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  Dawn Clash
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The sky over the Colorado range was just starting to bleed pink when Calem Tanner swung into the saddle. His horse, a big bay gelding named Scout, shifted under him with the easy patience of an old trail partner. Calem adjusted his Stetson, the brim worn soft from years of sun and wind, and let his gaze sweep across the herd. Two hundred head of cattle milled in the holding pen, their lowing a steady rumble that matched the tight knot in his gut. This drive was the only thing standing between him and foreclosure. Lose the ranch and everything his father had built would be gone. He couldn't let that happen. 
Zeph Monroe stood by the gate, already checking cinches on the pack horses. The older man gave a short nod, his gray beard catching the first light. "Herd's restless this morning, Boss. Wind's picking up from the north."
"Keep 'em tight," Calem said, voice low and gravel-rough from disuse. He didn't need to say more. Zeph knew the stakes. They'd ridden together too many years for that.
Calem rode the perimeter, calling quiet commands to the two younger hands already mounted. The air smelled of dust, sage, and fresh manure. He liked the quiet before the real work started. It gave him space to think, to plan the first day's push toward the river. No room for mistakes. Not with corporate buyers circling like vultures and rustlers getting bold with their damn drones.
Hoofbeats from the direction of the main house pulled his attention. Not the steady rhythm of his crew. Someone new. Calem turned Scout and waited, one hand resting on the saddle horn. A woman rode up on a sturdy buckskin mare, a camera bag slung across her body and a tripod strapped behind her saddle. Auburn hair escaped a thick braid, catching the sunrise like fire. She sat the horse like she belonged, shoulders squared, green eyes already scanning the herd with professional focus.
Calem's jaw tightened. He knew who she was. Cassidy Roland. Rancher's daughter turned wildlife photographer. The one who'd sweet-talked her way into documenting this drive for some conservation grant. He'd agreed under pressure from the bank, needing every edge he could get. Didn't mean he had to like it.
She reined in a few yards away, dismounting with fluid ease. "Morning. Calem Tanner, right? I'm Cassidy Roland. Here to shoot the drive."
"Heard," Calem said. He didn't offer his hand. "Didn't expect you this early."
Her mouth curved, not quite a smile. "Light's best at sunrise. Figured you'd want to get moving before the heat hits."
Zeph approached, wiping his hands on his jeans. "Miss Roland. Got your gear loaded on the spare pack horse like you asked."
"Thanks, Zeph." She turned that green gaze back on Calem. "I won't get in the way. Just need access for shots. Wide angles on the herd, close-ups on the terrain. Conservation angle sells the grant."
Calem swung down from Scout, boots hitting the dirt with a solid thud. "This ain't a photo shoot. It's a cattle drive. Herd gets spooked, people get hurt. You stay clear of the flanks and do what you're told."
Her chin lifted. "I grew up on a ranch. I know how to handle myself around cattle."
"Not this drive," he said. The words came out harder than he meant, but the ranch's future sat on his shoulders. An outsider with a camera was one more variable he didn't need.
She didn't back down. "The grant money could help keep places like this alive. You want the land protected or not?"
Calem studied her a moment longer than necessary. Sun-kissed skin, toned arms from hiking with that heavy gear, practical jeans hugging strong legs. She looked capable. That didn't soften the edge in his voice. "Pack your own horse then. Zeph, show her the load."
They moved to the pack horse, a calm gray mare already fitted with panniers. Cassidy unstrapped her camera bag and started arranging lenses and memory cards with quick, efficient movements. Calem stepped in to help balance the weight, reaching for a coil of rope at the same time she did. Their hands brushed, her fingers warm against his calloused palm. The contact shot straight up his arm, unexpected and sharp. He pulled back slower than he should have, aware of the faint scent of her, something clean like pine and soap.
She glanced up, eyes widening just enough to show she'd felt it too. Color touched her cheeks. Calem cleared his throat and focused on the straps, cinching them tighter than needed. The awareness lingered, low and inconvenient. He didn't have time for distractions, especially not one with sharp eyes and an independent streak a mile wide.
"You always this welcoming to help?" Cassidy asked, voice light but edged. She adjusted a strap near his hand, her shoulder brushing his chest. Another spark. Damn it.
"Help that knows the difference between a lens and a lariat is one thing," Calem said. "City folk with grants are another. This land's been in my family eighty years. I aim to keep it that way without turning it into a tourist attraction."
She straightened, braid swinging. "I'm not city folk. My dad ran cattle two counties over. And the grant isn't about turning anything into a show. It's about proving these drives can coexist with wildlife corridors. You lose the ranch, the land gets subdivided. Everybody loses."
Calem tied off the last knot, the rope rough under his fingers. "Pretty words. See how they hold when the herd's moving and a drone shows up overhead. You stay on the ridge line unless I say otherwise. Got it?"
"Loud and clear, Boss Tanner." The title came out half-teasing, half-challenge. She stepped back, but the space between them felt smaller than it had a minute ago. Her gaze flicked over him, quick but not quite casual, taking in the width of his shoulders, the way his shirt stretched across his chest from years of hard work.
He felt it too, that first unwelcome pull. Attraction was a liability on the trail. He'd learned that the hard way. Still, he couldn't quite look away from the determined set of her mouth or the way the sunrise lit her hair.
Zeph cleared his throat from a polite distance. "Herd's ready when you are."
Calem nodded, breaking the moment. "Mount up. We move at full light." He swung back into the saddle, the familiar creak of leather grounding him. Cassidy did the same, her movements confident. As she rode past to take her position on the flank, their eyes met again. No words, just that same spark, banked but alive.
The sun cleared the horizon fully, turning the range gold. Calem urged Scout forward, the herd beginning its slow, thunderous shift toward the first day's trail. Cassidy Roland was here now, camera ready, presence undeniable. He'd keep her at arm's length. Had to. But the brush of her hand lingered on his skin like a brand, promising complications he wasn't sure he could afford.
He focused on the cattle, the dust, the steady rhythm of hooves. The drive had begun. Everything else would have to wait.






  
  Rough Terrain and Whiskey
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The first day on the trail hit hard right from the start. Calem led the herd out at a steady pace, Scout's hooves kicking up fine red dust that coated everything in a gritty layer. The terrain shifted fast from open flats to rocky stretches where the ground sloped uneven and unforgiving. Loose stones rolled underfoot, making the cattle bunch and low nervously. Calem kept his voice low, calling out to the hands to ease the pressure on the left flank where the slope dropped sharp toward a dry wash. 
Cassidy rode the ridge line like he'd ordered, her camera clicking in bursts as she captured the herd's movement against the rising hills. The sun climbed quick, baking the air until sweat ran down Calem's back under his shirt. He glanced her way more than once, noting how she handled the buckskin mare with quiet skill, no complaints about the heat or the dust that clung to her braid. Still, her presence pulled at him like an itch he couldn't scratch. Outsider or not, she moved like she belonged, and that bothered him more than the rough ground ahead.
By midmorning the trail narrowed into a pass flanked by boulders and scrub oak. The herd slowed, bunching tight as the lead steers balked at a steep drop. Calem dismounted to scout ahead, boots sliding on loose shale. "Zeph, push 'em steady but don't crowd the edge," he called back, voice carrying over the rumble of hooves. "We lose one here and it cascades."
Cassidy dropped down beside him, tripod folded and slung over her shoulder. "The light's hitting those rocks just right for a shot, but the angle's tricky. Mind if I drop lower for a minute?"
"Stay mounted," Calem said, not looking at her. The memory of that morning's hand brush still lingered on his palm, warm and distracting. "Terrain's too loose for wandering."
She didn't argue, but her green eyes flashed with that independent spark. "I'm not wandering. I'm documenting. The grant needs proof this land supports the drive without scarring the wildlife paths."
Calem swung back up, jaw tight. "Proof won't matter if the herd scatters down a ravine. Keep your distance."
The words hung between them as they pushed forward. The cattle moved in a slow wave, dust rising thick enough to taste. Calem's mind drifted to the ranch papers waiting back home, the foreclosure clock ticking louder with every mile. He couldn't afford distractions, not with rustlers and their drones waiting for a weak spot. Yet every time Cassidy's horse drew near, he caught the scent of her again, pine and something warmer, and his focus slipped.
Afternoon brought the first real challenge. The pass opened into a stretch of sagebrush flats cut by a dry creek bed. The herd spread out, seeking what little shade the scattered junipers offered. Calem rode the right flank, watching for signs of fatigue in the younger steers. That's when the spook hit. A rattlesnake coiled under a rock near the lead, its rattle sharp in the quiet. The front steers lunged sideways, bumping into the next, and panic rippled through the herd like a wave.
"Hold the line!" Calem shouted, already spurring Scout forward. The cattle surged left toward the creek bed, hooves thundering as dust boiled up. A few broke ranks, heads down and running blind. Calem's heart slammed hard. Minor stampede or not, one wrong turn could cost them time and animals they couldn't spare.
Cassidy reacted fast, wheeling her mare to cut across the front. She waved her hat and called out sharp commands, her voice carrying clear over the chaos. "Ease left! Don't let 'em drop into the wash!" Calem joined her, riding parallel, using Scout's bulk to shoulder the leaders back into the main body. Zeph charged from the rear, whooping and cracking a rope to turn the stragglers.
For long minutes it was all dust and noise and muscle. Calem's arms burned from reining hard, sweat stinging his eyes. Cassidy stayed tight on his left, her braid whipping as she leaned low to block a breakaway steer. Their horses brushed shoulders once, the contact solid and electric even in the middle of the mess. Calem caught her eye, saw the determination there mixed with something fiercer, and the teamwork clicked without words. Together they funneled the herd back into a controlled trot, the panic fading as the snake's threat passed behind them.
When the dust settled, Calem reined up, breathing heavy. "Good work out there," he said, voice rough. The admission came easier than he expected. She hadn't flinched or gotten in the way. She'd helped turn it.
Cassidy wiped her forehead with the back of her hand, chest rising fast from the effort. "Told you I know cattle. That could've gone bad fast."
"It didn't," Calem said. He felt the spark again, that awareness from the morning loading the pack horse. Her toned arms, the way her shirt clung damp to her skin, the flash of green eyes under the dust. Attraction pulled low in his gut, unwelcome but real. He pushed it down. "Don't get cocky. Terrain only gets worse tomorrow."
She smiled, small and sharp. "Don't worry, Boss. I won't crowd your precious herd."
The rest of the afternoon dragged through more rocky climbs and narrow draws. The herd settled but stayed jumpy, testing the hands at every turn. Calem kept Cassidy on the ridge when possible, but the stampede had forced them closer, and the distance didn't feel the same now. By dusk they reached a sheltered meadow beside a thin creek, the perfect spot to make camp. The cattle grazed quiet under the watch of the hands, bells clinking soft in the cooling air.
Calem unsaddled Scout and rubbed him down, muscles aching from the long day. Zeph built a fire from deadwood, the flames crackling low and steady. Cassidy set up her camera on a tripod near the edge of camp, capturing the last light on
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