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Chapter One — Dust at Dawn
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The rodeo grounds woke slowly, stretching into the early morning light. Dust drifted lazily in the air, kicked up by horses being led from trailers, and the scent of hay mixed with the faint sweetness of funnel cakes from vendors setting up for the day.

Riley Hawthorne stood near the medic tent, hands on her hips, watching the arena come alive. She’d been a rodeo medic for eight years — long enough to know every sound, every smell, every kind of injury that could happen when adrenaline met dirt.

She sipped her coffee, letting the warmth settle her nerves. It was shaping up to be a long day. Barrel racing, bronc riding, steer wrestling — all of it meant she’d be busy.

But she didn’t mind.

The rodeo was home.

Even if she didn’t let many people close enough to see that.

A horse whinnied sharply, pulling her attention toward the practice arena. A young woman guided a chestnut mare through tight barrel turns, dust flying behind them in soft golden arcs.

Riley watched, impressed.

The rider was good — fast, controlled, fearless.

When the mare slowed to a trot, the rider swung down with practiced ease, brushing dust from her jeans. She removed her helmet, revealing soft blonde hair pulled into a messy braid. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes bright with determination.

Riley recognized her instantly.

June Callahan.

The newcomer everyone had been talking about.

June walked toward the fence, wiping sweat from her brow. She noticed Riley watching and offered a shy smile — small, warm, and unexpectedly disarming.

“Morning,” June said, voice gentle but confident.

Riley nodded. “You’re out early.”

June shrugged. “Best time to practice. Less noise. Less pressure.”

Riley’s lips curved. “You ride well.”

June’s cheeks warmed. “Thank you. I’m still trying to prove I belong here.”

Riley tilted her head. “You already do.”

June looked down, a soft smile tugging at her lips. “That means a lot coming from you.”

Riley felt something shift — a quiet, unexpected pull in her chest.

Before she could respond, a loudspeaker crackled to life, calling riders to the main arena for warm-ups.

June grabbed her reins. “Guess that’s my cue.”

Riley nodded. “Be careful out there.”

June paused, meeting her eyes. “I will. Especially now that I know you’re watching.”

Riley’s breath caught — just a little.

June walked away, leading her mare toward the arena, sunlight catching the dust around her like a halo.

Riley stood still for a moment, letting the morning settle around her.

She had a feeling today would be different.

And she wasn’t sure if she was ready for what that meant.
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Chapter Two — Barrel Turns and First Aid
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The late-morning sun stretched across the rodeo grounds, warming the dirt until it shimmered like gold. Horses snorted impatiently, riders tightened tack, and the announcer’s voice echoed through the arena as the barrel-racing event kicked into full swing.

Riley Hawthorne stood near the medic rail, her kit open and ready. Barrel racing was beautiful — fast, precise, breathtaking — but it was also unpredictable. One wrong turn, one slip, one spooked horse, and she’d be sprinting into the arena.

She scanned the lineup of riders waiting their turn.

Then she saw June Callahan.

June sat tall on her chestnut mare, her braid tucked under her helmet, her posture steady but her eyes carrying that familiar mix of nerves and determination. She stroked the mare’s neck, whispering something Riley couldn’t hear but could imagine — something gentle, something grounding.

Riley felt that quiet pull again.

The one she didn’t want to name yet.

The Run

June’s name crackled through the speakers.

She nudged her mare forward, entering the arena with a burst of speed. Dust flew behind them as they charged toward the first barrel. June leaned into the turn, her movements fluid, her focus razor-sharp.

Riley watched, breath held.

Second barrel — tighter, faster.

Third barrel — flawless.

June pushed for the final sprint, the mare’s hooves pounding the dirt in a rhythm that made Riley’s heart race.

The timer buzzed.

The crowd erupted.

June slowed her mare, patting her neck with a breathless laugh. Her time was good — very good. Enough to put her near the top of the leaderboard.

Riley couldn’t help smiling.

But then she saw it — June’s wince as she dismounted, her hand gripping her thigh.

Riley’s medic instincts kicked in instantly.

First Aid and First Sparks

Riley jogged toward her. “June. You okay?”

June tried to wave her off, but the pain flickered across her face again. “Just landed stiff. I’m fine.”

Riley shook her head. “Let me check.”

June hesitated — then nodded.

Riley guided her toward the medic tent, her hand lightly on June’s back. June’s mare followed calmly, as if sensing her rider needed a moment.

Inside the tent, Riley motioned for June to sit. “Where’s the pain?”

June touched her thigh. “Right here. Pulled something, maybe.”

Riley knelt in front of her, her hands gentle but confident as she pressed along the muscle. June inhaled sharply.

“Sorry,” Riley murmured.“

It’s okay,” June whispered. “Your hands are... warm.”

Riley froze for half a second — not visibly, but inside, where the words landed deeper than they should have.

She cleared her throat softly. “It’s a mild strain. Nothing serious. You’ll be sore, but you’ll be fine.”

June looked at her, eyes soft. “Thank you.”

Riley felt her pulse skip. “Just doing my job.”

June smiled — small, warm, intimate. “You make it feel like more than that.”

Riley swallowed. “June...”

June’s voice lowered. “I’m glad you were the one who came over.”

Riley stood slowly, trying to steady herself. “Let me wrap it.”

She worked carefully, her fingers brushing June’s skin in feather-light touches. June watched her the whole time — not with discomfort, but with a quiet trust that made Riley’s chest tighten.

When Riley finished, June flexed her leg gently. “Feels better already.”

Riley nodded. “Take it easy for a bit.”

June tilted her head. “Will you be watching my next run?”

Riley met her eyes. “Yeah. I will.”

June’s smile deepened. “Good.”

A Soft Step Forward

June stood, adjusting her helmet. “Riley?”

“Yeah?”

June hesitated — a small, delicate pause. “Thank you. For seeing me. Not just the injury.”

Riley felt warmth bloom in her chest. “You’re easy to see.”

June’s breath caught — just a little.

She led her mare out of the tent, sunlight catching the dust around her like a halo. Riley watched her go, feeling something shift again.

Something quiet.

Something warm.

Something she wasn’t ready to name — but wasn’t ready to ignore.
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Chapter Three — Quiet Hands, Gentle Words
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The afternoon sun dipped lower, casting long shadows across the rodeo grounds. The air buzzed with excitement — riders warming up, horses snorting, announcers calling out scores — but Riley Hawthorne felt a different kind of energy humming beneath it all.

June Callahan.

Ever since the first-aid tent, Riley had been aware of her in a way she couldn’t shake. Not distracting, not overwhelming — just present. Like the soft thrum of a heartbeat beneath the noise.

June’s next run was coming up, and Riley found herself drifting toward the practice arena without meaning to. She told herself it was routine. She told herself she was just doing her job.

But she knew better.

Practice TurnsJune guided her mare through slow barrel patterns, focusing on precision rather than speed. Her braid swung gently with each turn, her posture relaxed but attentive. She looked calmer than earlier — grounded, steady.

Riley leaned against the fence, watching.

June noticed her almost immediately.

A smile tugged at June’s lips — small, warm, unmistakably for Riley. She slowed her mare and trotted over.

“You checking on me?” June asked, voice soft.

Riley shrugged. “Just making sure that wrap is holding.”

June’s smile deepened. “It is. Your hands... they helped.”

Riley felt her pulse skip. “Glad to hear it.”

June dismounted, landing lightly despite the strain. She walked to the fence, dust swirling around her boots. Riley’s breath caught — not because June was beautiful, though she was, but because she carried a quiet strength that
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