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  Chapter One

  I’M SORRY, MR. MONTGOMERY,” THE PRETTY EMPLOYEE BEHIND THE counter said apologetically, “but for the next flight out, it’s the best I can offer.”

  Logan Montgomery rarely hated anything, but flying coach was an exception. He thought he had left those days behind long ago. Even with two seats side by side, there was never enough room. He could’ve waited until the middle of the night and flown first class, but Logan chose to get home sooner. Not only was he ready for a night in his own bed, he simply had too much to do on the other end of his flight.

  Logan was booked solid for the next three days, thanks to the shuffling he had to do to accommodate this trip. Football season was gearing up, basketball was winding down, and baseball was in full swing, and if it had been anyone but Chase Walker who’d asked him to fly from New York to Toronto on the spur of the moment, he would’ve begged off.

  Chase was first baseman for the New York Kings, and while the Kings had extremely qualified trainers on staff, Chase wouldn’t settle for anyone but Logan. And, what an overpaid baseball player and best friend wants, he gets. Logan had stretched Chase out for two days and then worked him out earlier that morning, and the Golden Boy was ready to go. Logan really couldn’t complain. The cost for such spontaneous, unparalleled services was premium; the money was already in Logan’s account.

  Logan slid into his seat, long legs wedging up against the seat in front of him. He tried in vain to sit up straighter, attempting to somehow create more room, then took a deep breath. He closed his eyes, filtering out the external noise, the passengers filing in around him, their accompanying scuffles with the overhead compartments. A toddler fussed, refusing to sit down, insisting on remaining in her mother’s lap. Logan exhaled a silent Zen mantra of gratitude for his window seat and relatively short flight. Satisfied that mind had overcome matter, Logan clicked his seat belt into place. That’s when he looked up and saw her.

  Oh, please don’t let her sit next to me, he silently begged, watching her make her way down the aisle, her thick thighs rubbing together and her ample hips bumping into seats as she passed them. Her auburn hair was disheveled in ten different directions. She counted the rows and stopped right in front of Logan, giving him a quick glance. Why do I always get the old lady, the drunk guy, or the fat chick? Logan thought. God, I hate coach. His mantra transformed quickly into moping.

  Perfect, Holly thought, withholding the maniacal laughter she knew would have the flight crew calling for security. It wasn’t enough that she hated to fly. It wasn’t even enough that she had to give up her original same-day flight and stay in Toronto overnight after what felt like twelve rounds with the Mike Tyson of corporate raiders. She even managed to maintain her sanity after mistaking the hotel’s tiny bottle of body wash for shampoo and lathering her already overgrown hair into an unmanageable, flowery-smelling mop. Blow-drying only made it worse. She couldn’t even find a rubber band to pull it back with. The waistband of her pants felt like a tourniquet due to the weight she’d gained in recent months. She could feel her bra strap cutting painfully into her right shoulder. And now she had to spend the next two hours squishing Adonis himself.

  Holly could almost feel his disgust toward her radiating out of him, as if the irritated expression on his handsome face wasn’t enough of an indicator. Another round of her pissing someone off just by showing up. She gritted her teeth and stuffed a large, brown, worn-out-looking satchel under the seat in front of her and ran her fingers hurriedly through the rat’s nest on her head before sitting in it. In an effort to create some extra room for herself, she moved the armrest up. Trying to appear casual, she took a deep breath, sucked in her stomach as best she could, and buckled herself in.

  At least she doesn’t need the seat belt extension, Logan mused. He was a little afraid to inhale, recalling a fat woman he sat next to some years ago who smelled of hard-boiled eggs and rotten cheese. Tentatively, he drew in a breath. She smelled like baby powder and lavender, distinctly lavender. He relaxed a bit, giving a small nod in her direction.

  He couldn’t help but notice how white her knuckles got on takeoff. Her fists were clenched so tight against the seat. Curiously, she showed no other outward signs of fright. At least she didn’t start wailing or get the vapors or do absurd tricks to take her to her “happy place.” But with a second glance, Logan realized she wasn’t just gripping her armrest. She wasn’t moving. At all. He took a quick look at her face to make sure she wasn’t turning blue. She was staring straight ahead, eyes wide open, fixated on some focal point in the front of the aircraft.

  “Breathe, girl,” Logan found himself saying.

  Holly blinked once, her face pale, and tried to inhale, which to Logan sounded more like a gasp. “I’m not so good at takeoff,” she responded on an exhaled whoosh of air.

  “You’re doing fine,” he told her confidently, and opened a magazine.

  Thanks, Superman, she thought, feeling the plane start to level off. Easy for you to say. I’ll bet you can actually fly and are just on vacation.

  Once they were safely in the air and Holly’s panic passed, she noticed how perfectly groomed he was. He probably got a haircut every four weeks without fail. His eyelashes were longer than hers, and he even managed to make a green polo shirt and jeans look dressy. His broad shoulders vied for space much the same way her hips and thighs did, only where he was defined muscle, Holly was just mass. She glanced down at the magazine he was casually thumbing through. Health and Fitness. Its pages showcased dozens of toned, firm bodies, much like his. The fitness models wore skimpy garments that appeared painted onto their flawless tan skin. They flashed gloriously white teeth as they stretched and posed before backdrops of waterfalls, pools, and cliffs overlooking warm, sunny beaches. There were pictures of people in that magazine who looked like Holly, too—all with the word “before” in big bold letters underneath. She couldn’t swear to it, but they looked like they were taken in front of grocery stores. Holly felt the sweat start to bead on her upper lip.

  A female flight attendant, looking strikingly like the model on page twenty-five, stopped at their row with the refreshment cart and turned on the charm. It was all Holly could do not to give a loud snort. But then he spoke. No longer in the throes of takeoff anxiety, she could actually listen to him. Even his voice was like velvet, level and silky with a touch of a sexy drawl. He flirted with the flight attendant briefly before requesting bottled water, then passed on the food. Holly did the same, dead sure she was robbing them both of some cruel, prejudicial satisfaction by not saying, “I’ll take everything you’ve got.” Holly turned to Logan as the cart rolled away and gave half a laugh.

  “Nothing like the fit of an airplane seat to ruin an appetite. I’ll bet this plane was used to transport munchkins out of Oz.” Holly liked to get right to the point—taking on the six-hundred-pound gorilla in the room—but felt like kicking herself. Why the hell did she feel the need to validate this specimen of masculine vanity? But she knew exactly why. She was going to be spending an hour sitting next to him and she knew she didn’t make the grade on his first-impression meter. If she didn’t want to spend the flight sitting like a statue in an effort not to embarrass herself by occasionally rubbing against him, she’d have to win him over.

  He actually smiled, confirming the existence of his magazine-worthy pearly whites, and gave a small shrug. He had grown accustomed to other people’s feeling intimidated by his looks. “Airline food stinks anyway.” He was being sincere and his smile said so. Logan believed in karma.

  She had sensed his original reaction when he first laid eyes on her—Logan could tell. And Logan didn’t want to be thought of as the sort of guy who deliberately made others feel bad about themselves. He was just a busy guy, a temporarily stressed guy. A guy too big to fly coach on a packed flight, and he felt bad for having thought the worst of the woman next to him right away. Especially about the way she smelled. Only lavender lingered, mostly from her hair. He’d always liked lavender. “I’m Logan,” he said.

  “Holly.” She extended a soft, unmanicured hand, which he shook. He had a strong, manly hand, not callused and gnarled from manual labor, but not the limp-wristed softness of a coddled pretty boy, either. “Holly Brennan. Nice to meet you. Sorry if I’m squishing you a bit. They didn’t have any room in first class.”

  So, she was in the same boat as he. But by the looks of her, he imagined it would’ve taken quite a bite out of her pocketbook to buy the extra space. “I know. I got bumped out, too. Heard some guy hit a big lottery and is flying in his extended family so they can climb the Statue of Liberty or throw pennies off the Empire State Building,” he said, then added, “Go figure.”

  Of course he’d been bumped. After all, why would a Greek god willingly choose to mingle with mere mortals? Around a guy like this, it was impossible not to take inventory of all your own flaws. He looked like he belonged on his own private jet, sipping Patrón, or whatever the ultrachic were currently imbibing. He didn’t look like he was accustomed to being jammed in like a sardine in coach. Now he was stuck having to make small talk with the likes of her.

  Holly stumbled through conversation, hating the words as they rushed forth. “I never realized there was that big a difference between coach and first class. Almost like night and day. Of course, ever since my butt grew a twin, I notice.”

  It was the second time she’d tried to make direct reference to her size, but Logan again refused to join her in the joke. He understood Holly’s tactic, though: laugh at yourself before others get the chance. Classic defense mechanism.

  From a professional point of view, Logan couldn’t help wondering what type of body Holly Brennan had under all her self-esteem issues. Bodies were his business. Holly had sparkly green eyes and a sweet smile, despite the fact it came with a double chin and self-inflicted insults. The red hair, in its current state at least, could have passed for a three-alarm fire. Her clothes were wrinkled like she’d slept in them, and not comfortably. It was a look that would have made anyone else appear insane. But Holly Brennan didn’t look crazy. She just looked worn out.

  Logan didn’t want Holly to feel he was judging her, so he let her off the hook. “Keeping in shape is an everyday battle,” he said. He also knew the key to learning something about a person was to make them feel safe enough to open up. He wanted to make Holly comfortable, so maybe she’d stop all the jawing and cut to the truth.

  “Watching somebody die is an everyday battle, too,” she mumbled, her round face scrunching up.

  “Pardon me?” Logan hadn’t expected to hear anything so tragic, and the shock showed on his face.

  “I was never thin,” Holly blurted, suddenly feeling even more closed in by her surroundings, “but when my late husband was diagnosed, it seemed like food was the one thing I could always count on being there, you know?”

  In his mind’s eye, Logan saw himself thumping his fist against his own forehead.

  “I’m really sorry, I didn’t mean to pry. You look too young to have lost . . .” Smooth, he thought, the words trailing off. Widowing and loss in general have no age limit. Where the hell was his composure all of a sudden? Probably in first class with a hot towel being applied to it.

  “It’s all right.” She hated the pity. But what she hated even more was the fact that she’d just used her status as a widow to make this man feel as uncomfortable as she did. Besides, it probably wasn’t his fault he was a total buck—the silver-spoon variety, the type nothing bad ever happens to. She hurried through the rest of her speech, sorry she even brought it up. “He was thirty-two. We met in college. He stayed home ’til ... eighteen months. Then after—” Holly paused, aware that her wall was weakening, something she refused to let happen in front of a total stranger. She had already said more than she intended to. “Well, after”—she shrugged, mentally replacing the bricks—“I don’t know. Doesn’t really matter, does it?”

  No. It didn’t matter. “I’m sorry,” Logan repeated, not willing to risk becoming tongue-tied again.

  They sat in awkward silence, the word “sorry” swirling thick in the air around them. He was sorry for her situation. She was sorry for herself.

  Exhausted from depression and self-loathing, Holly folded her hands in her lap, an unconscious effort to hide her muffin top. She flashed back to the customer-service counter at the airport no more than two hours ago and the uncomfortable way the airline rep looked her over as she booked Holly into one of the last remaining seats on the flight, and the rep’s not-so-gentle suggestion that Holly might want to wait for another flight to keep her first-class seat—a reservation Holly had made to avoid the embarrassment of being forced to buy two seats in coach. The victory that resulted after the stare-down and subsequent judgment that one seat would suffice felt hollow. Holly shifted in her chair, and with that movement, shifted her thoughts as well—to all she’d lost in the past three years, and how fast those years had passed. Logan studied her discreetly. She’d laid it all out in front of him on a flight from Toronto to Newark. Had she done it because of his initial reaction, one that maybe he hadn’t been so good at hiding? Would he have been so quick to judge her if they were seated together in first class? Would he even have taken a second look? Would he have extended his hand, started a conversation, if his own comfort zone hadn’t been violated? In the spirit of karmic exploration, he decided it might be worth learning more.

  Logan regrouped and started over. “So. Are you coming or going? I’m on my way back. I live in New Jersey. Englewood.”

  “Coincidence,” she replied politely, turning her head in his direction, the frown back in place. “I live in Englewood Cliffs. My husband had an account in Toronto that needed to be settled.”

  The sense of karma returned like a wave crashing down upon him. It was a chance to right a wrong, to reach out to another person and at the same time bring himself back into balance. Logan waited a moment, wanting to choose his words carefully.

  “You’ve been through a real rough stretch, I know. It’s easy to let yourself go when you’re focused on someone else. But the fact is, you’re still here, very much alive, and far too young to hang it up. I could help you break some bad habits. Might even make you feel better.”

  “And just how might you be able to do that?” She gave him a skeptical sideways glance, intrigued by the fact that he’d turned on the charm for her.

  “I’m a personal trainer,” he told her, “primarily for athletes. We live so close to each other, I could get a program going for you with no trouble.”

  She bristled. “Do I look like an athlete to you? Hate to break it to you, but the last time I played any sports, Billie Jean King was smack-talking Bobby Riggs.”

  His smile grew wide. “Somehow I doubt that. That happened in the seventies. You probably weren’t even born yet. And besides, I said ‘primarily.’ ”

  She didn’t bother smiling back. “I appreciate your charity, but it won’t be necessary. Thanks anyway.”

  But Logan was feeling caught up in a rush of inspiration he hadn’t felt in years, an idea beginning to take root. He threw his head back and laughed. “Who said anything about charity? I’m just trying to drum up business. Occupational hazard, I guess.”

  He was sure she would never be able to afford his five-hundred-dollar-an-hour price tag, and he needed new business like a hole in his head. But besides wanting to make up for acting like a shallow ass, Logan was suddenly hit with the overwhelming feeling that a real opportunity was presenting itself. His job often bordered on mundane now. Lately he felt like little more than a glorified counter of repetitions, a naysayer to the latest in fad drugs and metabolism boosters. This would be a break from his normal slog.

  When Logan first started training—long before working with Chase Walker, Eli Manning, and other professional ballplayers—he’d felt a real sense of accomplishment in showing a beginner all they were capable of. There was a real high in pushing someone to their limit, watching them transform, especially with women. The female body in motion was an entirely different animal. It had so much more natural balance, so much more grace. Logan thought about how it responded to weight training in a totally different and noticeable way. It had been too long since he’d enjoyed the challenge of showing a woman her true potential. And Holly was in no way Logan’s type, so the sexual tension would be minimal. In the early stages of his career, that had often been a stumbling block when it came to female clients. He had long since acknowledged this unprofessional shortcoming with only a modicum of dishonor. Something about his testosterone and their estrogen, mixed with an endorphin rush, was sometimes more than he could resist. Adding fuel to that fire was the fact that most of the women he took on as customers were women he found attractive to begin with. He refused to feel bad about it. It was a problem that solved itself quite naturally as his client list grew long with the teammates of his most prestigious customers instead of attractive women. But with Holly, there would be no problem keeping it professional. She would be the perfect project. He could help her get back in the game of her own life and enjoy watching her transformation in the process.

  Logan came up with a lowball figure and Holly stopped frowning, seeming to consider his offer. It was an offer presented to her by an extremely attractive stranger with dark skin, even darker hair, and big chocolate eyes. Everyone likes chocolate, she thought to her own amusement. He reminded her of a Saint Bernard puppy, the very type of dog whose job it was to come to the rescue of desperate people. A Saint Bernard puppy with lovely broad shoulders and bulging biceps. Maybe he wasn’t such a bad guy after all. Or maybe he was, in which case it would serve him right to be saddled with her several times a week for a couple of months. Either way, what could it hurt? It had been so long since she kept company with anybody, there were probably worse places she could start.

  For the rest of the flight, neither of them said any more about his proposal. Logan entertained Holly with stories of his time in Brazil, training in martial arts, hoping to distract her as the plane descended. And it worked—he kept her fully engaged and she barely noticed the plane touching down. They landed and made their way together to the parking lot. Before they parted ways, Holly asked him for his card, telling him she would take up his gauntlet and be in touch.

  “Make the appointment now.” He jumped on the opportunity, not wanting to give her too long to think about it and come up with excuses. Without waiting for her to answer, he reached into his knapsack, handed her his card, pulled out his BlackBerry, and requested her cell phone number. “How’s Thursday, six P.M.?”

  She briefly looked down at his business card and wasted no time accepting. “You’re on, Logan Montgomery.”


  Chapter Two

  LOGAN SHUT THE FRONT DOOR TO HIS TENTH-FLOOR LUXURY CONDO with his foot, balancing his knapsack, his duffel bag, the mail, and his keys. He reached for the wall switch with his elbow to turn on the lights, then made his way to the dining room table and began absently sorting through the mail, once again amazed at how much stuff could accumulate in just a few days. Bill, check from client, bill, magazine, check, advertising flyer, fitness merchandise catalog, bill, magazine, check from client.

  He paused. He’d just taken on a new client, a spontaneous gesture made out of a combination of zeal and self-reproach. A client so far out of the realm of his current level of programs, the experience would practically make him a novice as well. He couldn’t remember the last time he had a client starting from square one. He would have to bone up on his beginner’s manual. It wouldn’t hurt him to reinforce his own education. He went back to the sorting and stopped when the doorbell rang. He tossed the mail on the table, glanced at the clock on the wall, and crossed back to the door. It was pretty late for a haphazard stop-by. He opened the door and a lazy grin spread across his face.

  She was long and lean, with delicate bone structure. Blond, perfectly styled hair, glossy pink lips, round doelike eyes. The hip-hugging jeans, blue satin camisole, and white leather jacket made her the perfect combination of waif and sizzling seductress. It was a look that had graced hundreds of magazine layouts and made Natalie Kimball a star.

  “When you didn’t answer my text, I figured you were out of town,” he drawled, moving out of the way for her to enter.

  “Now, what sort of surprise would that be?” Natalie gave his cheek an affectionate pinch as she flounced past him and into his living room. She was feisty and he liked it. He followed behind her, appreciating the sweet breeze of her perfume.

  “I just got home. Good timing; you’d make a great stalker,” Logan teased, joining her in the living room, where she stopped short and rounded on him, obviously disgruntled with his joke.

  “I fly almost two hundred days a year,” she huffed. “I know how to look up a flight schedule. Don’t flatter yourself, Logan, you’re not that special.”

  But he was that special, Natalie hated to admit, especially to herself. Logan Montgomery was a great catch and it hadn’t taken her long to figure it out. He was everything a girl could want. He made his own successful living; he had famous friends. He was confident and gorgeous and charming, adapting to every situation with an ease he could have only been born with. He never told her how to handle her own affairs, unless she specifically asked his advice. He was easygoing yet smart about business. He never talked down to her, always appreciating her intelligence. And the sex. Logan made love to her like making women orgasm was his sole purpose in life and she was the only woman on the planet.

  There was just one problem. Logan was so nonchalant outside the bedroom, bordering on aloof. Like he could stop seeing her tomorrow and he wouldn’t lose one step. He was never the least bit disappointed when she had to turn him down. He never interrogated her as to her whereabouts or even seemed particularly interested in them aside from polite inquiries. He charmingly evaded any hint of commitment. He never showed a bit of jealousy at other men’s attentions and outright advances. He wasn’t overanxious to touch her in public when they went to events, though he occasionally did. It had been a welcome challenge in the early stages of their four-month relationship, but now she wanted to make a change—a change she couldn’t seem to get him to endorse. It was beginning to drive her mad. She had been waiting in the parking lot of his building for an hour after receiving the suggestive text message saying that he was boarding a flight for home.

  “Hey, beautiful,” he said, quick to make amends, and closed the distance between them. “I was just kidding you. You are positively a sight for sore eyes, and I wish you had been waiting at the door”—he reached beneath her hair with both hands and pulled her in for a sound kiss; she was sweet and flushed and instantly yielded to his affection—“wearing nothing but a bow,” he breathed into her ear when they both came up for air. Satisfied he had quelled the beginnings of a fit, he set her back and swiped at her lower lip with his thumb to remove smeared gloss.

  “Oh, if only that were true.” She sighed dramatically, searching his face. “I would wear nothing but a bow for the rest of my life.” She tried to match his casual demeanor. “But instead I’ll be on a plane first thing tomorrow to Cali for the Reebok spread.”

  “How long you staying this time?” he asked, his gaze focused solely on her mouth. Without even looking into her eyes, he could make her heart start racing. His eyes were already conveying the need, the desire, to taste her again. And more. It triggered the need in her.

  “Maybe two weeks.” Natalie sighed again, already feeling weak in the knees. Her lips came together in a well-practiced adorable pout. “The agency lined up some other appointments to make the most of the trip. It might be longer if any of those pan out.”

  “Then we better not waste any time.” Logan kissed her again, deeper, his strong arms peeling off her jacket and tossing it aside before pulling her in close again. His fingertips toyed with and then dipped slightly into the waistband of her jeans at the small of her back.

  “I guess I’d look like a real dick if I took you right here without even offering you something to drink.” He reluctantly withdrew from her and, grabbing her hand, led her toward the kitchen. “Thirsty?”

  “Oh yeah, I’m thirsty,” she purred, and tugged him right past the refrigerator and down the short hall to his bedroom. Once there, she jumped into his arms, wrapping her long legs around him and planting her lips back on his. Logan easily carried her over to the bed and deposited her there, quickly shedding his clothes. She waited, hungrily watching him, knowing from experience that taking off hers was something he thoroughly enjoyed. He finished and stood before her, naked and magnificent, deciding what he wanted to remove on her first. She got tired of waiting. She reached out, and with one smooth touch, she watched his sex rise to full attention. Before she could do it again, he made his decision.

  He grabbed Natalie’s camisole and pulled it over her head, exposing unencumbered jutting breasts. Augmented, to be sure, but who cares? Cupping them, he kissed each one in worship, massaging the soft perky flesh, his tongue darting out, flicking around her nipple. A passion-filled push sent her tumbling backward and he pulled off her shoes, one at a time, tossing them over his shoulder. He unbuttoned her jeans and with an even quicker motion removed them, deliberately leaving behind her panties. He spread her legs, and going down to his knees, he kissed them, dead center, a thin layer of silk the only thing between his lips and her rapidly moistening mound. He ran his tongue along where her panties met her inner thigh and dipped it behind them, teasing her. He hooked his thumbs around the strings at her hips and pulled the panties off, kissing her there again. Moan after throaty moan escaped her as Logan danced his tongue around her folds, taking time with every pass at her clit. He lingered there, enjoying the sounds she made. When he had his fill, content that she was wet and manic, he picked Natalie up and, taking a seat on the edge of the bed, straddled her on his knees. He reached over to his nightstand and opened the drawer. Reaching in, he retrieved a condom.

  “We wanna play it safe tonight, baby. I don’t know where I’ve been.” Logan teased with his standard line. With them settled back on the bed, he held the foil packet out to her, holding on to one end.

  “Make a wish.” He smiled devilishly at her.

  I wish we didn’t need these, she thought. She placed her fingers right next to his on the condom and they tore it open. Logan caught it and rolled it on quickly before impaling her on his throbbing erection.

  They groaned in unison. His hands firmly on her hips, Logan effortlessly glided her up and down until she found his rhythm on her own. She tightened her arms around his neck and rode him. And then, with a deep-throated moan, she dug into his shoulder with her long smooth fingernails and purposefully dragged.

  “Watch the claws, kitten,” he murmured, deliberately arching away.

  Insistently, Natalie continued to dig into his shoulder. She kissed his cheek, swirled her tongue around and into his ear, and then ventured to his throat. Kiss after kiss, and then teeth.

  “No no no.” His voice husky with passion, he lifted her off his neck as soon as he felt it. “No biting,” he said, admonishing her with a slight shake. They had been at this juncture before. He liked her aggressiveness but loathed her unrelenting attempts to mark him. Her persistent choice of target was his neck—an attempt to send some sort of message that proclaimed he was taken. He wanted no part of it.

  “Sorry,” she replied with feigned embarrassment, an effort to appear caught up in the moment. She pulled herself nearly off his shaft and then thrust herself fully onto him again, her muscles squeezing when their pelvises met. She heard him exhale in pleasure and repeated the action until she was sure he was caught back up in the ecstasy her movements created. And then she returned to the base of his neck. Trying to make her move resemble more of a kiss, she sucked in as she pulled her lips away. Successful in the strategy, she continued with it. The third time she did it, her mouth was too wet and the resulting suction noise was unmistakable.

  “Natalie. What did I say?” He chided her and stood up, wasting no time separating them. He threw her back on the bed face-first, then quickly pulled her up. Before her knees could make contact with the mattress, he deftly drove himself into her from behind, scarcely missing a stroke. His whole approach changed. No longer generous and leisurely, he fucked her hard, grinding his hips with every thrust, ensuring he made contact with her most sensitive spot.

  “Logan,” she groaned. He was so touchy about the love scars. Holding her unyieldingly around her waist, he filled her deliciously, faster and harder, working up to his own release. She tried unsuccessfully to resent the familiar tingle that was starting to build at her core as he masterfully ground into her again and again, in a way more punishing than pampering. The tingle began to flourish and spread until there was no other feeling besides it. Her hands clenched into fists and pounded the bed as she gave in. His legs stiffened and his grip tightened. She screamed his name into the bedspread as she came.

  THEY LAY AMONG THE RUMPLED HEAPS OF BEDDING. NATALIE WAS NESTLED into the crook of his welcoming arm, her head resting on his chest. He pulled the sheet up over them both, to protect them from the chill air on their spent, damp bodies. Any hint of prior anger was forgotten with their mutual orgasms. He even likes to cuddle, she mused wordlessly, snuggling up to him. He was like a lovemaking demigod.

  “Damn, girl.” Logan rolled his neck and shoulders against the pillow at the headboard, bringing out the sting of the fresh scratches on his back. “I think I’m going to need some Neosporin. It feels like you shanked me.”

  Natalie giggled, not the least bit inclined to move. Her head rolled along with the rippling that came with his muscles flexing. It was like riding a pectoral wave, pure exhilaration. “Oh come on,” she teased when they settled back down, “I thought you were a tough guy. But I’ll be more than happy to rub you down with whatever you need to prevent infection. Want to check my nails for rust? Are you up to date on all your shots?” She held up a hand in front of him.

  “Very funny,” he laughed, playfully swatting down her hand with one of his own before rubbing her back. Then he remembered. “You realize if I find a hickey when I look in the mirror, I’m going to be seriously pissed.”

  She picked up her head for a quick inspection and debated whether or not to say anything. She could see a faint outline of her overbite and maybe a touch of bruising in the dim light cast from the hallway. With her luck, it would be gone by morning. Natalie wrinkled her nose, conceding that she should have just bitten him harder the first time, when she had the chance—before his guard went up. She could have handled his wrath if she had gotten the job done. It was certainly low enough on his neck that it wouldn’t be seen if he needed to dress up. She was hopeful she could keep him in bed for several more hours and spare them both the confrontation. She settled back down on his chest, her hand drifting down his solid belly, maybe to take his mind off the topic at hand.

  “So wear a shirt with a collar. I don’t see what the big deal is.” The words slipped out despite her best intentions and her wandering hand stopped just short of his groin.

  “The big deal,” he replied, “is that I don’t appreciate having my sex life tattooed all over me.”

  “You know,” she said, a mixture of sulk and condescension, irritated by his deliberate use of the word “sex” instead of “love” when describing their bedroom activities, “there are men out there who would be showing off that sort of thing from me.”

  “Then maybe you should be sleeping with them,” Logan immediately replied, his easygoing nature starting to feel the strain. Why did she have to constantly remind him of her attractiveness? It was so covertly needy. When she wasn’t throwing her desirability in his face, he had to remind her of just how beautiful she was. Or worse yet, had to listen to her voice her dissatisfaction with herself. She was a model for Christ’s sake; her whole paycheck was based on what she looked like.

  Logan liked Natalie from the minute he met her in Las Vegas, at the sports expo. She was doing modeling work and he was attending. He never made an attempt at hiding his appreciation of her firm, nubile body. In the beginning she was mysterious and alluring. Her life was much like his, busy and exciting. She was bright and witty, which added to her appeal. Every time they got together was a hurricane. Each moment of the obligatory “going out” part of the evening was spent in anticipation of when they could get behind closed doors. Logan reflected on how Natalie turned from a seemingly shy little sex kitten into a tigress with a few well-placed strokes of his hand, how she always left him wanting more. But the last few weeks had felt more like a boring game of seesaw. He could understand the occasional day when a woman felt unattractive or insecure and needed to go fishing for a compliment, something he was always ready and willing to supply. But lately all their conversations led in the same direction and ended up in the same place. It was a place he was getting tired of avoiding.

  Natalie tried one more time to find his jealousy nerve. “Maybe I already am sleeping with them.”

  “Will I be able to figure out who he is by a hickey or a scratch?” Logan made one more attempt at levity.

  “You know what, Logan? Sometimes you’re a real jerk-off.” She drew back the sheet, wrapped it loosely around herself toga-style, and rose. Angrily, she began the hunt around the room to gather her discarded clothing. Logan propped himself up on a bent elbow, resting his head on his hand, and watched her—the fact that she had taken the time to cover up, even in the nearly dark room, did not go unnoticed.

  “Come on, Nat,” he finally said softly, patting the spot she had vacated moments before with his free hand. “You don’t have to leave. It’s late. I don’t want you to go. Come back to bed. I’ll drive you to the airport tomorrow.”

  She stopped her search, turned on the light, and stared at him lying nude and stretched out before her. He was so striking it almost hurt to look at him. He sounded so sincere and she wanted to believe him. But his last sentence was the giveaway; he knew he would be rid of her in the morning. He probably already knew that a car supplied by her agency would be picking her up. There was no way he would put off his morning clients to drive her to the airport. He’d just made the offer so he wouldn’t look like the bad guy. Logan was never the bad guy; he was just the no-strings-attached guy. She could forget about any heartfelt declaration of feelings. She knew there would not be one forthcoming.

  His coaxing broke her reverie. “Look at you, standing there all wrapped up and pissed off. Like I don’t know just how hot the body under that sheet is. Your hair’s all tousled, making you look sexy as hell. Come back here and let me show you just how much you turn me on.”

  “When are you going to tell me my wish came true and I can stop opening condoms?” she asked point-blank, suddenly willing to force his hand and deal with the consequences.

  “Back to that again, are we?” He fell back onto the bed muttering, all traces of playfulness and affection fully evaporated.

  Natalie resumed the search for her clothing, now stomping across the room to recover her camisole and positively seething. “You sound like I’m asking you to make some sort of outrageous sacrifice. I realize having a whore at your disposal must be terribly convenient, but for me it’s getting kind of old.”

  “I never treated you like a whore.” He sighed at the ceiling. “If for no other reason than I never paid you.”

  “I wish you had paid me,” she hissed back. “At least then I would’ve had a clear understanding of where I stood and not wasted my time considering you an option.”

  This was the last time Logan intended to have this particular exchange. It had grown tiresome, maneuvering through this verbal minefield just for the sake of some hot sex. Sex certainly wasn’t something Logan had to worry about. He could get it anytime, and with very little effort. What eluded him was the answer to why he stayed on this mental merry-go-round with Natalie. He wasn’t particularly interested in owning anybody, and he certainly wasn’t into being owned.

  Logan rose off the bed, not bothering to say anything more or cover up as he headed into the kitchen to pour a much-needed glass of water. Maybe Natalie would cool off, too.

  Left alone in the bedroom, thoroughly dismissed, Natalie quickly dressed. Intending to leave without so much as another glance at Logan, she walked briskly past him where he leaned against his kitchen counter and rushed toward the exit. Only his voice stopped her when she reached the living room.

  “Isn’t it enough that you have dozens of men at your disposal? Why are you pushing this so hard, Natalie? Why do you want to mess up a good thing?”

  “And committing to me would be messing up a good thing?” she asked incredulously, turning back to the voice coming from the next room, grateful she had a moment to steel herself against the exquisite beauty of its owner. She was determined not to be taken in.

  Logan was not about to let the conversation be reduced to a screaming match. He wasn’t the screaming kind to begin with, but he was well aware that she could be. He calmly emptied the contents of his glass, set it down, and came out of the kitchen to join her. “We’ve only been seeing each other a couple of months,” he replied evenly.

  “Not a couple. Four. Four months. Almost five,” she said, correcting him, the hurt evident in her voice and on her face.

  “Half of them spent with you running all over the country,” he replied gently.

  “I only have another year and a half on my contract.”

  He cut her off, shaking his head. “It’s not about your job. It’s about moving too fast. We’re in good places in our lives right now, doing good things. We knew going into this relationship that we were busy people with lots of commitments, to ourselves and to others. I just don’t feel like that’s changed. Yet.” Logan knew it sounded insensitive, though that wasn’t his intention. He tried to soften the sting with a backhanded compliment. “Besides, I think the only reason you even care is because I’m being the least bit hesitant. If it was me asking you to commit, you’d be avoiding me like the plague.”

  “Not true,” she said emphatically, no longer concerned about looking like the desperate, clingy one. “I knew there was something special about you the night we met. Didn’t you see it? For heaven’s sake, didn’t you feel it?”

  “What I felt was amazingly lucky that someone like you would go out of her way to spend some of her free time with me,” Logan replied earnestly, though he was unwilling to hurt her further by telling her he didn’t feel the same way. He had never felt something special about any woman, ever. It had never really dawned on him that he was supposed to. He wasn’t currently seeing anybody else, but he also was never convinced it was ever the right time to close the door on the wealth of possibilities. He didn’t usually date multiple women, but he recognized the fact that he couldn’t make a relationship last. They didn’t end badly most of the time—just fizzled. Women wandered in and out of his life after realizing he didn’t make sacrifices to accommodate them. He never led anyone on or stood anyone up, and he was always forthcoming about the fact that there just wasn’t much of his time to spare. He worked long hours, by choice. Then he had to fit in his own workouts. The only time left was his man-cave time and the other main perk of his profession: tickets to every single sporting event he could ever want to attend. He wasn’t ready to see man-cave time disappear yet, at least not on a permanent basis. And with Natalie, when push came to shove, he knew deep down he couldn’t put up with being the boy toy of an insecure, scratch-happy hellcat. He didn’t want to lose her, but he also wasn’t willing to lie to her, or himself, to make her stay.

  Logan hesitantly reached out, and when she made no move to recoil, he gently took her by her shoulders. “Besides, seriously, Nat, I don’t think either one of us is ready to take it to that level. Having to talk every day and tell each other our whereabouts twenty-four/seven. So wrapped up in each other that we have to feel funny if we spend any time at all with someone else of the opposite sex, when we’re apart for weeks at a time. Wasn’t it you that wanted to keep things from getting too serious, something about a ‘sassy single’ image you wanted to maintain?”

  How convenient for him, she miserably thought. She remembered making those very same statements on their first date, because she made them often. It was the sort of mindless chatter most people threw out before they knew whether or not there was any chemistry. Maybe not about having a public persona to take into consideration, but about not wanting to seem too eager. Logan never had to say it; she had done it for him. She’d never considered that it could be so easily and readily used against her. And she never believed she could be the kind of person who would resort to deliberate biting and lurking and waiting with bated breath for the phone to ring. Natalie closed her eyes against the warmth of his touch, wishing he would pull her back into his embrace instead of keeping her at arm’s length. His unconscious action spoke volumes, and she was finally listening.

  “Image? Just whose image are you interested in, seriously?” She opened her eyes and settled them on his perfect face, praying for some sort of sign that he cared she was getting ready to walk out the door.

  “I don’t have an image,” he responded, running a hand through her hair and giving an affectionate tug on her earlobe. “I’m just a guy who owns a couple of gyms.”

  “Gyms whose clientele are the rich and famous,” she retorted weakly, tired of the tricks, his as well as her own. “It makes you one of them by association. Please stop acting like I’m the one with everything to lose and you are so gallantly trying to protect my interests. It only makes me feel more of a fool.”

  “You’re not a fool, kitten.” The corners of his mouth turned up in what she could only construe as a sardonic smile. “But sometimes you really do act foolish.”

  So that was it. One more veiled insult neatly wrapped up and packaged to look like a term of endearment. Maybe it was time she stopped chasing him and let them see what, if anything, they really meant to each other.

  She twisted out of his grasp, retrieved her bag from his coffee table and her jacket from the floor, and made her way to the door. She opened it and, with all the righteous indignation she could muster, took one more heartbroken look at him, standing before her in all his naked glory.

  “Fuck you,” she told him dejectedly, and walked out, slamming the door behind her.

  Logan casually followed in her wake to lock the door and turn out the lights before heading back to bed. Catching himself with a quick glance in an oval-shaped mirror mounted in the hallway, he stopped short. He moved nearer to his reflection, looked closely, and let loose a sigh of annoyance. He looked back to the front door and announced to his empty home:

  “That’s gonna leave a mark.”


  Chapter Three

  HOLLY WAS SITTING ON THE COUCH IN HER LIVING ROOM. IN ONE HAND she held the television remote. In the other, a liter bottle of Coke. A bag of Funyuns sat wedged between her legs. She surfed the channels aimlessly from one program to another.

  It should have been just another night, when the only thing to come alive was her television. On a normal night, she could hide within the countless sitcoms depicting the hapless antics of mismatched couples falling in love despite their foibles. She could uncover murder plots along with glamorous women who looked like they’d stepped out of magazines, not grubby police stations. They busted thugs with the help of unbelievably attractive male partners who found them irresistible, despite the danger and the call of duty. Holly could be picking apart reality TV, snickering at the fools who willingly set their dignity aside for the sake of being in front of a camera. But this wasn’t just another night. It was the night before her first training session. She felt anxious. In less than twenty-four hours, she would be the one looking like a fool. Holly needed a diversion. She wished she could find the infomercial of Tony Little pushing his Gazelle. Even when Bruce was rapidly deteriorating, Tony Little was a good for a much-needed laugh as she watched his long Fabio hair trying to keep up with his frenzied pseudo-leaping as he shouted inspirational mumbo jumbo.

  Holly stopped on a show about hoarders. The people featured looked more like her but were living neck-deep in garbage and broken keepsakes. She watched in horrified fascination as teams of well-meaning, hazmat-suited cleaners came to the hoarders’ rescue. They scooped the trash up off the floors while doctors asked the hoarders how they felt about discovering a twenty-five-year-old blanket full of holes and covered in rodent droppings, or a petrified fruitcake they got from a neighbor back in 1996. Within the hour, their homes were set right and their problems solved. She knew it wasn’t that easy.

  The show was interspersed with endless commercials of what a person could take or use to make themselves better. This lotion will give you skin that shimmers and begs to be touched. That shampoo will make you a man magnet. Drug companies hawked pharmaceuticals with lists of side effects that sounded worse than the diseases themselves. Sure, you may become suicidal, but at least you can say you quit smoking. And then there was the never-ending parade of diet ads. Celebrities who’d had, in Holly’s opinion, perfectly acceptable figures to begin with were transformed into skin and bones, and now they were living the life they always dreamed of. What the hell was wrong with their lives to begin with? Holly grimaced through one more commercial, her favorite. The one about the pill that sheds the pounds magically and in record time but should only be taken by those who “seriously need to lose body fat.” Even the way the spokeswoman said the word “fat” was a comical overpronouncement of the three letters, stretching them out for full effect, emphasizing the gravity of the situation. Holly pointed the remote at the television and turned it off.

  She could see her reflection in the now-dark plasma screen, a distorted mirror image of Holly sitting on the couch. She stared into it. The image on the screen was an amorphous blob. Flesh stacked upon more flesh oozing all over the couch. The neon yellow and green from the top of the Funyuns bag between her legs was reflected with unsettling clarity. She squeezed her thighs together tightly and heard the crunching sound of the Funyuns being pulverized. Holly leaned her head back on the couch and sighed. Tomorrow, all this will change, she told herself. Tomorrow she would become the disciple of Logan Montgomery, the tallest, darkest, handsomest stranger she’d ever met. A man who was not only convinced she needed saving but was confident he could save her. She took a deep breath, trying to quell the mounting panic that accompanied the thought. What if he wasn’t as nice as he seemed that day on the plane and was really Attila the Trainer? What if he was all looks and no knowledge and ended up snapping something she needed, like her spine? What if she farted while trying to do a sit-up?

  The phone rang and Holly reeled in her fright. She threw
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