, son, I meant to tell you. It just never seemed like the right time. With Callie, with the ranch always in crisis...”

“The right time?” The words tear out of me, raw. “You got married and didn’t tell your children?”

Mason is silent beside me. I glance at him. He’s staring at his father, his face wiped clean of expression. Processing. Then his eyes slide to me, and I see the moment the second part of the equation clicks.

Stepbrothers.

We’re stepbrothers.

The man who sets my nerve endings on fire, who I can’t stop watching, who represents every easy way out I’ve ever despised, is now legally, irrevocably, family.

A hysterical laugh bubbles in my throat. I choke it down. Mason looks away first, a muscle jumping in his jaw. The shared shock in the air between us is somehow more intimate than the earlier attraction.

Richard plows ahead, all business, using the crisis to bulldoze through the emotional wreckage. “The paperwork is complicated. The prenup, the ranch assets... but that’s for later. Right now, we have a fire to fight. You two understand each other? You’re family now. Act like it. Get the rest of the inventory done. Start with the barns. Now.”

He turns and walks back to the truck, my father following after one last, pleading look in my direction. They drive away, leaving Mason and me standing in the field, the truth hanging between us like the smoke in the air.

Family.

The word is a prison.

Mason finally moves, walking stiffly toward the quad runner. “The barns,” he says, his voice flat.

I follow, the weight of the new reality settling on my shoulders, heavier than any sack of feed. We ride back to the main compound, the silence now fraught with a thousand unspoken things.

We start in the big main barn, the one that houses the horses and the prized breeding stock. The animals are restless, sensing the disaster in the air. We work methodically, checking each stall, noting each animal. The familiar routine is a lifeline. I focus on the tasks: the feel of a horse’s warm neck under my hand, the sound of hay rustling, the tally marks on my clipboard.

Mason works beside me, his presence a constant, tense pressure against my side. I’m hyper-aware of every breath he takes, every shift of his weight. The attraction hasn’t vanished with the shocking news. If anything, the forbidden layer has sharpened it, made it more desperate and stupid. I hate him for making me feel this. I hate myself for feeling it.

We finish the last stall. The barn is quiet, just the sounds of chewing animals and our own breathing. The door is still open to the night, the wail of distant sirens a constant reminder of the world burning just over the ridge.

I go to check the latch on the far stall, my back to him. I hear his footsteps stop behind me.

“I don’t remember you.”

His voice is low, close. Closer than it should be.

I freeze, my hand on the wooden latch.

“Not really,” he continues. I can feel him there, a foot away. The heat of his body cuts through the cool barn air. “You were just a kid hanging around. A shadow.”

I don’t turn. I can’t.

“But I sure as hell remember that look you’re giving me right now.”

My breath catches in my throat, sharp and painful. He saw it. He knows. I want to deny it. To spin around and shove him, to yell that he’s seeing things, that he’s the last person on earth I’d ever look at like that.

But I can’t. The lie won’t form.

Behind me, I hear the soft, definitive scrape of wood on wood.

The barn door closes.

The outside world, with its sirens and its fire and its impossible choices, is shut out. In here, there’s only the dark, the smell of hay and horses, and him.

And everything burns differently.
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P

OV Mason Firehorn

The barn door clicks shut behind me, sealing us into a darkness that feels thicker than night. The silence left in its wake is a living thing, punctuated only by the shuffle of a horse in its stall and the heavy, furious sound of Ethan’s breathing three feet away. I can smell him now, clearly. Sweat, dust, the sharp pine scent of the wildfire’s fear, and underneath it all, something clean and male and utterly, infuriatingly compelling.

My own words hang between us, stupid and reckless. I sure as hell remember that look you’re giving me right now.

I’ve spent a decade negotiating billion-dollar deals, managing egos the size of planets, delivering presentations that could make or break fortunes. I’ve never felt a power imbalance like this. Standing in the dark with a man whose stare feels like a physical brand.

He still hasn’t turned around. His back is a tense line against the sliver of orange light seeping under the door. I can see the tight cords in his neck, the clench of his jaw in profile.

“Ethan.” His name comes out quieter than I intended.

He whirls then. In the near blackness, his eyes are chips of obsidian, reflecting nothing. “Don’t,” he grates out. One word, loaded with a decade of resentment I don’t understand and a current of something else that makes the base of my spine tighten. “Just don’t.”

He shoulders past me, his arm brushing mine. The contact is electric, a spark in the hay-scented dark. He yanks the barn door open, letting in a gust of smoke-tainted air and the distant, rising wail of new sirens.

“We’ve got work,” he says, and he’s gone, swallowed by the eerie twilight.

I stand there for a full ten seconds, my heart doing something complicated and painful against my ribs. The clarity is humiliating and absolute. The attraction isn’t one-sided. His anger isn’t just about me being the prodigal son. It’s a shield, and I just caught a glimpse of what it’s protecting. The realization hits me with a hot-faced, stomach-dropping certainty. I want to follow him. I want to push him back against the rough wood of a stall and make him admit it.

Instead, I walk out into the chaos.

The next six hours are a brutal, smoke-choked symphony of panic. The fire has jumped the county road. The evacuation order isn’t imminent anymore. It’s here.

My father’s voice barks orders over the crackling radio. Tom Blackwell moves with a grim, efficient speed, loading trucks with files and hard drives from the office. The world narrows to the blinding cones of headlights and flashlight beams, the frantic lowing of cattle, the shouted coordinates of firefighters on the ridge.

Ethan becomes a force of nature. He’s everywhere at once, his voice a steady, grounding rasp cutting through the bedlam. He doesn’t look at me. He speaks to me only when necessary, his instructions clipped and precise.

“Take the south gate. Keep them moving. Don’t let them bottleneck.”

“That mare is spooked. Approach from the left, slow.”

“Wire cutters. Now.”

We work in a frenzied, wordless tandem. The theoretical attraction of an hour ago is burned away by the brutal physics of survival. My borrowed gloves tear. Sweat soaks through my shirt, plastering it to my back, mixing with the fine ash that falls like a grotesque snow. The expensive cologne is a distant memory, replaced by the honest stink of fear and labor.

He passes me a heavy coil of rope, our fingers brushing in the transfer. A jolt, clean and sharp. His eyes snap to mine, just for a fraction of a second. In the stark white of my flashlight beam, I don’t see anger. I see a wild, harrowed acknowledgment. Then it’s gone, and he’s shouting at a hand to get the water truck moving.

Around two in the morning, the wind shifts. A hot, dry gust rolls down from the burning ridge, carrying not just smoke but embers. They glow like malignant orange fireflies against the black sky.

“The north pasture!” Ethan yells, already running for his horse. “The yearlings are still there!”

I don’t think. I just move. I’m on the nearest horse, a sturdy gelding, digging my heels into his sides. We race across the dark, uneven ground, the glow of the fire painting the world in nightmare shades. Ethan is ahead of me, a silhouette against the hellish light, leaning low over his horse’s neck.

The small herd of yearlings is milling in terrified confusion at the fence line, the air growing thick with burning debris. A patch of dry grass just beyond the fence post erupts into a small, hungry flame.

Ethan is off his horse in a fluid motion, grabbing the gate. “Get behind them! Drive them toward the lower gate!”

I swing down, my boots hitting the hard earth. The heat is intense, a physical wall. The yearlings bolt, eyes rolling white. Ethan and I become a single unit, moving with an instinct I didn’t know I possessed. We funnel the panicked animals, using our bodies as barriers, our voices as blunt instruments of command. The fire crackles closer, eating the dry brush.

One calf breaks away, darting back toward the flames. Ethan curses, lunging after it. An ember lands on his shoulder. I see it glow against his dark shirt.

I’m across the space before my brain registers the action. I swat at his shoulder, the smack loud in the chaos. The ember dislodges, extinguished. My hand stays there for a second, flat against the heat of his body, feeling the solid muscle underneath the damp cotton.

He freezes. His head turns. His face is soot-streaked, his eyes wide. Not with fear of the fire. With something else. My hand burns where it touches him. The world narrows to that point of contact, the roar of the fire, the frantic bawling of cattle.

“Gate’s open!” a voice shouts from the darkness. One of the hands.

The spell shatters. Ethan pulls away, turning back to the herd. “Move them! Now!”

We get the last of the yearlings through the gate, then our own horses. We slam the gate shut just as a line of flame licks up the posts we were standing beside minutes before. We stand there, panting, chests heaving, watching the fire claim the empty pasture. The heat washes over us.

I look at him. He’s staring at the flames, his profile etched in orange and black. The sweat has carved clean trails through the grime on his face. He is the most devastating thing I have ever seen. Not in a magazine way. In a real, raw, how-the-hell-did-this-happen way. The boy from my vague, guilt-laced memories—a quiet, dark-haired shadow always at the edge of my father’s world—is gone. This man is forged from the land itself, hardened by a loyalty I apparently abandoned. And I want him with a clarity that erases every logical thought in my head.

He feels my stare. He turns his head, meets my gaze. His eyes hold mine across the two feet of burning air between us. No shield this time. Just a naked, conflicted hunger that mirrors my own. My pulse isn’t in my chest anymore. It’s in my throat, my wrists, my gut.

Then he looks away, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “Let’s go. They’ll need help with the tractors.”

We ride back in a silence that’s completely different from before. It’s charged, swollen with everything we didn’t say, everything our bodies just shouted across a burning field.

Dawn is a dirty, gray affair, the sun struggling to penetrate the dense pall of smoke. The immediate crisis has passed. The fire crews have held the line at the ridge, saving the main compound and the house. The cost is written in the blackened, smoldering scars on the western pastures, in the exhausted slump of every man’s shoulders.

Ethan and I stagger into the kitchen, drawn by the smell of coffee. We’re filthy, reeking of smoke and sweat. My father and Tom are already there, sitting at the table. They look wrecked. The maps are still out, but now they’re covered in ash and ringed with coffee stains.

The room goes quiet when we enter. Tom’s eyes dart from Ethan to me, a worried crease between his brows. My father just watches, his face unreadable.

“Sit,” Dad says, his voice hoarse. “Eat something.”

There’s a pot of oatmeal on the stove, a plate of toast. It feels absurdly domestic after the night we’ve had. Ethan doesn’t move toward the food. He leans against the counter, arms crossed, a statue of contained tension.

I pull out a chair and sit, because my legs won’t hold me up much longer. The silence stretches, brittle.

Tom clears his throat. “Boys... about what Richard said earlier. About us.”

Ethan’s jaw works. He says nothing.

Tom looks at my father, a silent communication passing between them that speaks of a shared history, private jokes, a bed they share. It’s a visceral punch. I’ve been so focused on the shocking fact of the marriage, I haven’t processed the years that must have led to it. The hidden life.

“We should have told you,” Tom continues, his voice gentle, aimed at Ethan. “Both of you. It wasn’t fair. We were... figuring it out ourselves. And then with the ranch always on the brink, it never seemed like the right time to add another complication.”

“A complication,” Ethan repeats, the word flat and lifeless.

“It’s not like that, son,” Tom says, but he sounds weary, defensive.

“What’s it like, then?” Ethan pushes off the counter, his control visibly fraying. “You marry the man who signs your paychecks and don’t tell your kids? What does that make us? An afterthought?”

“Ethan,” my father’s voice cuts in, commanding. “That’s enough. Your father and I made a decision for our lives. You’re adults. You’ll adjust.”

Adults. The word lands like a verdict. I look at Ethan, at the raw betrayal etched into every line of his body. He’s not just Tom’s son. He’s the foreman. He’s the one who stayed. He kept this place running while I built my empire and our fathers built their secret. He has more right to this land, to this house, than I do. And now I’m legally tethered to him. Stepbrothers.

The reality of it finally sinks its teeth in. Stepbrothers. It should be a bucket of ice water on the dangerous, hungry thing that woke up in me last night. It should make the attraction absurd, impossible, dead.

It does the opposite.

The forbidden layer wraps around the desire, constricting it, intensifying it. It’s no longer just about a hot, angry rancher. It’s about crossing a line that’s just been freshly painted in legal ink. It’s about wanting the one person in the world I am now definitively, socially, familiarly not supposed to want.

My eyes find Ethan’s across the table. He’s looking at me, finally. The anger is still there, but it’s blurred now, mixed with a dazed kind of horror. He sees it too. The complication. The impossibility. In his eyes, I see my own conflict reflected back at me—a stark realization that the ground has not just shifted, it has opened up beneath us.

My father’s voice breaks the locked gaze. “The insurance assessor will be here by nine. Mason, I need you to handle that. You speak their language. Ethan, we need to start on
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