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      Natalie Fontana sat behind the polished mahogany desk in her posh corner office complete with wet bar, sitting area, private bathroom and stunning New York City views. She’d been waiting for over a half hour for her last client, Stewart Covington III of Covington Enterprises, to show up. She had wrapped up her other projects in order to focus on the agency’s most important client. Nat was ready to take over as CEO of Hammond’s Advertising Agency, except Covington insisted she finish the ad campaign for his company’s cologne, Inferno, before beginning her new appointment. Only, the man was beyond impossible. Every model she’d presented to him, he hadn’t liked. She was running out of options, and quite frankly, patience.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting, Ms. Fontana, but it couldn’t be helped. I’m a very busy man, mind you,” Covington said with an air of superiority as he waltzed into her office as though she were the client and he the CEO. His long thin nose pointed at her in a menacing way, and his eyes were way too small and beady. He swept a hand over his side part to make sure his steel gray hair remained in place, though with all the lacquer in it, movement wasn’t an option.

      Nat clenched her jaw and then smiled wide as she stood. She stepped out from behind her desk and met him half way, reaching out her hand to shake his. “And I appreciate you sparing me a few precious minutes. Good to see you, Mr. Covington.” He shook her hand with a weak grip, looking somewhat mollified. “Please, have a seat.”

      He didn’t even hesitate as he continued past her and sat his Armani covered behind in her new overstuffed Italian leather chair. Her smile grew wider, which she hadn’t thought possible, and her molars ached from grinding her teeth. She’d earned the right to sit in that chair. Refusing to sit anywhere else, she chose to remain standing and walked over to look out her window as she counted to ten. “Well, then, have you given any more thought to the new group of models I sent you? They are all handsome and are certainly steamy enough to be the face of Inferno, don’t you think?”

      “They won’t do.”

      Nat closed her eyes and inhaled deeply before smoothing her suit skirt as she turned around. “They as in all of them?” she asked, striving to remain calm.

      “Inferno is my life’s work, Ms. Fontana.” He steepled his hands and gave her a no-nonsense, dead-serious look. “I’ve spent years developing this cologne. I won’t settle for just anyone. I’ve dreamt about a specific look. I don’t want a rugged and tough man. I want a man who is so beautiful he will set you on fire with his sizzling sexy eyes, yet man enough to handle the heat. Nothing else will do.”

      “No disrespect, but time is money, sir.”

      “Which I have plenty of.”

      “And I’ve tried to accommodate your demands to the best of my ability, but we are running out of models.” She began to pace. “Not to mention, your launch is coming up soon. If we don’t act now, we’ll never have your campaign finished in time.”

      “Then maybe you need to broaden your search and your ability.” He stood and headed for the door. “I will know the face of Inferno when I see him. Until then, we have nothing more to discuss.”

      “Fine. I’ll see what I can do.” She rubbed her temples to ease the throbbing as she walked toward her bookcase to straighten a picture that was a bit crooked.

      “Don’t see what you can do, my dear.” He turned around and faced her with a hard look. “Just do it.”

      She set down the antique silver picture frame she’d been holding and sighed. “Okay.”

      “That’s it!” His words were a definite statement, not a question.

      She looked up at his excited face, totally transformed from a moment ago, and frowned. “What’s it?”

      “That picture.” He crossed the room in three large eager strides, his smile beaming wide and his eyes filled with wonder and awe. “It’s him.”

      “Who?”

      “Mr. Inferno.”

      “I don’t understand, sir. That’s just a picture of my best friend’s wedding party. There aren’t any models there. Just a few cowboys.”

      “I don’t care what he is.” Covington was fairly panting. “I want him.”

      Nat swallowed hard, praying he was talking about anyone other than the man whose ego she’d shot down six months ago when he’d hit on her at her best friend, Monica Hammond’s, wedding. “Who?” Nat asked with dread.

      “That man right there.” And just as she feared, Covington didn’t point to the groom, Cody Rafferty, but at his best man, Hank McGraw.

      Cody was tall, dark and rugged. A big burly muscular man. While Hank was prettier than any man had a right to be. Features as perfect as a priceless piece of art, and a perfectly proportioned body full of sinewy muscles and razor-sharp abs. He stood tall with his pale blond hair sticking out beneath his ever-present white cowboy hat, his light green eyes sparkling and dimples sinking deep. He looked like an angel with the promise of the devil lurking just beneath the surface.

      Every woman’s dream, but Natalie’s nightmare.

      Hank had the potential to break a million hearts, even a strong independent woman like her. That’s why she had run as far and as fast as she could to get away from him, but that didn’t mean his memory hadn’t lingered every single day since then, and that terrified her.

      “I’m sorry, sir, but that cowboy is a total playboy. He doesn’t have a serious bone in his body, and he lives on the Triple R Ranch in Colorado. He’s certainly not responsible and would definitely be a fish out of water here in the city.” She crossed her arms and shook her head. “He’ll never agree.”

      “I don’t care what it takes, make it happen. You will personally give him whatever he wants. Am I clear?”

      “No problem, sir.” The words were like acid on her tongue even though she made them sweet like sugar.

      “Good.” He patted her on the head as if she were an obedient little puppy. “Call me when the deal is done.”

      She’d call him, all right, but she was pretty sure he wouldn’t like her choice of words.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Hank continued running the brush over his mare’s pristine white coat with long even strokes in the middle of the horse barn at the Triple R Ranch, pretending not to give a damn as he listened intently to Natalie Fontana’s proposal. His boss, Cody, the foreman, Jake, and his partner in crime, Rusty, were all outside in the pasture giving him some privacy with their guest for the day.

      How fitting that she wanted something from him now.

      Six short months ago he’d wanted a little something from her. It wasn’t like he’d asked her to marry him. He’d asked her on a date, but she said no. He’d never been shot down in his life, and he had to admit it stung. Hell, it still did.

      Childish or not, he was looking forward to shooting Miss High and Mighty New York City CEO down in return.

      She’d been Monica’s maid of honor, and he’d been Cody’s best man. They had been two grown adults with the week off and loads of chemistry. The perfect recipe for one hell of an affair. According to Monica, Nat was his perfect match. The love ‘em and leave ‘em sort who had better lines than he did. That’s why he was still scratching his head, trying to figure out what exactly had gone wrong. He hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her since, and that pissed him off even more.

      “So what do you say? Earn a little fun money, see the sights of a big city, and help a friend out,” Nat said with a pleading voice.

      Hank finally faced her and tried not to show the effect she had on him every time he set eyes on the dark-haired beauty. He’d had more than his fair share of beautiful women, but there was something about Natalie that drew him to her. Her black silky bob skimmed her dress suit covered shoulders, and she looked every bit the professional. He had a way with horses and women alike. He could sense she always had to be the one in charge, but her vibrant blue eyes gave her away.

      Begging him for his help was killing her.

      “No,” he simply said.

      A muscle in her jaw throbbed, and he had to give her credit when she maintained her cool. “Please?”

      “Mmmm…” He pretended to mull it over. “I don’t think so.” He wasn’t the vindictive sort—a lover not a fighter—but she brought out the devil in him. And she looked too damned good. He couldn’t resist baiting her.

      “Why not?” she asked, the pulse in her neck beating faster.

      “Same reason you gave me, darlin’.” He smirked, enjoying himself immensely as he purred, “It just doesn’t feel right.”

      “What if I agree to go out with you now?” She softened her features and stepped forward until she stood right before him. Her exotic perfume filled his senses, and he had to admit she was good. She knew exactly what she was doing around a man. She trailed her manicured fingertip down the front of his western work shirt and licked her lips before saying, “I think I made a mistake in saying “no” the first time.”

      Oh yeah, she was damn good…but he was better. He caught her hand in his, let his eyelids droop lazily, and stared down into her heart-shaped face as he replied huskily, “You didn’t make a mistake. You made a big mistake.” He stepped away from her, dropped her hand, let his gaze wander slowly over every delicious inch of her and added, “The answer’s still no,” he glanced at her and winked, “to both offers.”

      She dropped the act, and her face finally revealed the anger boiling beneath the surface. “Name your price.”

      “Who says I have a price?” He arched a brow. “Maybe the satisfaction of shooting you down is payment enough.”

      “Everyone has a price.” She scowled. “What’s yours, Romeo?”

      She had a point. What started out as revenge was suddenly turning into a lucrative opportunity. He’d only be gone a week, and they were paying all of his expenses. If she sweetened the deal enough, he could finally afford to start his own horse ranch. While he liked working for Cody, he’d longed to have something of his own. He was getting older. Maybe it was time
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