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Prologue

Searching for shelter form the bitter New York cold, the girl knew if she didn’t find warmth tonight, she would surely freeze to death.

She approached a man in the park. He was hooded, wearing a long, black raincoat and umbrella. His face appeared friendly, honest. Around his neck, she recognized the universal sign of Christianity, a crucifix. “Sir, would you know of any place where I might be able to stay out of the storm tonight?”

The man looked her over. “Follow me, and I will give you shelter.”

Angel followed the elderly man to Rachael’s Hotel where he led her to a room with a bed. Suspecting the price to be more than she could pay, Angel turned to leave.

“Wait!” He snatched her fragile arm. “It is not what it seems.” Their eyes locked. “You will die if you try to sleep in the streets tonight. It’s so cold out there. Just come inside, warm yourself.”

Having no job or living relatives, the girl mumbled, “All right.” She knew her choices were either follow the stranger, freeze to death, or return to the horrors she had left in the foster home.

The man released her arm and unlocked the door. “God bless you, Angel.” He handed her a golden key and walked away.

He knows my name? Angel wondered.

The hotel door suddenly swung open; in the doorway was a man so handsome he took her breath away. He was older than she. She guessed early thirties. His skin was tan. His hair was black as midnight, combed tightly and pulled back into a ponytail. He was about a foot taller than Angel. Muscles pulled his dark trousers tight. His shirt was a sparkling white, buttoned. On top lay a satin white vest, clinging to the sides of his chest. His eyes were as brown as his skin, and he had high cheek bones, a solid stone jaw. He was class with a capital “C,” right down to his white gloves and black patent shoes.

“Angel,” his voice thick with an Italian accent said, “I am glad you were found.”

She straightened her shoulders, tightened her gaze on the man. “You were looking for me?”

“Yes, for all of my life.” He reached for her rain-soaked hand, pulled her inside, and closed the hotel door. “My name is Valentino.”

He crossed in front of her and seated himself on a plush fabric chair next to the bed. “I was an acquaintance of your father. We met on my estate in Italy. He played me a tape of you singing, Angel. I was quite taken by you, and he asked me to help your career. I couldn’t refuse. However, days after, your mother and father were killed in that plane crash, I wasn’t sure if I should come. Only recently did I find out how you’ve been living. I had no idea. I assumed you would stay under the care of a family member.”

The girl panicked instantly. “I won’t go back to that foster home! Nothing you say can make me! They beat me there!”

“Shhhh,” he raised a gloved hand, “you are nearly eighteen now.”

She blinked and took a deep breath, trying to hide the tears that were threatening to fall.

“I would never take you where you don’t want to go. That is a promise.” His smile bewitched her. “Don’t cry, Principessa, I’ve only come to give you a job.”

“A job?” Hope, mixed with desperation, made her voice waver.

“What do you think about being a professional singer?”

Angel almost laughed. She hadn’t taken a bath in days. She was dripping wet, shivering from the cold, and a stranger had come out of nowhere, wanting to give her a job as a singer?

“Angel…Principessa.” He rose and came inches from her; his eyes were level with the shiny bronze buttons on his vest. “I believe you can change the world with that unique voice of yours.”

“Am I even good?”

“You are a superior vocalist with an amazing vocal range.” He slipped one hand into his pants pocket and pulled out a handful of bills, hundred dollar bills stacked as thick as a deck of cards. “Take this. All you have to do is show up tomorrow at the recording studio, and I’ll double it for only a few hours of singing. I’ll even let you stay here tonight, as part of the bargain.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You will.” He pivoted gracefully and in two strides took the doorknob in hand. With a gentlemanly bow, he exited, leaving Angel bewildered and full of unanswered questions.


Chapter 1

Four years later…

The beautiful young woman swerved her car around the last curve in the road, not expecting to find a massive animal appearing out of nowhere.

The tires screeched as she hit the brakes.

The woman screamed, knowing it was too late.

The impact sent the air bag exploding. The bull was knocked onto the hood, crushing it, but not before one long horn pierced the windshield. Glass shards scattered. Blood covered her view of the sky. Hunks of flesh spilled into the seat next to hers, but she was not coherent enough to know if they were from the animal or bits of her own body. Smoke filled her lungs, and the woman faded into blackness.

* * * *

Jono Haze witnessed the horrific accident from the top of the overlooking hill. He coaxed his brown stallion, Wildshot, down to the bottom and into the pool of blood by the car.

Quickly, the large cowboy vaulted from his saddle and walked to the driver’s side, afraid of the horrors he might see. He had never seen anyone dead before, nor did he have any desire to. It was his fault, his longhorn that barreled into the car. He felt utter remorse and responsibility for not fixing the broken fence earlier in the morning.

He pried open the car door and began tilting back the brunette head of the woman in front of him. There was no blood on her, only the passenger’s seat. His heart raced with hope.

The female’s head fell toward him. She was the loveliest creature he had ever seen. He gazed in appreciation of her ivory flesh, delicate features, tiny distinctive cheek bones, full parted red lips and long, black eyelashes which seemed to sweep to the heavens. He could not believe this vision! Even the hair that flowed down her back in long raven curls smelled like his favorite—strawberries! How could one woman contain so much angelic beauty?

Jono had to touch her to see if she was real. “Are you all right, Ma’am?” His large hand skimmed over her white dress and touched her cheek. It was so soft, even softer than a newborn filly’s coat.

Slowly, Angel’s eyes fluttered open. Beside her stood a pair of enormous legs, covered in dirty, dusty overalls. A large hand that smelled like cow dung was touching her cheek. Immediately, she pushed it away and crinkled her nose.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she heard a male drawl. “I was muckin’ out the stalls.”

Angel ignored what she could of the stranger for a moment as she began to feel and test her stiff body parts. She tightened every muscle, first her hand, legs, arms, then neck. Nothing seemed broken.

“Do you want me to take you to a doctor, Ma’am?”

A shadow fell across her entire frame and she glanced up. She could not see him. Her vision was blocked by the roof, car door, and the sun behind him.

“Ma’am, you need to rest.” Jono continued to steal her attention away from the grotesque cattle organs lying in the seat next to her. “I can take you to my ranch.”

“I’ve got to call my Agent.” Her voice was so shaky she hardly recognized it.

“I’ve got a phone in my barn. It’s not that far from here.” A large hand came down to aid her out of the automobile. “Come on.”

She grasped the hand as hard as she could and with his help, lifted herself out of the car. Instantly, dizziness came upon her, but somehow she managed to stand without leaning her frame on his, or falling down.

“Maybe I should take you to a doctor first.”

“No, just to your phone.” She stumbled back, shell-shocked by the enormous size of the man helping her. A giant, he was, with broad shoulders, scruffy face and a golden lightning bolt earring that hung just below his spiked, blondish-brown hair.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to go for help?” he asked politely.

She shook her head no, and he began pulling her over to the stallion. It was the largest stallion she had ever seen, bulky and tan with a long black mane.

“My ranch is right down the road.” In a flash, he swung himself up on the leather saddle, leaned his massive frame over and grasped Angel by the waist, lifting her up and plopping her down in front of him as if she weighed nothing but a feather. “Don’t fret. I’ll make sure Wildshot gives you an easy ride.”

She was speechless; amazed by his immeasurable size, strength, and also that he touched her in such an unrefined manner. He had placed a hand on her side, and the other on the reins in front of her, encircling her in arms the width of boulders. She squinted back and up over her shoulder to find the biggest blue eyes staring back.

They were not intimidating, nor frightening. Angel had always been good at measuring a trustworthy person. When she glimpsed the golden cross hanging around his neck, she became more confident. Perhaps he was just a large man on an oversized horse trying to help her.

“I won this stallion at the county rodeo and trained him myself. He may look big, but he’s gentle.” His blue eyes were twinkling handsomely as he spoke, and she wondered what the rest of his features must look like underneath all the scruffy, unshaven hair.

Imagining, she felt a small twinge in the depths of her stomach. Anger and fear seared through her, afraid of even thinking such a thing. “Stop staring at me, Sir; it’s extremely rude!”

“Sorry.”

By his stunned expression, she could tell he wasn’t used to being spoken to in such a short manner. She guessed, because of his large size and wild appearance, many men wouldn’t challenge him, let alone a single woman.

“Well, then stop it!”

“I don’t think I can stop lookin’ at you.” His slick muscles touched her back. His scruffy face tickled her neck as he spoke. “You’re about the prettiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

She immediately shrugged him back with a shoulder. “Move away from me! I don’t care what you think. And if you try to get that close to me again, Sir, you better have life insurance!” Jono leaned back in the saddle in disbelief. Did she actually just push him? He moved closer to check.

A feminine elbow went for his ribs, but missed.

“It’s nice to know you’re gainin’ your strength back.” He admired her character. “My name’s Jono Haze.”

The smelly hand on her waist, Angel noticed, was leaving large amounts of dirt on her Marinna dress. “That’s a nice name.”

“Yes, Ma’am, it is. You’re welcome to use it.” He snapped the horse’s reins and they continued the journey down the open dirt trail leading to a wooden ranch house barely visible in the distance.

As they drew closer, Angel began to feel the atmosphere around her sinking in. The land was absolutely beautiful and peaceful. Golden-green grass rolling as far as the eye could see, swaying in the breeze. Fat tan cattle, dozens upon dozens, were grazing on a hill and on the grasslands below; wasting time lazily, as the sun began setting behind them. There were no sounds of beeping automobiles or the bustle of city life, only loud moos, crows cawing, and the whistle of the wind rustling through the grass.

There is calmness, openness here, she thought. Instead of tall buildings and airplanes, this place is a sanctuary; where man and nature live together as one, with a subtle, inviting ease.

The house, coming closer, was wooden and painted white. It was two stories and had an added enclosed screened-in porch and a picket white fence. A garden of sunflowers grew in front with corn, tomatoes and other plants Angel didn’t recognize. Hanging in the windows were potted plants, some with tiny African violets. White curtains blew in the wind. And clothing dangled on a clothes line on the side of the house where Jono halted Wildshot. It was all so quaint, well-kept and welcoming; not at all what she had expected this big rugged man to take her to.

Behind the house, in the golden field was a larger red wooden building, possibly the barn he was referring to. It was long and stuck out in contrast to the cool yellow-green colors of the grasses. Above the door, read a sign in big white lettering, HAZE RANCH. A horse with a rider wearing a large cowboy hat was entering the building.

“Who is that?”

“One of my ranch hands.”

“You own all this land?”

He smiled. “Yes, but I share the house with my Grandmother.” Jono leaped off the high horse and waited to see if she would be able to get down on her own. When Angel finally realized what he was waiting for, it was already too late. His dirty enormous hands were on her, slowly, gently, pulling her down. Their bodies collided; woman on man, feminine softness against hardness, molding together only for an instant, but it was fire on fire.

Her feet touched the ground; immediately, she pushed him away, stepping back, puzzled by the emotions coming over her.

“Skinny thing! Boy, maybe you should take her out back and feed her like you did that filly this morn’.”

Angel’s eyes turned toward the woman’s voice coming from the screened-in porch and she gasped. An older woman in her mid-to-late seventies was seated in a wheelchair. She had a striking resemblance to Angel’s own mother who had been killed in a plane crash when she was only a young girl. Her hair was the same color, shoulder length and black with white streaks. Her aged face even was as attractive and comely in a slightly different way. She had large eyes, like Jono’s; with the sunlight, she couldn’t tell their color.

“Where’s your manners? Tell her to come in and sit a spell with this ol’ lady.” The woman patted a rocking chair next to her wheelchair for Angel to come join her on the porch.

Angel walked toward her in an incoherent gaze, flooded with wonderful memories of her own mother greeting her with the same becoming smile.

“What’s your name, Deary?” Her black eyes twinkled. “You’ll have to forgive my grandson’s manners. He doesn’t meet city folk out here.”

“Angel Frederick.”

Her eyes widened for a moment as if she recognized the name. “I’m Mrs. Grace Haze.”

Angel noticed the picture on her lap along with a knitting needle and quilt. Inside the frame was a photo of a Native American man with long gray braids.

“And this is my late husband.” Mrs. Haze gladly explained the picture on her lap. “I keep this with me as a good luck charm.”

Angel saw the love in her eyes for the handsome man in the photo. She obviously missed him very deeply.

“How do you feel?” Jono crossed in front of his grandmother and leaned his massive frame down low to hand Angel a glass of water.

“Much better.” She observed the concern in his big blue eyes. “Thank you.” She watched him through lowered lashes as she took a swallow and placed the glass on the rocking chair arm.

“Well now, that’s more like it—manners.”

Jono’s cheeks, even through his facial stubble, were turning a crimson shade of red. With a brief nod to Angel, he retreated into the house, embarrassed.

“Would you like to stay for dinner? Jono’s a wonderful cook.”

“I’m not sure. I need to make a phone call.”

“Well, go ahead and use our phone.” She smiled. “I’ll get my grandson to show you where it is.” And her hand enclosed Angel’s, holding it.

Angel instantly liked this woman. She was drawn to her loving, caring nature, and reminded Angel of her mother whom she’d thought forgotten. Angel wanted to reach out and thank her for bringing back those long lost treasured memories.

“Jono, Angel needs the phone.”

“Your name is Angel?” Jono appeared in the doorway and leaned a bulky shoulder on the frame.

“She sure looks like an Angel, pretty as Mother Mary herself.”

Now it was Angel’s turn to blush.

Jono witnessed the reddening of her cheeks and relished having made such an effect on her. Frankly, the prospect surprised him. “Come on, I’ll take you out to the barn.”

Angel rose from the rocking chair, waved goodbye to Mrs. Haze, and followed the enormous man outside and onto the golden grass.

“My grandmother has taken a liking to you,” he commented as they walked around the house to the large red barn in the field.

The wind ruffled Angel’s hair. She was suddenly conscious of her body-hugging white dress as she strolled beside him.

Jono wanted to tell her he was beginning to like her, but guessed a woman like this would think him crazy for spouting how he felt after only knowing her a few minutes.

“Looks like it’s going to rain.” Angel’s attention was drawn up into the blackening clouds that were blocking the last of the sunset.

Jono couldn’t care less about the storm coming right now. Angel was the first person besides his family to not cower away from him. Madison citizens, for the most part, walked on the opposite side of the road when he and Wildshot passed. No one talked freely to him. Even his ranch hands tried their best to avoid him as much as possible. Unless there was trouble—then he was the first they or the town called upon.

“So, why is your mother in a wheelchair—or is it none of my business?”

“She fell downstairs at my mother’s house.” He would tell her anything she wanted to know. “Her Doctor doesn’t predict her ever walking again. But my grandmother says she’s waitin’ until God tells her that.”

“Your family believes in God?”

“Of course.” He cocked a brown eyebrow. “Don’t you?”

“I suppose I do. My mother used to read me the Bible when she was alive and take me to church.”

“My grandmother reads the Bible every day.” His voice was muffled as they reached the open barn door.

Inside were several stalls, all containing horses of various sizes. Light shone through the knots in the red wood, making it possible to see to the very back of the long barn where there was a chair in the corner. Placed on top of it was an old-fashioned rotary phone. To the right, and above, was a rusty showerhead spigot. One, Angel thought, Jono should use right about now.

“There it is.”

“Thank you.” Angel took a step toward it. “I need privacy.” Then she went to the receiver and dialed her band’s Agent number in New York. In the background, she heard Jono’s thunderous footsteps exiting the barn.

Someone answered the line. “Brannett Entertainment Agency, World Wide, New York Division, this is Mindy. How may I…”

“Mindy, get Eric Brannett on the phone. This is an emergency!”

The call was immediately transferred.

“Angel!” Eric Brannett sounded frantic. “I have been waiting for your call. Valen has been in a rampage ever since he’s discovered you were late for the band’s cover shoot!”

“Eric, I was in an accident near the 196 exit.”

“Are you all right?”

“Yes, there’s a ranch down a dirt road almost parallel to where the rent-a-car was hit. I’m not hurt, but please, send someone to come and pick me up.”

After he briefed her about her boyfriend, Valentino, being so worried he had called every police station and hospital in El Paso and Madison County, Eric Brannett informed her the Rock-N-Country Magazine shoot had been rescheduled.

“Why? I can make it now!”

“The famous cowboy your band was supposed to meet to teach you how to ride refused to come. It seems the wind knocked down some of his fences. He couldn’t even make it to lend you his horse, or meet their reporters. And there’s a tornado warning out for all El Paso. The shoot has to be rescheduled for some time next week.”

Angel’s heart sank. Another week, another week to do the photo opportunity of a lifetime! A week is an eternity!

“Eric, I can do the magazine cover. Call them back and explain why I was held up.”

“Don’t you worry about that now, Angel. It’s more important that you find shelter and stay there. Are you safe? Are you alone? Whose ranch is it?”

“I’m with a bunch of hee-haw’s, okay? One of them hasn’t bathed in a year. Now you call Rock –N-Country back! No, on second, thought have Valen call Rock-N-Country from the Milan office.”

“Valen, isn’t in Italy anymore.”

Angel heard a crunch behind her. She whirled around to find that Jono hadn’t completely exited the barn. He had been eavesdropping, standing in the barn’s doorway all this time! What would he do or say? She’d just blatantly insulted him.

She gawked at his enormous build, the engorged muscles bulging from his arms. He appeared more like an animal than a man since he was so dirty. His face, however, did not show even a hint of anger. She decided to trust her first instincts. She had sensed he would not hurt her. And his earlier concern had shown her as much.

“I’m going to wash up a bit and then get started on your dinner as soon as I know what you would like to eat.”

She had been right. She breathed a deep breath, relieved. “Chicken will be just fine. I really don’t care for…” She stopped herself before she admitted she didn’t like beef. He was a cattle rancher, she realized.

“Chicken, it’ll be.” Jono gave her a rugged smile and left, his shoulder looking as broad as the doorway.

“Angel, listen to me. Are you there?”

“Yes, I’m still here.” She placed the receiver back to her ear.

“You must stay there until the storm passes. Is that clear? I’ll contact Rock-N-Country tomorrow or as soon as we’re able to send someone.”

Thunder shook the barn, startling her. The call was dropped. Outside, darkness was engulfing the sky; clouds as black as midnight were rolling in, swallowing what was left of the sun’s rays. The wind was picking up speed. Lightning seemed to be flashing, right, left, everywhere across the sky.

Angel hated storms, hated them when they turned this severe. The hail rains and strong chilly winds always reminded her of being caught out in dangerous storms when she ran away from her foster home. Ever since Valen had come into her life, she always believed she would never be alone to face another deadly storm again. But now she was here, and he was millions of miles away!

She loathed the feeling coming over here; the sudden fear gripping her heart and stealing her breath away, the sudden helplessness that seemed to consume her sanity. This anxiety always overwhelmingly made her want to run, anywhere.

So she did. She ran into the golden-green fields, unprotected, to reach the two-story in the distance. Angel did not want to be alone; she wanted to have the solid house around her if a tornado did come.

Halfway to the house, a gust of wind knocked her clear off her feet. Her knees sank into the grass, and she let out a bloodcurdling scream.

Jono, hearing her cry, rushed like the wind to be at her side. His enormous arms wrapped themselves around the frightened woman. He lifted her and hurried toward the house.

After setting her down, he shut the door behind them. Instantly, he reached for her shaking hands. “Are you okay?”

She felt foolish.

He observed her flushed face, fluttering lowered lashes, and tried quickly to make her feel unashamed. “That was some wind. It scared a lot of critters, not just you.”

Angel released his large hands and shook the rain off her dress. It was covered with yellow grass stains and ruined. She turned her back to him.

“Don’t worry about being scared. It’s okay.” Light from the lightning lit up the house and he saw her back muscles constrict. “This house, I built myself and it’s strong. I’m strong. We’ll help protect you from the storm.”

She smiled to him over a shoulder, realizing he was only trying to make her feel better. Surprisingly, his presence was putting her more at ease. So many times on the streets she’d been alone, but not tonight. Jono was with her, just like Valen would be if he were here.

“So, are you married, Angel?” Mrs. Haze inquired, wheeling herself into the living room.

That was not a question Angel enjoyed answering. “No.”

“Good, then they’ll be no questions. Tonight you stay with us.” She stopped rolling next to a sofa and beckoned Angel to sit next to her with a pat of her hand. “There’s an extra room upstairs, a guest room across from Jono’s. I insist you stay until the storm passes.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Haze.” Angel wiped the back of her dress to make certain she would not soil the sofa then she sat down and studied her new surroundings.

The house was indeed lovely and as sturdy as Jono had announced. Leafy potted plants were in every corner. Pictures hung on the wooden walls of Mrs. Haze, her husband, and of many children. The furniture was handsomely carved out of wood, stained a dark red to match the wooden walls and floors. Pillows of white and blue were on the sofa, matching the white curtains, giving the home a country feel. The kitchen was open and connected to the living room. Stairs to one side of the kitchen ascended to an upper level. A hallway was to her right. The roof seemed strong enough. Rain could barely be heard with the windows locked. A fine enough place, as Jono had said, to stay out of the storm and try to feel safe.

Mrs. Haze noticed that Angel had been searching the room. “Are you nervous about something, Deary? Is there something I can get you?”

“She’ll be fine,” Jono protectively cut in.

“Yes, I just don’t like storms. It was a storm like this that caused my parents’ plane crash,” Angel admitted. “I also just heard that the photo shoot I’ve waited a lifetime to get, just got rescheduled. It isn’t my day, I guess.”

“Nonsense, you met us, didn’t you?” He grinned with his face beaming.

“Yes, I did.” Angel returned the smile.

“Maybe your shoot wasn’t meant to happen today.” Jono walked to the kitchen and began preparing dinner. “Everything happens for a reason.”

“That’s right,” Mrs. Haze agreed, her dark eyes dashing back and forth. “You know, once when I was even younger than you are now, I knew a dog. Oh, what was his name? Duff…no, his name was Duke.”

“Grandma, she doesn’t want to hear your stories.” Jono shoved a pan of chicken and biscuits in the oven.

“No, it’s fine.” Angel glanced at him. “I love stories.”

“Yes, women like to reminisce, Son, don’t you know that? Maybe, I should tell her about the time your sister Nikky stole your clothes from the pond and you had to come home naked.”

Jono shook his head. “I think I’ll be taking my leave now.”

His smile was blinding. Mrs. Haze pressed further. “That will be fine. Women-folk want to discuss women things, you see.”

Jono winked at Angel lightheartedly, then walked up the stairs; his feet pounded against the wood. “By all means, then, please excuse me.”

When he turned, disappearing at the top of the stairs, Angel felt a disturbing loss. The realization frightened her. She knew it wasn’t because she was still in need of his comforting presence, for her nerves were returning back to their normal relaxed state. And it wasn’t because she minded listening to Mrs. Haze’s stories, for she honestly couldn’t think of a better way to pass the time than talking to this caring woman. No, it was simply because she wanted him there.

“Oh, he’s just jealous. He wishes he could be the first to tell you about Duke.”

“Well, I think you should tell me about that dog. He was yours, wasn’t he?

“No.” Mrs. Haze blushed. “Actually, I know far more interesting stories if you’d like to hear them. These stories would really upset my grandson if he knew I was telling them.”

“What stories are those?”

“The ‘Cowboy’ legends.”

“The ‘Cowboy.’” Angel’s eyes brightened. “You know of him?”

“Of course, where do you think the legends come from?”

“You’re kidding?”

“No.” Mrs. Haze grinned. “The ‘Cowboy’ lives in this part of El Paso County, right here in Madison.”

“Do you know him personally?”

“Yes, Deary.”

“I’ve read so many stories about him. I wanted to actually meet him before my photo shoot, but he called and cancelled with my Agent.”

“The ‘Cowboy’ is a very busy man, saving so many lives.”

Angel took a deep breath. “Is everything I’ve read about him true? Is he really a hero?”

“So many times over, I can’t even count. He’s like a Saint!”

Angel smiled. “Isn’t he just a normal man who happens to be at the right place at all the wrong times?”

“Maybe, but not every man would be able to do the things he does.”

Angel patted her hand. “That’s true, Mrs. Haze.”

Mrs. Haze’s eyes suddenly began to tear. “You know, Deary, I’m so glad I’ve met you. It’s so nice having someone to talk to.”

“I’m enjoying your company too, Mrs. Haze.”

“Can I tell you a secret? The ‘Cowboy’ isn’t everything the paper says. He’s a hero all right, but he’s not very happy.”

Angel bit her lip. “He’s not?”

“No, you see, because of his heroic efforts to save others, he has in a sense killed off his own self.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Well, it all started when he was only fourteen. I remember every detail of him riding into Madison for a social gathering among the townspeople. It was a birthday party for young Jenny. That’s when he became known not only as a hero but a vicious fighter.”

“A fighter?”

“You see, in order to save Jenny he had to kill a mountain lion, the largest one ever recorded in these parts.”

“How did he kill him?”

A tear rolled down Mrs. Haze’s cheek. “With his bare hands, Deary.”

Watching Mrs. Haze cry, her hands trembling in her lap, Angel instantly realized this story was too painful for her to talk about. “If this is too upsetting a story to tell, Mrs. Haze, please tell me another.”

“It’s all right.”

Mrs. Haze grew silent for a few minutes while she wiped away her tears and tried to contain her sorry.

“He was just going to Jenny’s birthday party. He didn’t wish for Jenny to run off the porch, away from everyone.”

“No, of course not.”

“You see, the mountain lion rushed out of the bushes, leaped through their family’s barbed-wire fence and charged right for her in front of everyone in Madison.”

“I read about this!”

“Yes, this rescue made all the headlines. But, please, don’t think that just because he killed that mountain lion he’s a heartless animal-hating man, because he’s not,” Mrs. Haze insisted. “He had first ordered his horse to jump the fence to try to lead the mountain lion away from the girl. His horse can outrun anything.”

Angel watched as more tears gathered in the corners of her dark eyes. “I didn’t think anything like that, Mrs. Haze. I think he is a very brave man.”

“He is.” Mrs. Haze’s voice cracked. “Not many men would have tried to save little Jenny at all.”

“Not with their own lives in danger.”

A moment passed. Angel leaned further back into the sofa. “No one but him could have saved Jenny and been able to live through it.”

“It wasn’t easy. His horse bucked him right off instead of helping, right in front of the beast. He had no choice but to tackle and wrestle the mountain lion down to the ground.” Mrs. Haze closed her eyes. “The mountain lion kept fighting, and fighting, kicking, and thrashing his claws about. That boy finally was forced to try and knock the mountain lion out with a mighty punch between the eyes. Unfortunately, it was a fatal blow; he didn’t know his own strength then.”

Angel threw back her aching shoulders. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Anything.”

“Why does telling this story make you cry so?”

“He is blessed, or cursed now, depends on how you see it, Deary. After that day, people forgot that his biggest strength wasn’t his muscles but his heart. They forgot he was just a human being. All people seemed to care about was how many pounds he could lift, or how many people he’s saved over the years.” Mrs. Haze reached out her hand again and took Angel’s gently. “Promise me something, Deary, when you meet him and know who he is, you’ll treat him with respect.”

“Of course.”

“He’s a wonderful man with a big heart. He would never hurt you.”

“What’s his name?”

Mrs. Haze laughed. “Don’t you know it’s supposed to bring bad luck when you speak his name?”

“Oh, that’s just superstition, right?” Angel asked. “That’s why the newspapers won’t print his real name, only ‘Cowboy’.”

“No, the newspapers won’t print his real name because it sells more papers to have some hero running around like Batman.”

“Well I have to admit, every time I see ‘The Cowboy’ Saves Again,” I buy,” Angel said.

“Yes, most do. That’s why they keep up this charade.” Mrs. Haze sighed. “Then, of course, we have the local townspeople believing if you say his real name and he finds out, he won’t save you in time of trouble.”

Angel asked, “So what is his real name?”

“Don’t tell her.” Jono slowly descended the staircase and chills radiated down Angel’s spine and to her very core watching the dark, rugged, masculine man reenter the room. All thoughts of the cowboy legend disappeared. Jono had bathed and changed. He was bare to the waist. His massive muscular chest was still moist with tiny water droplets. Only his golden cross hung down between his broad shoulder blades to the top of one nipple, crowning his physique gloriously. His jeans clung so tightly to his flesh she could see every rippling long muscle. The jeans were torn slightly at the knees, but they were the brightest of blue and smelled like heaven compared to the dirty overalls he had been wearing. He looked so different, clean, so handsome and mysterious. It took twenty of Angel’s pounding heartbeats for her to remember that he was not a dream, that in fact he was real and standing just across the room.
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