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HE HAS NO SHAME.

How’d a nice cowboy like Dylan Hill end up being such a bad boy? 

Bailey O’Brien tried to tame the sexy stranger, but he was just trouble with a capital ‘T’. Even before he’d finished his first photo shoot it seemed she was better off ripping up his contract. After all, you can’t run a successful modeling agency when your model is out tearing up the town.

Dylan was hell-bent on revenge when he found his high school sweetheart in bed with another guy. He’s determined he can beat her at her own game. Things backfired when he tried for the callous, party boy persona, and he not only lost what might have been the best thing he’d found since coming to New York City, but he’s also gained an entourage of trouble. Which, oddly enough, includes the very woman who wronged him.

Who is Dylan Hill? Even he doesn’t know anymore. Between juggling the girl he grew up with and the woman who gets him so worked up he can’t think straight, he’s got to figure out what and who he wants.

It’s time to get back to the basics. There’s a lot to be said for sweet and saucy girls who don’t play games.

Or do they?
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I’LL ADMIT I WAS LOOKING for a change.

Maybe I’d gotten a little fed up with the wide-open spaces made famous in song. The life of a cowboy is romantic as all hell, or Hollywood wouldn’t make so many movies about it.

The truth is, what we do is demanding work. You get up early, not because you’re a morning person but because there’s just that much work to do in a day and you can’t afford to sleep. And it doesn’t matter none if your body is still aching from all that time you spent in the saddle the day before, or if your hands are blistered and sore. Because, regardless of your personal feelings on the matter, there’re animals out there counting on you to feed them. And a hundred other things hanging over your head, right alongside that hopeless feeling that you’ve got no way to pay for any of it. 

The life of a rancher is a life of debt. Of never having enough, and always trying to shuffle the money around fast enough so that everyone gets enough to keep the bill collectors off your back, without actually ever paying anyone. My family has been doing this for more generations than I can count, and we still don’t own the land free and clear. A bad year could wipe us out completely.

Yeah, glamorous, ain’t it?

But even so, there’s a hell of a lot more satisfaction in riding fence line or helping a new calf into this world than there is standing in one place for hours at a time, with whatever passes for a thoughtful expression on your face, while people alternatively bark instructions at you. Or worse, you live for the endless click of the shutter. 

Figuratively of course, because no one actually uses a film camera anymore.

Damn, what I’d give to be out baling hay right now.

I guess you might say that I’m not happy in my life right now, nor have I been for some time. Because either you don’t have money and life is something you battle every damn day, or you do and you’re still out there wielding that sword. Trying to take down invisible foes that maybe don’t have the names you’re used to, like ‘past due’ or, worse, ‘imminent foreclosure’, but things like ‘professional reputation’ and ‘public image’, which can be just as terrifying.

Or you realize that at least back home everyone was exactly what they said they were. Around here, the people around you specialize in masks. Not just when in the spotlight, but every moment of every day so that you’re living in a masquerade ball that makes no sense at all.

Now I’m standing under the hot lights, letting them rub baby oil over my skin to make it look damp with sweat like I’ve put in a heavy day’s work. I’m certainly dressed for it, in denim and leather that looks enough like what I’d wear out on the range to get the job done. But they aren’t the real deal, and boots like these wouldn’t hold up ten minutes in a cow pasture. 

Then I see her and remember why I’m here. 

I came to New York for a weekend. Now I’m here for the long haul. 

So I straighten my back, smile when they tell me, and find strength in muscles that have been too long in one position, while they adjust and adjust and adjust until finally they’re satisfied. Then I’m told I can take a break, only now I don’t want to. Now I’m ready for a thousand more pictures if it’ll buy my revenge.

You’re going down, Maisy Dee. Whatever it takes.
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“WHAT’RE YOU DOING HERE?” He was hot. And tired. The last thing Dylan Hill wanted right now was a problem. And this woman lounging so casually just out of the circle of lights was most definitely that. A problem. Admittedly, she was a pretty problem, easy on the eyes, and he couldn’t deny that. But there were limits—even for him.

“Is that any way to greet your fiancée?” Her lips formed a little pout he knew all too well. 

Except he was too smart to be affected by it anymore. 

Dylan grabbed a towel from his chair and patted at his face. “We’re not engaged, Maisy Dee. That ended when I found that yahoo between your legs last month.”

“Things change. People change.”

“You don’t have to tell me, sweetheart. Go home, Maisy. Wherever home is for you now. Find some other sucker to bother.” He pushed past her, heading for the dressing room so he could change and get out of there. He wanted nothing more than a pizza and a beer. Neither of which he was supposed to have anymore but planned on anyway. The Knicks were playing. You couldn’t watch a game over tofu. It just wasn’t the same. It was sacrilegious. 

“Look,” she started as she trotted after him, her heels tapping on the floor in a rapid patter behind him, “I have tickets—”

“I don’t care if they’re tickets to Aruba. I’m not going.”

“—to the Knicks game tonight and I was thinking—”

He skidded to a halt. “The Knicks. As in Madison Square Garden? Actual tickets?”

The woman was evil incarnate. It was like watching a cat sitting on a shelf, waiting for the mouse to get close enough.

“Actual tickets.” She dug in the tiny bag hanging on her wrist and extracted two pasteboard squares and waved them in his face. “Seats on the floor, I believe.”

He was actually considering it. He was freakin’ actually considering it. He had stretched a hand to take them from her, when he was knocked violently from behind. He stumbled forward, knocking into MD in a cascade effect that would have put her on the floor had Dylan not reached out to save the tickets and caught her hand by matter of course. Because they were, of course, holding the tickets. Which were saved.

“Oh, I’m so sorry.” 

He turned his head, MD’s hand still in his, to find a petite woman with strawberry-blonde curls, her arms around his waist, face buried against his back. “And you are...”

“Oh!” She leaped backward, turning her face up toward his, revealing big, baby blue eyes, and cheeks stained red in embarrassment. “I’m so sorry! I’m such a klutz. I put my foot down wrong, and these heels!” She lifted one trim ankle to show off the stiletto to blame for her downfall. It took him a minute to do the math. Given that he was at least a head taller than her and those were four-inch heels, that would put her at about five-foot-nothing. 

“Oh, please,” MD sniffed, yanking her hand from Dylan’s grasp and rubbing at her wrist, “you mean to say you can’t manage your own shoes?”

The girl’s lower lip trembled. “They’re new. They went with the outfit.”

Dylan raked his eyes over the girl’s outfit, not quite sure why he was looking at it. She was quite cute, even if the chic pencil skirt and jacket combo didn’t seem to fit the image of the woman in front of him. Now that she wasn’t blushing so hard he could see the scattering of freckles over her nose, the slight gap between her front teeth. This girl didn’t belong in the perfection of the modeling world. “Jeans. I see you more as the kind of girl to wear jeans.” He tried not to show the effect that mental picture had on him. 

She glanced at him startled. “How’d you know... never mind. Forget I asked that. Look, I need to find—oh, fudgesicles. Where’s my clipboard?” 

The scatter of papers at his feet led to the bright plastic board, cracked solidly down the middle. She studied the broken clipboard with the air of one seeing casualties on a battlefield before squaring her shoulders and setting to the task of retrieving the papers, which scattered as far as the camera equipment. Dylan sighed and knelt to help.

“Oh, please, you don’t need to—”

“No. He doesn’t. He ought to be showering or we’ll be late to the game,” MD muttered, arms crossed, standing stolidly some distance away, absolutely refusing to help. She was the very picture of a mistress angry with her servant for interrupting her betters. Not one of her more endearing qualities, but one she’d developed since she’d arrived in the city and began modeling in her underwear.

Dylan ignored both of them, snagging the last of the papers half underneath a tripod. He was about to hand it back, when he saw his own name staring back at him. Along with what looked suspiciously like his shooting schedule for the week.

“Why do you have my—”

“Yours? Oh flibbertigibbets!” The girl yanked the papers from his hand. “I didn’t mean for you to see. Oh... well, now, if this isn’t the most awkward...” She tapped the papers into the ruins of her clipboard and centered herself squarely in front of Dylan and, of all things, bowed. “Darcy Sue Wilkens, at your service. But I just go by Darcy. That is. Wilkens. Forget the Sue. I didn’t. Oh, shellac, let’s just go out and start over, shall we?” She stuck out her hand in his general direction and lifted her chin, giving him a sunny smile that it looked like she actually meant, even if her cheeks had reddened for the second time that day. “Dylan Hill, please allow me to introduce myself. My name is Darcy Wilkens. I’m your new personal assistant.”

Dylan took the hand automatically, numbly. Personal assistant?

The hissing sound from behind expressed Maisy Dee’s opinion of the new girl in his life.

“My new... personal assistant?”

Behind him he heard MD doubled over in laughter. “Oh, if this isn’t rich. A personal assistant? For you?” There was a long pause. “Wait a minute. Are you serious? Since when does Dylan get a personal assistant? I don’t have a personal assistant.”

Around them, Dylan was fast becoming aware that work had long since stopped. The photographers had paused in putting away their equipment. The lighting guys stood as if transfixed by their own spotlights, long coils of extension cords still slung over their shoulders. Makeup and wardrobe was lingering over racks of clothes and trays of cosmetics. Maisy Dee had a voice with a carrying quality that had won her grand champion pig caller at the county fair three years running back home. 

“Maisy, hush.” He swiped at the sweat trickling down his forehead with the towel. Darcy shuffled through papers on the clipboard, fingers flying and then extracting one, which she handed to him, her fingers brushing his, warm and capable. He took it and stared.

Sure enough. The Tanner & West masthead was clearly visible on the formal letter she offered him, stating that one Darcy Wilkens was hired to serve
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