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Chapter One
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Madison rode toward the Calnash AG event Center’s rodeo ground entrance. Her leather saddle creaked as she shifted to ensure Amber Fire's girth was tight. She weaved through the crowd of people and horses, attending the year’s final rodeo in Ponoka, Alberta. The action eased her tight muscles a little, although her heart rate increased the closer she came to the center ground. Horse sweat, manure, dusty earth, and hot oil from the food vendor stands competed in the warm August air. Madison pulled her mount's reins to the right to avoid a child running to catch a balloon escaping into the expansive clear blue sky. Amber's head came up as the bright yellow globe blew across her ears.

“Steady, girl, it's just a balloon.”

Bending down and giving a quick pat to the horse's neck, Madison gave a gentle kick to encourage Amber to walk on. As her head came up above the horse's mane, a brilliant white shirt blazed on her right. The shirt covered a broad-shouldered, dark-haired man walking away from her. Among the usual checkered shirts, Stetsons and suede jackets, the brilliant white was a startling contrast. Another time she might have lingered to watch, but the man disappeared into the crowd. She shrugged, she had more important things to attend to, primarily her biggest competition, Charity Deeks. I have worked too hard to let it go now. I'll show her who's a winner. As if on cue, Charity's high pitched, patronizing voice sounded just behind her.

“I've got it won, Madison, nobody can beat my time...including you.”

She grimaced at Charity's shrill voice grating like a knife blade against slate. All the smart comeback comments she rehearsed in front of the mirror that morning vanished from her mind. She sat struck dumb as Charity laughed and turned to ride away. She managed a single sentence just before her enemy was out of earshot.

“Better not boast too loud, Charity. I'm taking this all the way to the podium. I’m the barrel racing champion, this year.”

Charity swung around pulling her horse’s mouth and making the poor animal whinny. 

“No way, Madison the best girl will win, and you know it.”

“You haven’t won until we see my run time, so keep a close eye on us, and watch me win this final round.”

Madison's nervous excitement transferred through her body to Amber Fire, and the horse's muscles tensed in anticipation as they walked to the starting line. Madison’s attention broke for a split second as another flash of bright white caught her eye again. Who wears white to a rodeo?

With a shake of her head, she focused once again on the task in hand. She steadied herself and gave a good kick on Amber’s sides, knowing they needed to blast out of the alley to pick up as much speed as possible before crossing the electric eye. Her horse’s hooves thumped on the hardened earth as they flew into the area, throwing up dust. Her knuckles cramped as she gripped the reins and laid low over the horse’s neck, heading for the first barrel, the money barrel. She encouraged Amber forward, and a hard sharp turn got them around the first barrel perfectly. 

She kept her eye on the upcoming obstacle. On to the next barrel. Her horse’s muscular body fully extended for the sprint. Hollers of encouragement sounded from the crowd. Clods of dirt flew up as Amber curved sharply to the right. Madison drew her knee up out of the way, her body tense, and her mouth dry. Mustn't hit it, stay up, stay up.

The finish was just ahead, and she leaned low and let Amber do her job. The crowd's shouting and clapping filled the hot air, rising to a crescendo as she passed the finish line. Madison brought Amber to a halt at the edge of the arena in a cloud of dust. As her horse blew through its nostrils, Madison held her breath and looked up for her displayed time. It would mean the difference between a cash prize, a saddle and buckle, or a long drive home in disappointment. 

She had to beat Charity in this third and final run to cinch the championship. They had been neck and neck all season long at rodeos throughout Alberta, taking a point here and there from each other to make the top score. Charity had run her heat three riders before Madison, giving her the time she needed to beat. She’d practiced extra hard with Amber Fire over the previous weeks and had actually beaten the exact time Charity ran in her previous heat. Practice was one thing. Making that time in the arena was another. A championship win would further the success of Willow Sway Ranch, Madison and her father's quarter horse stud's popularity would increase and another trophy on the mantel was always welcome.

Madison's heart raced. Sweat ran down Amber’s neck. The crowd murmured in anticipation of the display lighting up. She focused on the scoreboard and gave a whoop of delight when the numbers confirmed she ran the fastest time. The crowd cheered in unison with her. She patted Amber's neck and nodded at nearby spectators as they congratulated her. The announcer shouted above their roar, stating she was the year's champion. Madison twirled her hat in the air in acknowledgement before exiting the arena in triumph. Several riders rode up to congratulate them as they exited the ground. 

Charity stood nearby surrounded by her family - all were dressed in the mandatory Stetsons and jeans of the rodeo crowd. Her mouth twisted into an angry snarl as she kicked up dust. It covered her red boots as she lashed out at anyone trying to console her. Her high-pitched squealing turned heads as she ranted.

Madison shook her head and turned away. Charity was always a challenging opponent, and a sore loser. She was in too good a mood to suffer a tirade from her foul temper though, so she soothed her young horse as it high stepped and moved sideways. She talked softly to ease the horse’s anxiety. She found herself looking for the white shirt among the crowd, but instead saw Daniel striding towards Charity. Admonishing herself for letting a sudden pain burn in her chest, she turned her young horse toward the trailer unwilling to watch him comfort Charity. Her mount deserved a well-earned drink and brush down.

As Madison rode back to the trailer, she relived the moment she found Daniel and Charity together. The hurt nestled deep within her chest. She chided herself for not listening to her inner voice at the initial resistance she felt in going out with Daniel. In the end, it was her father, who persuaded her that one date would not hurt. The date was perfect - a surprise to Madison, who then doubted her instincts. Daniel's words echoed in her mind now as she rode back to the trailer.

“You need to be partying, Maddy. You're not an old woman. Why be stuck out here on the ranch all the time.”

In all honesty, city life, with its crush and noise, was not her idea of fun. However, she resolved to bear it for Daniel. At the club, Madison’s chest tightened, her ears rang, her heart pounded, and her palms grew clammy. She requested they leave.

“Don't be such a bore, Maddy. You're twenty-four, not seventy-four. I'm going to get a drink and find someone to dance with if you won't.”

Before Madison could reply Daniel abandoned her, so she exited the club. Several pedestrians remarked on a commotion in the side alley drew her curiosity. She heard the words, “Yes, Daniel, oh yes, you're such a stud.” Madison witnessed Charity and Daniel kissing, their passion obvious. Daniel’s head turned at Madison's scream. He stumbled backwards, pulling at his unbuttoned shirt. He issued excuses, while Charity smirked and taunted her. Madison raced down the street, hot tears streaming down her face. Even through the hurt and pain, she expected him to run after her pleading for forgiveness, but there was no shouting of her name or hurried footsteps behind her. He hadn't called or texted her, and three months later, all she had left was anger and hurt.
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Chapter Two
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Lucio noticed the many appreciative glances that came his way, he knew he stood out from the crowd, not only because he did not don a Stetson, but also due to his white shirt rather than the usual plaid, or suede. His olive skin, dark hair and eyes were also different from the weather-beaten faces of aged cowboys and ranch workers.

With this being the final day of the rodeo, he focused on selling as much of the remaining boot stock as possible. While Angelo manned the stall, Lucio scouted around the other vendors noting their last day sales offers. There were a couple other cowboy boot sellers, but from American wholesalers and nothing close to his Italian leather line. With the sales percentages noted, he made his way back to his stall, listening the excited cheers of the audience. He enjoyed watching the horses, but only at a distance. He appreciated such magnificent animals, but a childhood accident made him wary.

He did not allow himself to be drawn into conversation with the many young women fluttering their eyes and laughing with their friends as he passed by. His experience with Mariella made him wary of opportunists. It would take time before he was willing to trust again.

He pushed his way past cowboys and cowgirls and children of various ages all kitted out in tasseled jackets, plaid shirts, ornately decorated boots, and Stetsons. Food vendors called out to passersby, the hot oil aroma mingling with body odor, horse sweat and dry earth.

Lucio enjoyed the rodeos, the rowdiness of the audiences, the grit and determination of the riders and the pageantry of the events. It was so unlike where he grew up in a small town in Italy, where life moved at a gentler pace for the most part, although religious celebrations did electrify the residents. His company followed the rodeo circuit from place to place offering exclusive and custom designed boots made with high quality Italian leather. He ran the company with integrity and respect for his suppliers, without them his boot line would not be so successful, or sort after.

He was startled by a hand clasping his arm. It was sticky with cotton candy leaving small fingerprints on the linen of his shirtsleeve. A woman looked up in horror at him as her son’s hand grasped the fine cotton material.

“Oh no, Wayne no you mustn’t. I’m so sorry he wanted to see your cufflinks.”

“Do not worry. He can look if he wants to. The design is my family crest.”

Lucio bent down to the child’s height as his mother held the boy’s hands ensuring he did not spoil Lucio’s white shirt again. Surrounded by young nephews and nieces at home, Lucio was comfortable with children and their exuberance. Family was the core of everything in Italy. It was a way of life. All generations of the family meeting together at gatherings and holidays. Wisdom passed down generation to generation.

The woman gave him a slow smile and said, “Well, thank you for being so kind. See, Wayne, it is a castle with a lion under a flag.”

“Mom, can I have some of those?”

“Well, I don’t think we have anything as fancy as a family crest, darling. Maybe when you grow up you can get shirts that need cufflinks. Now, come along let the nice man get on, we need to find your dad. Thank you again, and I’m sorry about the stain, I hope it comes out.”

“It is nothing, I have many more shirts.”

The mother and son disappeared into the crowd and Lucio turned toward the line of vendor stalls on the far side of the main arena. He glanced over to see a female rider run the barrel course. He appreciated her swift and precise actions and her obvious skill maneuvering the animal. Her auburn ponytail flapped at her neck as the animal galloped inside the arena, swerving this way and that.

When he returned to the stall, Angelo was juggling sales for three customers, so he ran to the other side of the display table to help. A loud cheer from the arena echoed through the building, he hoped the auburn-haired woman had won her heat. Once the rush ebbed, Lucio told Angelo to go grab some food and take a break. He made a cursory note of the inventory and rearranged the display. Totting up the figures, he was pleased with the day’s sales. With a push for the rest of the afternoon, he hoped to have little to no inventory left to haul back to the warehouse. His cell phone rang, he looked at the display and took the call from the factory manager.

Upon Angelo’s return, Lucio thought about his own hunger and sought out a hotdog stand.
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Chapter Three
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Colton's voice broke into Madison's thoughts as she arrived at the trailer. As the main ranch hand, he accompanied her to all the rodeos and looked after the horses and trailer on each trip.

“You beat that grumpy bitch then?”

“I sure did, and you would have laughed at her hissy fit. Making a face and stomping her feet like a three-year-old.”

“Well done, I knew you would. Yep, she’s certainly got a temper that one. You’d best keep your distance from her for a while. She was just the same in high school, if you remember?”

“Yeah, absolutely, I mean to keep away from her, don’t need that kind of spite coming my way. My win was genuine. It sure felt good getting one up on her for once. Of course, I remember, she cornered me more than once by the school lockers. Without your protection it would have been harder for me to cope.”

“And I was sure glad to be around to keep those school bullies in check. You deserved the win, Maddy, after her stunt with you know who.”

“Yeh, well we won't mention that cheating lowlife, will we? And without your protection high school would have been more of a nightmare, that’s for sure.”

She led Amber Fire to the water bucket and removed her bridle so she could drink. Colton waved to a rancher approaching them. With the saddle off, she listened to Colton talk about Titan, the ranch’s top stallion, as she wiped the horse's flanks.

She replayed her win and relished the feeling of accomplishment. A broad smile creased her face. I won! She waited on the announcements for each round ready to make her way to the winner's presentation platform later in the day. She had one more event to attend. With her horse groomed and watered, she had time to deal with her own hunger. She saw Colton shake the rancher's hand then turn back toward her.

“Jake wants to visit Titan in the next few weeks or so. He has a couple of mare's coming into season.”

“I guessed that was what he wanted when I heard Titan's name. He's a popular stallion, that's for sure. I’m going to get a hot dog. Do you want one, Colt?”

“No, I’m good thanks, had a couple earlier while you were in the arena.”

“Thanks for thinking of me.”

She laughed as Colt protested her hotdog would have been ice cold by the time she got back. “I’m only winding you up, Colt, can't you take a joke?”

“Yeh, whatever, Maddy. I'm going to muck out the trailer. No end of the glamorous life for some of us.”

“You poor hard done by man.”

Madison pretended to play a tiny violin between her thumb and index finger and ran as Colton turned to chase her. “You won’t catch me today, Colt, I'm swift on my feet just like Amber.”

“Get away with you, Maddy. Go and get yourself fed.”

Madison left Colton preparing Pallo for the intermission procession. She sighed when she saw there was quite a line up at the stand. As her stomach growled, she tried to cover the sound with a cough. There was a stifled, deep toned chuckle behind her. Madison chose to ignore it. Some people are so rude.

At last, Madison was at the front of the line, and she ordered two hot dogs, the long wait and tempting aroma of frying onions and burgers had heightened her hunger. After squirting generous helpings of mustard and ketchup over the heaped onions on her dogs, Madison turned to leave. Her elbow caught the next customer’s arm, smearing a yellow and red mess across a white tailored shirtfront. One plump hot dog hit the dust. As Madison bent to recover it, apologies flowing toward the shirt wearer, she noticed the most stunning leather boots on his feet. They must have cost a fortune. If I had money I would get customized boots, I know just what I'd want too, a willow tree design to reflect our ranch's name. The startling whiteness of the shirt flustered her...it was that white shirt. The one she glimpsed prior to her race. A rich Italian accent answered her apologies, as the scent of spiced cologne tantalized her nostrils.

“Ummm... Oops. I'm so sorry, damn it. Clumsy me. Let me get you a hotdog in apology and give you my info to send me the cleaning bill for that shirt.”

“No matter, I’m sure the stain will come out, it is not the first one today. As you can see, sticky cotton candy fingers caught me earlier. However, if you are offering a free hotdog, I feel it is a good enough apology.”

When he said 'good', he rolled out the 'o's in the word, sending a shiver down Madison's back. She stood up and raised her chin. Deep chocolate brown eyes met her gaze, a feeling of vulnerability washed over her, an unaccustomed and disconcerting feeling, but it felt great at the same time. Your front is most certainly worth a look, white shirt man.

She stammered, “Um... all right. How do you like it? Your hotdog, I mean.” Why am I so uncomfortable, I must look like a right idiot?

He grinned at her, clearly amused by her embarrassment.

“By the looks of it, the same as you, with everything piled on top. You can never have enough...toppings.”

Madison turned and discarded the spoiled hotdog into the trash to hide her face. Is it his accent that makes everything he says sound suggestive? Or those gorgeous eyes undressing me? He is mesmerizing. 

She ordered a replacement hotdog for herself and another for the tall dark-haired man, who stood beside her with mustard and ketchup covering the front of his rather classy looking shirt. His eyes penetrated into her very soul, Madison was drawn to him like no other man. She tried to quash the feeling, disturbed at her susceptibility to a stranger.

“Are you sure I can’t pay for your shirt to be cleaned, it looks expensive. I just won the barrel race championship today so take the offer while I'm in the money.”

She passed him the hot dog, their fingers touched. An electrical tingle pulsed through her.

A connection washed over her, deep down in her soul. Again, warmth growing in her heart, it was thrilling and frightening at the same time. Someone brushed past her arm, breaking their gaze, and he spoke.

“I have plenty more shirts but thank you for the offer, and congratulations on your win. Please, do not worry yourself about the shirt, the hotdog is enough. I have come to quite like the taste.” His eyes did not waver as he gazed at her.

Succumbing to an impulse not to have their meeting end, Madison said the first thing that crossed her mind. “Not something you have often then?”

“No, it is not. I eat them only when I attend the rodeos. My Mamma would be horrified to see me eat such food. She is very traditional in her cooking.”

“What tradition would that be?” What's wrong with you, he'll think you so nosy.

“Italian. My parents were born and have lived there all their lives. Due to our business expansion, I have traveled far and wide. Tasted other cuisines, but my mother refuses to eat what she calls ‘trippa’. I soon learned to keep my outside life and home life separate. It makes life easier with my parents' strong traditional views.”

They ambled past corrals occupied by cattle and horses, the distinct smell of animal pervading the air. They enjoyed the fair food, their pace easily matched. After a time, Madison realized they were walking toward the vendor’s stalls in the exact opposite direction to her horse trailer and Colton. Captivated by his looks, accent, and that spicy cologne, she had not noticed how easily he led her.

“Sorry, I need to go. I’m at the opposite end of the center arena and have another event in thirty minutes. Nice to meet you...?”

“Of course, how rude of me. My name is Lucio Calligaris and your name, bella?”

Is he flirting with me? Or just being nice or being condescending, I can’t tell. “Madison, my name is Madison Beauchamp. It was nice to meet you, Lucio. Do you ride?”

Lucio shook his head. “Horses and I do not get along. I have the scar to prove it. If I have time, I will come to watch your race. What race are you in next?”

“I barrel race but just finished my last run. My next event is to carry a flag and lead the children into the arena prior to their events.”

“What is that?”

“We ride the horses around the ground carrying colored flags and the kids follow us in.”

“So, to carry this flag you ride one handed? It is hard enough to stay on a horse with two hands on the reins.”

“If you have a good seat, it’s fun.”

“Ah...a tight grip, but I would not call such a thing fun, Madison.”

He looked down at her legs as he said grip. Madison grew hot. Please, don't blush again, please. Be pleasant, but matter of fact.

“So, what brings you to the rodeo, if you don’t like horses?”

“I admire the beasts, but I would rather watch them from a distance. My company makes cowboy boots. In fact, the pair you are wearing are from an old line of ours, the Garisa.”

“Really? These were a birthday gift from my father quite a while ago.”

“Well, I would say he has very good taste. You wear them well.”

Again, his eyes traveled up and down her body. Madison was shocked as her face flushed. Am I really blushing? How old are you girl? Even though she looked down trying to spare herself more embarrassment, she was thrilled by this man's attention. A small voice told her to be careful, but her rapid heartbeat told another story.

“Thank you, they are my favorite pair and after today’s win perhaps my lucky pair. Well, it was nice to meet you, Lucio. I must be going. I mustn't miss the procession because it's an honor to be picked.”

“I will not delay you then. Ciao bella. If I can get away from the stand again, I will come to watch you.” His eyes held hers as he spoke.

He leaned forward as if to place a kiss on her cheek, but Madison drew back. She mumbled an embarrassed goodbye and turned away.

She walked away feeling his gaze. His eyes were all over her the whole time they were speaking. Pull yourself together. He lives in another world without horses, manure, dust, and sweat. She glanced into a truck’s wing mirror, a self-conscious action. A large smear of dirt covered her right cheek. Oh God, does he think I’m a small-town country cowgirl? Why worry, I'll never see him again. She brushed at the smear and when it didn't disappear, she licked her palm and wiped it down her cheek. Very elegant, he would be so impressed. He's probably laughing at me right this minute. Get a grip, Maddy, you have things to do.
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Chapter Four
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Colt had his feet up, his Stetson pulled down, and was snoring when Madison got back to the trailer. Pallo's ears pricked up when she heard Madison call her name. A swift kick on the base of one of Colton's boots as she passed made him grunt but not move. Madison chuckled. This laid-back Colton was not the high-strung kid she knew in high school, some eight years earlier. He became her protector then and still was. She knew he wanted more from her than friendship, but she didn't think of him in that way. She valued his friendship too much to risk losing it to a failed romantic relationship.

Colton had offered to teach Daniel a lesson after he'd picked her up that fateful night from town. She’d cried all the way back to the ranch and he’d comforted her, saying she was better off. Although it was tempting, Madison told him Daniel wasn't worth getting arrested over. Since that night, Colton was extra attentive...shadowing her around the ranch, working beside her in the stables, and persuading her to go with him into town for supplies. They would sing along to the radio on the trip and joke around. It was comfortable but there was no spark for her. At first, it helped her get over Daniel, but now she felt Colton was getting too close. For some reason, that made her uncomfortable. Sometimes she even caught him watching her and she couldn't quite discern what those looks said.

Nervousness had Pallo stamping the ground. She was tired of standing and reacted to the sudden noise of the loudspeaker announcement for the children's events beginning in five minutes. Her young horse’s reaction redirected her attention away from Colton.

After she checked Pallo’s girth, she gave Colton's boot another kick as she led her horse past him on the way to the arena.

“Funny, is it?”

“Just can't resist. See you after the procession unless you're going to get off your lazy butt and come and watch?”

“Not interested in the flag waving and little kids on ponies, Maddy, you know that. And who got the trailer cleaned and ready at four this morning? You're an ungrateful wretch, you know that?”

“Hey, chill, I'm only joshing with you.”

“Yeh, all right, sorry, I'm just real tired is all. Go and have fun.”

“If I get to follow the lead, Charity will most likely go into orbit. Better have the getaway car ready.”

“I'll do that, Maddy. Go outshine her. Don’t give Dicey Deeks a second thought.”

Madison laughed at the nickname they had come up with for Charity. Her temper tantrums were well known in high school and many students kept a safe distance when Charity exploded into a tirade. Madison swung herself up onto Pallo's saddle and walked unhurried through the bustling crowd. She encouraged the young horse as she guided her through the multitude of people, walking, chatting and consuming. It took time for a horse to become accustomed to the noise and smells of the rodeo and its crowds. She had worked hard with Pallo on the ranch, riding past noisy trucks and machinery to get her accustomed to sudden noises.

At the ground entrance, she and Pallo took their place in the line-up for the circuit and Madison took hold of a flag handed to her at the entrance. She scanned the crowd looking for the bright white shirt. Really, what's with you? It was a chance meeting. With those looks, he’s bound to be in a relationship or married. Forget the Italian, it would never work, he doesn't even like horses!

A loudspeaker burst into life overhead. Madison tightened the reins.

“Our next flag bearers are Madison Beauchamp on Pallo, and Charity Deeks on Trojan. You may recall this particular pair of young riders competing all season long. They, without a doubt, gave us an exciting battle for the barrel racing championship this year. Make sure you stay for the winner’s presentations later. Let's hear it for these girls, folks.”

As the crowd roared, Madison heard Charity speak in a furious low voice right behind her.

“Watch yourself, Madison. You don't want to break a leg or arm today.”

“No chance of that, Charity, I can grip darn tight when I need to.”

“Didn't grip Daniel tight enough though, did you?”

They were signaled into the arena leaving Madison unable to react to Charity’s sneering remark. Charity took off ahead of Madison, flaring her anger. There's no way you're going to get the better of me here either, Charity.

At the start, each rider gave the other a look of defiance then poised for the signal to begin their circuit. Madison could feel Pallo's muscles beneath her. She sensed the young horse’s nervousness, spoke to her softly and stroked her neck. The lead horse trotted in front of the waiting riders and their horses and ponies. Madison and Charity followed with both horses breaking into a trot. Charity stayed a little ahead. Madison bent low over Pallo's neck. Come on girl, you can do it.

She drew even with Charity. A sharp pain made Madison gasp, and her left leg was suddenly numb. She started slipping off Pallo, who tried to break to the right into the stadium wall. What the heck was that? Taking a tighter grip with her left hand and right leg, Madison managed to get back up straight and not lose the flag. She could see Charity was ahead. Just as she urged Pallo to settle and ease her down to a walk, the announcer's voice filled the air.

“Please continue with the parade but we call Miss Deeks to the judge's tent immediately.”

There was some heckling from the audience as Charity trotted through the exit. Her head held high and gesturing to the crowd with her middle finger. Madison rubbed her thigh as she sat to one side of the grounds, unsure what had happened. The children rode past her, and she guided Pallo to ride behind them, holding the flag up high. Once they had made a full circuit of the stadium, she passed the flag to an attendant and exited the arena. Her curiosity made her turn toward the judge's tent. She wanted to find out exactly what Charity had done. Her leg still throbbed. Charity was talking to a group of family members just outside the arena. Her shrill voice carried to passers-by, who turned to look in astonishment at her vulgar language. Charity looked up.

“Coming to gloat, are you?”

“Give it up, Charity. What the hell did you do in there, anyway? My leg is still throbbing.”

Charity spat in Madison's direction then trotted away. Oh, very nice, shows what sort of person you are, for sure. Madison followed at a discrete distance leading Pallo by a lead rein. When she arrived at the main judge's tent, Charity was standing in front of three judges, with Trojan beside her and his reins held in one hand. A large grey cloud covered the sun, matching the storm of Charity temper. Her fervent shouting increased when she saw Madison and pointed in her direction. What lies is she telling now? When Madison was within hearing distance, she understood Charity's ranting.

“I didn’t do anything. She’s an inferior rider, she can’t control her horse as we all witnessed just now. It’s not my fault. She erroneously took my barrel championship from me. She must have cheated. She doesn't deserve the winner’s saddle, it's mine.”

The three adjudicators stood composed, as one voiced his reply to her rage.

“Miss Deeks, firstly each race is monitored with the utmost vigilance as you well know. There is no way anyone can cheat. However, your blatant interference of a fellow competitor will not be tolerated.”

“This is so unfair! I’m the rightful champion. She doesn't deserve it. You can't let her take my saddle from me.”

Charity's face contorted with anger as she looked at Madison, contempt and frustration seething on her face. She did not turn to face the judge's until she heard the next statement.

“Miss Deeks, you are suspended from competitions until further notice.”

Charity's distraught squeal made members of the surrounding crowd turn in her direction as well as making a couple of horses flinch sideways at the sudden sound including Trojan. Charity nearly lost her grip on his reins but managed to pull his head back, swearing at the animal. She turned back to the judges, who shook their heads in unison. Madison looked on in amazement at the display of temper. Oh, Charity when will you learn your actions alienate people? In the meantime, Charity stormed away, tugging at poor Trojan's reins making the animal’s mouth froth and swearing at the judges under her breath. She kicked up dust with her boots as she went dismissing the numerous comments from bystanders. Madison approached one judge.

“Can I ask what she hit me with, it happened so fast I didn't see?”

“It was a small electric prod. Miss Deeks hit your leg then hid it in her boot. Totally unprofessional behavior and not something we tolerate in the association. If it were not for an eagle-eyed event staff member, the matter may not have been reported.”

“Oh wow, no wonder it hurt so much, my leg had no sensation in it. I had a hard time sitting upright.”

“Miss Beauchamp, it was unforgivable behavior by Miss Deeks. We expect a high standard of professionalism from all our competitors. We pride ourselves on the integrity of our rodeo. We monitor every race and event with scrupulous detail, and we know you have adhered to every rule throughout the season. Your conduct has been exemplary.”

“Thank you, Sir. I want to win fair and square.”

“We will see you later at the winner's presentation, Miss Beauchamp. We can only apologize for such disgraceful behavior of a competitor and be assured we will be discussing her conduct at length.”

As the three judges turned away, the now familiar white shirt caught Madison's eye, blazing in the bright sunlight as the clouds dispersed. In fact, it must have been a new white shirt, as it did not sport the pink, red and yellow stains from earlier. As Lucio walked straight toward her, she noticed he kept some distance from the horse. She returned his smile.

Lucio spoke first with that disarming smile after glancing at the departing crowd and the raging rider, kicking dust and swearing.

“I had no idea how competitive ragazze are with these rodeos.”

“I think my reply is thank you, but what is ragazze?”

“Scusi, it means girls.”

Madison wasn't quite sure how to take Lucio's comment. There seemed to be an underlining sarcasm in it. Maybe it was just his accent. 

“Each championship is hard won, Lucio. I can assure you of that.”

“I did not mean to upset you, bella. I marvel at the skill it must take to stay on a horse's back. Will you forgive me?”

Madison's heart jumped and a flush crept up her neck. Don't be so lame.

“I will consider forgiving you.”

“If I take you for a coffee sometime, will that persuade you? I have a flight on Tuesday evening, so I do not have much time left.”

“Where are you flying to?”

"I have to return to my factory in Italy. Our new line is still in the development stage, so I must oversee the progress.”

“Are you staying in Edmonton? I know it’s a bit of an imposition, but would you be open to driving to my small town? I have an aversion to the city.”

“No, I am not staying in the city I find the city hotels are too noisy for me. Give me directions and I will be there and I’m no stranger to early mornings, I can assure you. Shall we meet at eleven?"

"That’s not early, half the day's gone by then. I'll have the horses fed and out in the paddocks by then. So, you’re not an early riser." She gave him directions, which he jotted down in a small pocketbook. That’s a thing we have in common, disliking noisy cities.

He glanced at the address and smiled. "I have business to attend to much earlier not far from there and am booked into a motel in this place. It is a coincidence, yes?”

"It certainly is. Eleven it is, then. Why don't we meet at Tina's Coffee Shop? It's just off the main street on 51st Street. You should be able to find it easily enough."

"This sounds good, Madison, until tomorrow."

Lucio took hold of Madison's hand and kissed it. She was surprised by the old-fashioned gesture, but liked it. Although, she worried her hand tasted of dust, but hoped her natural scent came through. His hot breath on her skin made Madison inhale. The aroma of his spiced cologne was as sensual as his electrifying touch. Her flesh tingled.

As Lucio walked away Madison could not help noticing how well his jeans formed around his tight butt. He's without doubt, well put together and has real charm. Unlike the usual rodeo and ranching crowd, that's for sure. Take it easy girl, once bitten, and all that.
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