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P

OV: Ethan

Dawn at Firehorn Ranch wasn’t a gentle thing. It was a blade of cold light slicing through the kitchen window, illuminating dust motes and the ghosts of every argument I’d ever lost in this room. The coffee machine hissed its final breath, a sound drowned out by the emergency radio scanner crackling on the counter.

“...Red Flag Warning in effect for Valley County until 1800 hours tomorrow. Extreme fire behavior predicted. Winds from the northeast at 25-40 mph with gusts to 60. All residents in zones 7 through 12 prepare for possible evacuation...”

I didn’t need the tinny voice to tell me. I could smell it on the air. Not smoke yet, but the absence of moisture, the brittle scent of dry pine and parched earth that meant the valley was holding its breath. I’d been holding mine for months.

The evacuation binder sat open on the kitchen table, pages worn soft at the edges from my hands. Livestock relocation grids. Fire line maintenance schedules. Insurance documents I’d organized after Richard called them “accountant nonsense.” Every contingency I could imagine, mapped in black ink and highlighted in three colors. My father’s neat, careful handwriting filled the margins with notes about water access and equipment staging areas.

Tom Blackwell believed in preparation. Richard Firehorn believed in legacy. And I was the bridge between them, the one who actually made sure the legacy didn’t burn to the ground while the two men who owned it argued about whose way was right.

The back door slammed. My father entered, his work boots leaving fine dust on the floorboards. He didn’t need to ask. He took one look at my face, at the binder, at the radio, and his shoulders settled into the grim acceptance of a man who’d fought this land for thirty years.

“How bad?” he asked.

“Canyon Creek’s already burning. Ten miles northeast. With these winds...” I didn’t finish. He knew.

He moved to the sink, washed his hands methodically. Tom Blackwell was a man of routines, of slow, deliberate motions that anchored him when the world spun too fast. “You called the hands in?”

“Before sunrise. They’re moving the herds from the east pasture now. Trailers should be here by eight.”

He nodded, drying his hands on a towel. “And Richard?”

“Still in Portland. Or on a plane. His assistant said he’d be here by nine.” I kept my voice neutral. It was a skill I’d perfected. “I left messages. Six of them.”

My father’s eyes met mine. There was no judgment in them, just the weary understanding of a man who’d married into a different kind of storm. “He’ll come. It’s his land.”

It was, technically. Two thousand acres of prime grazing land, timber holdings, and a history that stretched back to the first Firehorn who decided this valley looked like money. Richard had inherited it, along with the arrogance that came with never having to earn something. My father had married into it five years ago, bringing with him a teenage daughter, a quiet son who knew more about cattle than college, and a lifetime of working other people’s land.

The front door opened. Not the careful click of the back door, but the main entrance, the one guests used. Boots on the polished hardwood of the front hall—not work boots. The sound was wrong. Sharper. More expensive.

Richard’s voice boomed through the house. “Tom? Ethan? Kitchen?”

My father shot me a look. I closed the binder.

Richard Firehorn entered the kitchen like he was entering a boardroom, his presence expanding to fill the space. Tall, silver-haired, wearing a rancher’s denim jacket over a dress shirt that probably cost more than my truck payment. He smelled like airport and expensive cologne.

“There you are.” He clapped my father on the shoulder, a gesture that managed to be both affectionate and proprietary. “Just landed. What’s the situation?”

I pushed the binder toward him. “Evacuation protocols are activated. We’re moving the herd from the east pasture first, then—”

“Good, good.” He flipped pages without really looking. “And the house?”

“Priority three. After livestock and critical equipment.”

He frowned. “The artwork in the study—”

“Is insured.” My voice came out tighter than I intended. “The breeding bulls aren’t replaceable.”

Richard’s eyes narrowed, but before he could speak, another set of footsteps echoed in the hall. Lighter. Slower. Not my sister—Callie would have burst in already, all nervous energy and questions.

The man who appeared in the kitchen doorway didn’t belong here.

That was my first, stupid thought. He looked like he’d walked out of a Portland boutique catalogue—dark tailored pants that had never seen a speck of dirt, designer boots that probably cost more than my monthly salary, a simple gray sweater that clung to shoulders that were broader than I expected. He carried a leather duffel like it was a briefcase.

His face was familiar in the way of old photographs you half-remember. Sharp jaw, eyes the color of storm-gray slate, hair dark and just messy enough to suggest he’d run his hands through it. He was older than the boy I remembered. Thinner in the face. More guarded.

Mason Firehorn. Richard’s son. The heir who hadn’t set foot on this ranch in three years.

He stopped just inside the kitchen, his gaze sweeping the room—the outdated appliances, the crackling radio, my father’s quiet presence at the sink, me standing too straight at the table. His eyes landed on me last, and something flickered in them. Not recognition exactly. More like confusion, as if he’d seen a puzzle piece that almost fit a picture he’d forgotten he owned.

“Mason.” Richard’s voice warmed, the pride unmistakable. “You made it.”

“Flight was turbulent.” Mason’s voice was lower than I remembered, with a polished cadence that spoke of boardrooms and deal negotiations. He set his duffel down carefully, as if the floor might contaminate it. “The pilot said the smoke’s already affecting visibility.”

“It’ll get worse,” I said.

Both men looked at me. I hadn’t meant to speak.

Mason’s gaze held mine. “You’re Ethan.”

It wasn’t a question. There was no warmth in it, no “good to see you again.” Just a statement of fact, as if confirming an asset on a balance sheet.

“Yeah.” I didn’t offer my hand. Mine were stained with dirt and engine grease from the predawn equipment check. His were clean, nails perfectly trimmed. “We’re on a tight timeline. If you’re here to help, you should change.”

A muscle in Mason’s jaw tightened. “I’m here to assess the situation. My father said—”

“The situation is a wildfire moving at approximately three miles per hour with sixty-mile-per-hour wind gusts behind it.” I tapped the map in the binder. “Assessment time was yesterday. Today is execution. Unless you brought a helicopter to airlift five hundred head of cattle, you might want to consider less appropriate footwear.”

Silence stretched. My father cleared his throat softly, a warning.

Mason didn’t look away from me. Something shifted in his eyes—not anger, but calculation. As if I were a problem he needed to solve. “What’s the evacuation plan?”

I walked him through it. The staging areas. The trailer schedules. The priority lists. He listened without interruption, his eyes on the maps, his fingers tracing routes with a careful precision that felt insultingly academic.

When I finished, he nodded. “You’ve coordinated with neighboring ranches for mutual aid?”

“We have standing agreements.”

“And the insurance documents? Are they digitized and backed up off-site?”

I stared at him. “The documents are in the fireproof safe. The cattle are in the pasture. Which one do you think is more urgent?”

“Both are assets.” His tone was cool, professional. The kind of voice that presented PowerPoint slides to bored millionaires. “If we lose the paperwork, we lose the ability to recover financially. You should have digital copies.”

“I have copies.” My hands clenched at my sides. “In the office. Which is also in the fire’s path.”

“Then we move the safe.”

“It weighs eight hundred pounds.”

“We have equipment.”

“Which is being used to move living creatures who can’t breathe smoke.” I took a step toward him without meaning to. “This isn’t a corporate merger. You can’t just throw money and spreadsheets at it and make it behave.”

“Ethan.” My father’s voice was quiet but firm.

Mason held up a hand. “It’s fine.” His eyes never left mine. “He’s right. This is his area of expertise.” He said it like a concession, like he was allowing me a small victory. It made my teeth ache.

He unbuttoned the cuffs of his sweater with quick, efficient movements. Rolled the sleeves up to his elbows, revealing forearms that were surprisingly corded with muscle. Not a desk jockey’s arms, then. Or not entirely.

“What do you need me to do?” he asked.

The question surprised me. So did the fact that he was actually looking at me, waiting for an answer instead of telling me his plan.

“The equipment barn,” I said after a beat. “We need to move the smaller machinery to the lower field. Tractors, ATVs, anything that can drive out under its own power. The hands are busy with livestock. Can you drive a tractor?”

“I grew up here,” he said, and there was the faintest edge in his voice. A hint of the boy who’d once known this land. “I remember how.”

Richard clapped his hands together. “Excellent. Mason, you work with Ethan. Tom, you’re with me on the house inventory. We’ll prioritize the irreplaceable items.”

My father hesitated, his eyes on me. I gave him a slight nod. Go. I can handle this.

They left the kitchen, their voices fading down the hall. Mason and I stood in the sudden quiet, the radio crackling between us with another update about flame lengths and containment percentages.

“Where’s the equipment barn?” he asked.

“Follow me.”

I didn’t wait to see if he did.

The morning air outside was thick with tension. The sky to the northeast had a yellowish haze, the sun a dull coin behind the veil of distant smoke. The smell was stronger now—not just dry, but charged, like the whole world was holding a match.

I led the way across the gravel yard toward the big red barn. My truck was already hitched to a flatbed trailer. The hands had left the doors open, the interior shadowy and cool.

Mason stopped just inside, his eyes adjusting to the dim light. He looked at the rows of equipment, the neatly organized tools, the scent of diesel and hay and leather.

“You keep it organized,” he observed.

“Efficiency saves time.” I grabbed a set of keys from the hook board. “The John Deere should start. Take it down to the lower field, park it near the creek. I’ll bring the ATVs.”

He took the keys, his fingers brushing mine. A brief, accidental contact. He didn’t react. Neither did I.

But something in my chest did something dangerous. A tight, hot twist low in my gut that had nothing to do with wildfire warnings.

He walked to the tractor, swung up into the seat with a grace that shouldn’t have been possible for a man in designer pants. He found the ignition, turned the key. The engine coughed to life, the diesel rumble filling the barn.

I turned away, busied myself with the ATVs. One by one, I drove them out, lining them up in the yard. The work was familiar, mechanical. My body knew the motions even as my mind raced.

Mason Firehorn. Richard’s golden boy. The one who got out. Went to college, built some kind of tech empire in Portland, became the son who called on holidays and sent expensive gifts but never stayed long enough to smell like hay.

Why was he here now? Not just for the fire. Men like him didn’t come back for emergencies unless there was something in it for them.

I drove the last ATV out as Mason returned from the lower field. He parked the tractor neatly beside the others, cut the engine. When he jumped down, there was a smudge of grease on his sweater sleeve. He noticed it, frowned slightly, then shrugged as if it didn’t matter.

“What next?” he asked.

“The tack room. Saddles, bridles, anything leather. Smoke ruins it.”

He followed me to the smaller room at the back of the barn. The space was close, crowded with the smell of oiled leather and horse. We worked in silence for a while, lifting heavy saddles onto rolling carts. He didn’t complain. Didn’t ask for help. Just matched my pace, his movements efficient despite the unfamiliarity of the task.

Once, when we both reached for the same show saddle—a beautiful hand-tooled piece Richard had bought on a whim and never used—our hands collided. This time it wasn’t accidental. We both froze.

His skin was warm. His fingers were long, the nails still clean despite the work. Mine were rough, calloused, a rancher’s hands.

I pulled back first. “I’ll get the other side.”

He nodded, his eyes on my face with that same puzzled intensity. As if he were trying to read text in a language he’d forgotten.

We had the tack loaded when Richard appeared in the barn doorway. “Mason. A word.”

Mason wiped his hands on his pants, leaving streaks of dust. He joined his father at the door. I pretended to check the cart’s wheels, listening.

“I’ve been thinking,” Richard said, his voice low but carrying in the quiet barn. “You should stay. After the evacuation. Oversee the recovery.”

Mason’s back stiffened. “Dad, my company—”

“Can run without you for a few weeks. This is family. This is legacy.” Richard’s hand came down on Mason’s shoulder. “I need you here. Ethan knows the day-to-day, but you understand the big picture. The financial side. The long-term planning.”

I kept my head down, my fingers tightening on the cart handle.

“Let me think about it,” Mason said.

“There’s nothing to think about. You’re staying.” Richard’s tone brooked no argument. He glanced at me. “Ethan will fill you in on everything. You two will work together.”

Then he was gone, his boots crunching across the gravel.

Mason turned back to me. His expression was unreadable, a careful mask of neutrality. But his eyes—they held something raw. Not anger. Something closer to resignation.

“Looks like we’re partners,” he said.

The word hung between us. Partners. Not stepbrothers—Richard had married my father six months ago in a quiet courthouse ceremony none of us talked about, making our families legally connected in a way that still felt theoretical. But partners. In this. In saving the ranch.

“I don’t need a partner,” I said. “I need another set of hands.”

“You’ve got them.” He held my gaze. “Whether you want them or not.”

A horn honked outside. Callie’s beat-up pickup skidded to a stop in the yard, spraying gravel. My sister jumped out, her braid flying, her face flushed with panic and excitement.

“Ethan! The news says the fire jumped the canyon! They’re expanding the evacuation zone!”

She stopped short when she saw Mason. Her eyes widened, taking in the expensive clothes now dusted with barn filth, the rolled sleeves, the way we were standing too close in the shadowy barn.

“Mason?” she breathed. “You’re here?”

“Hey, Callie.” His voice softened, just a fraction. “You’ve grown.”

“You haven’t visited.” Her tone was accusatory, the way only a sixteen-year-old can manage.

“I’m here now.”

She looked from him to me, her sharp eyes missing nothing. The tension in my shoulders. The way Mason’s attention kept drifting back to me even as he spoke to her. The strange, charged silence between us.

“Okay,” she said slowly. “Well. Dad wants everyone at the house. They’re talking about maybe leaving tonight instead of tomorrow.”

I nodded. “We’re almost done here.”

She lingered a moment longer, her gaze curious, then turned and jogged back to her truck.

The barn felt quieter after she left. Emptier. Or maybe it just felt more intimate, the two of us alone again with the dust motes dancing in the shafts of light through the high windows.

Mason moved to lift the last saddle onto the cart. His sweater stretched across his back, revealing the play of muscle beneath the fabric. He grunted with the effort, and the sound was unexpectedly human. Vulnerable.

I found myself staring. At the line of his spine. At the way his hair curled against his damp neck. At the stark contrast between the man he was supposed to be—the polished CEO—and the man he was right now: sweating, dirty, real.

He straightened, caught me looking.

For a heartbeat, neither of us moved. The air between us thickened, crackled with something I couldn’t name. Something that felt like recognition and danger and a heat that had nothing to do with the wildfire creeping toward us.

His eyes held mine. Storm-gray, intense, seeing too much.

Then he turned away, breaking the spell. “We should get this loaded,” he said, his voice rough.

But in that moment, before we went back to work, before the world outside remembered it was burning, I knew something had shifted. Something irreversible.

And I had no idea what to do with that knowledge.
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P

OV: Mason

My phone buzzes against my thigh for the fourteenth time in an hour. The screen, when I risk a glance, shows a cascade of emails marked urgent. Board meeting summaries. Contract amendments. Shareholder queries about my “extended absence.” My assistant’s polite but pointed reminder that the quarterly report deadline is Friday.

I ignore them all. The world of venture capital and tech acquisitions feels like a distant, flimsy construct here in the dusty gloom of Firehorn’s old barn. The air is thick with the smell of aged hay, saddle leather, and my own sweat, which is beading under the collar of a sweater that cost more than some of the equipment in here.

Ethan Blackwell moves through the space like he was born in it. Which, I suppose, he practically was. He shoulders a fifty-pound sack of feed like it’s nothing, his muscles corded under his worn flannel shirt. He doesn’t look at me. He hasn’t really looked at me since yesterday in the equipment barn, when that strange, electric moment passed between us and he decided, clearly, to pretend it never happened.

My father’s words from this morning echo. “You’ll stay. Oversee the recovery. You and Ethan will work together.” An order, not a request. A CEO move, transplanting me from one boardroom to another. He sees the ranch as just another company in distress, and me as the fixer. He doesn’t see the land, the sweat equity, the way Ethan’s eyes harden to flint every time I open my mouth.

“Those go on the north trailer,” Ethan says without turning around, pointing a gloved hand toward a stack of grain sacks. “Not the flatbed. The enclosed one. Rain’s coming with the wind shift.”

Rain. The word feels foreign. The sky beyond the open barn doors is the color of an old bruise, yellowish-gray. To the northeast, a dark, rolling plume stains the horizon. The wildfire. It’s no longer an abstract threat on a radio. It’s a visible monster, breathing our way.

I heft a sack. The burlap is rough against my palms, already raw from yesterday’s unaccustomed labor. The grain inside shifts with a sound like a slow exhale. I carry it to the designated trailer, my designer boots slipping slightly on the straw-littered concrete. Ethan watches me from the corner of his eye as I load it, his gaze assessing. Judging. He sees the city in my posture, the boardroom in my hesitation.

“You could have just written a check,” I say, the words out before I can stop them. A defensive strike. “Hired a crew. You didn’t need to come back.”

He pauses, wiping his forehead with the back of his wrist. “It’s my home.”

“It’s an asset. A complicated, high-maintenance, low-yield asset.” The language of my world spills out automatically. “You could liquidate, invest the capital, live anywhere.”

His laugh is short, humorless. “Liquidate.” He says the word like it’s a poison. “You mean sell. You mean let someone else carve it into hobby farms and vacation homes. You mean erase it.”

“I mean be practical.”

“This is practical.” He gestures at the barn, the sacks, the distant smoke. “This is what preserving something looks like. It’s messy. It’s hard. It doesn’t fit on a spreadsheet.”

The attraction I felt yesterday—that immediate, inconvenient heat—twists into something sharper. Frustration. Because he’s right, and I hate that he’s right. Because I look at his stubborn, dirty, capable hands and I don’t see inefficiency. I see devotion. And I left that devotion behind without a second glance.

I turn back to the feed sacks, attacking them with a violence that isn’t necessary. Dust plumes around me, catching in my throat. It’s in the middle of this, sweat stinging my eyes, that the memory hits.

Not his face as it is now—harder, angles sharpened by sun and responsibility. But his eyes. That specific, steady hazel, the color of oak leaves in shallow water. I’m fifteen again, hiding in this very barn after my father eviscerated a presentation I’d spent weeks on. “Sentimental, Mason. Business isn’t about heart, it’s about bottom line.” Ethan had been here, mending a bridle. He was maybe thirteen, already quieter than most kids. He didn’t offer platitudes. Just handed me a rag for my stupid, furious tears and said, “He’s wrong, you know. About the heart part.” Then he went back to his work, as if he’d offered nothing more profound than the time of day.

Ethan Blackwell. The ranch kid who knew the name of every horse, who could calm a spooked colt with a whisper, who took the younger kids—including my brief, awkward summer visits—under his wing when my father’s expectations loomed too large. Who I’d catch looking at the mountains with a longing so deep it felt like a physical thing.

I left for college and never really came back. There were internships, then the startup, then the acquisition, then the empire. There were always reasons. Crises. Deals. The ranch was a childhood backdrop, fading with each passing year. Ethan was a fond, fuzzy memory. A nice boy who loved animals.

He’s not a boy anymore. And the look he levels at me now as I drop another sack with too much force isn’t fond. It’s accusation. It says, You left. You got out. You abandoned this place, and by extension, you abandoned everyone in it.

The guilt is a cold stone in my gut.

“We need to hurry,” he says, his voice tight. “Smoke’s thickening.”

He’s right. The light in the barn has taken on a sinister, orange cast. The air tastes acrid at the back of my throat. The distant plume is taller, darker, angrier.

We work faster, a tense, silent rhythm. Load, carry, stack. My muscles scream protest. My phone buzzes again. A board member’s direct line. I silence it.

A sudden, coughing roar of wind rattles the old timber frame. Dust and hay swirl in the sudden gust that tears through the open doors. Then the smoke rolls in.

It doesn’t creep. It pours. A dense, choking wall of gray that swallows the light and burns my eyes. One moment I can see Ethan across the barn. The next, he’s a hazy outline, then just a voice.

“Mason!”

“Here!”

“Don’t move! The doors—”

Another gust, stronger. The big double doors at the far end slam shut with a crash that shakes the floorboards. We’re plunged into near-darkness, the only light a sickly glow filtering through high, dirty windows. The smoke is everywhere, coiling along the floor, wrapping around the support beams. It smells of pine pitch and pure, elemental destruction.

I press the collar of my sweater over my nose and mouth. My eyes stream. I can hear Ethan coughing, moving.

“Stay where you are!” he calls out, his voice muffled but commanding. “Floor plan’s clear, but there’s equipment. Don’t trip.”

The logical part of my brain—the part that runs companies, that assesses risk—knows we’re probably fine. The barn is stone and heavy timber. The fire is still miles away. This is just smoke, carried on a freak gust.

But the primal part, the part that smells the end of






























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Owned by the
@ark lﬂlionalre

AN ENE'MlES TO-LOVERS SI E&M@ RAM GAY ROMANCE

THE EMPIRE OF SIN BOOK ONE

CHARLOTTE A MARK





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





