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      Emmett Hawk, former wide receiver for the Texas Titans, stood on the porch of the main cabin, waiting uneasily for the new batch of fitness camp attendees. This was round four of six of his week-long sports and fitness camps, and it was the first one for adults. The first two weeks had been filled with different ages of college-hopeful youth groups, and last week had been college athletes. Each group of twenty had been fun, yet challenging. This group was looking to be a flop. He’d hardly dealt with any cancellations with his other groups, but this week he’d had fifteen dropouts, for various odd reasons, and the camp hadn’t even started yet. Five attendees.

      He supposed it should bug him to spend a week on only five people, but what else did he have to do this summer? He smiled grimly. The fitness camp would still serve its purpose: giving him some kind of purpose. When he’d returned for spring ball after ripping out his ACL, MCL, PCL, and meniscus at the all-star game in February, the offensive coach and his head coach had sat him down and asked him to take a year off, see if he could heal and return to full strength. It was all a façade, a way to pretend he was coming back. He’d seen the truth in their eyes. They’d already replaced him. Nobody wanted a player who’d never be at full strength again. The media would have a heyday with the billionaire football player washed up after one season. Especially since he was a Hawk—he and his brothers were hounded by the media. Emmett didn’t like it, but he tried his best to represent his family well.

      Emmett was one of four brothers who would inherit the Hawk Dynasty. His grandfather had started with good old Texas oil and his father had expanded to worldwide real estate, everything from storage units to exclusive resorts like the one he was standing on. He looked around, drinking in miles of trees, a man-made lake, and a massive lodge in the middle of the property with wood-chipped trails throughout the forest and twenty individual cabins. He liked this resort and was grateful his brother Callum, who managed all of their commercial real estate, agreed to his idea, blocked out the summer for his fitness camps, and added a state-of-the-art training facility.

      The shuttle van pulled up, and Emmett straightened his shoulders and plastered on his media smile. His assistant, Tracy, jumped out of the driver’s seat of the van and waved. “Hey, boss.”

      He waved back. She was a top fitness trainer and really dressed the part, always in a tank top and spandex shorts with her dark hair pulled up in a ponytail.

      Two teenagers who worked for the resort opened the van door and then hurried to go get the suitcases out. They were paid well to be top-notch and instructed not to take tips. Emmett didn’t want his attendees to be worried about carrying dollar bills around; he wanted them focused on improving their health and stamina.

      Emmett strode down the stairs to meet them.

      A leggy blonde slid out of the van first. She grinned Emmett’s direction, and he instinctively backed up a step, swallowing hard. Oh no. Some of the female college athletes had been a little aggressive and too flirtatious with him, but he could sense this woman, a renowned supermodel, knew exactly how to push and was used to getting results with any man she set her sights on.

      Behind her, a thin, fit middle-aged woman climbed out and stretched. “Oh, my aching butt,” she said.

      Emmett couldn’t help but laugh.

      She glanced up at him quickly. “Someday you’ll be old too, so quit mocking me.” She winked, but it was friendly, nothing like the sultry look the blonde was giving him as she slithered his way.

      A young, burly guy with a shaved head climbed out. His face was stony, and he was well built. He must be one of those. He’d either soften his pride and learn from Emmett and the trainers this week, or he’d be trying so hard to prove he was tougher than Emmett he’d waste the entire experience.

      A lean, tall guy with dark curls springing everywhere bee-bopped out. He turned quickly and offered his hand to whoever was behind him.

      The supermodel was fast approaching, but Emmett shifted to the side so he could see the number five attendee. Dressed in a casual knit knee-length gray dress that clung to her in just the right way, the woman who stepped from the van looked like his version of an angel—her hair was dark and curly and hung down her back, her face was tan and smooth with high cheekbones and dark brows, and her eyes were a surprising bright blue that took his breath away.

      When she smiled at the young man helping her, Emmett took an unconscious step forward and ran into the supermodel. Crap.

      She grasped his forearm. “Emmett Hawk.” She drawled out his name and her tongue darted out to moisten her lips. “I’ve been waiting a long time to meet you.”

      Emmett stepped back out of her reach but forced himself to extend his hand. “Nice to meet you, Miss …”

      She wrapped his hand up with both of hers and batted her long, spider-leg-looking eyelashes. “Britney Pearl. You’ve probably seen me. Cover of Sports Illustrated swimsuit edition last year.”

      Emmett pulled his hand free. “Congrats.” Someone had shown him that cover in the locker room, but he hadn’t lingered. His best friend from high school had become addicted to pornography, and it had recently ruined his marriage and his life. Emmett steered clear of women who thought their bodies were only to be used as a weapon to mess with men’s minds.

      He stepped past her and stuck his hand out to the fun middle-aged lady with highlighted brown and gold hair and obvious Spanish ancestry. She also had fake eyelashes, but they were tastefully done. She was pretty and fit.

      “Emmett Hawk,” he said. “Thanks for coming.”

      She grinned. “It’s great to meet you.” She shook his hand and released it, patting his cheek like his mom would do. “I’m Nana Lucy, or you can call me Cookie Nana,” she said with a faint Spanish accent.

      He matched her smile. “You bake a lot of cookies?”

      “Yes, honey child, I sure do. But I guess that’s not happening this week.”

      “No, ma’am, this week we’ll be eating healthy and working hard.”

      She pulled a face. “And to think I liked you when I first saw you.”

      “We’ll make fitness fun,” he promised.

      “I bet you make everything fun,” Britney purred next to his elbow.

      Emmett forced a smile and stepped quickly the other direction, sticking his hand out to the burly, surly guy. “Emmett Hawk.”

      The guy grasped his hand and squeezed. Emmett didn’t roll his eyes, though he wanted to. He squeezed back until the guy winced and let go. “Troy Jones.” The guy glared at him like he should be intimidated.

      “Nice handshake.” Emmett arched an eyebrow and moved on to the curly-haired guy, his excitement mounting that the gorgeous brunette was next.

      The curly-haired guy had his hand out. “Gunner Travers. It’s so cool to meet you, sir.”

      Emmett grinned. “You too. I think I’m only a couple years older than you, though, so none of this ‘sir’ business.”

      Gunner had deep dimples and his dark eyes sparkled. Emmett was sure the women all fell for him. “The ‘sir’ is because of my respect for your game, not your age, sir.”

      Emmett liked him already. “I appreciate that. You’ll be a senior at Florida State?” Emmett already knew a little of his attendees’ backgrounds, and he wished he hadn’t asked the courtesy question so he could move on to the natural beauty to Gunner’s right. Gunner and Troy were both going into their senior year. They should’ve come with the college crowd but had been at NFL recruiting events last week. They were both NFL hopefuls who wanted to push themselves to their peak fitness for their senior year of college.

      “Yes, sir. Troy and I are getting rings this year for sure and both signing fat contracts with the NFL.” He grinned confidently.

      “I hope you do.”

      Emmett sidestepped once again, and all the positive feelings he’d had for Gunner dissipated as the young man placed his hand on the angel’s back and she smiled sweetly up at him. “This is Cambree Kinley,” Gunner said. “Elite Warrior racer, sixth-grade teacher, Colorado native, and the most beautiful woman in the world.”

      Cambree laughed easily. Her tinkling laughter was as pretty as the rest of her. She shook her head slightly at Gunner and muttered, “Flatterer,” before stepping up to Emmett and putting her hand out. “Hi.”

      Emmett caught a breath as her hand fit into his like it was made to be there. She glanced sharply up at him, her smile disappearing as she studied him with those bright blue eyes.

      “Happy to meet the most beautiful woman in the world,” Emmett said, hoping it came across as teasing and not creepy.

      She found her smile again. “Gunner’s being a goofball. I already told him on the ride from the airport that I’m not into one-week flings, but he’s set on proving me wrong.”

      Emmett decided he was going to thrash Gunner before the week was over. “I hope you stay strong, Miss Kinley.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m the strongest chick I know.”

      Emmett couldn’t resist looking over the lean form revealed by her simple dress. She might be right. He liked how brutally honest she was. “This week will make you stronger.”

      “I worked six months to get here; it had better rock my world.” She gave him a challenging look, and he planned on pushing her to her limit and enjoying being right there with her.

      He had four other trainers on staff, so everybody was getting one-on-one training at this camp. Cambree Kinley was going to get his undivided attention this week, and maybe he could beat Gunner out of the contest for a one-week fling.

      No. Cambree wasn’t the type you had a fling with; she was too pure and intriguing. And he couldn’t risk falling for a camp attendee when he needed to prove to himself, his dad, and the world that these fitness camps were a brilliant concept and a career as viable as the NFL. His stomach sank. Nothing was as great as playing football.

      She pulled her hand back and glanced around. “This is incredible.”

      “Not as pretty as Colorado.”

      She smiled. “No. But don’t take it personally. It’s not your fault you have no mountains.”

      “We have something even better than mountains.” He liked bantering with her.

      “Oh yeah?” She elevated an eyebrow. “What’s that?”

      “Texas pride.”

      “I’ve heard about it. Can’t wait to finally watch some Texas pride in action.” She winked, all cute and sassy. Emmett’s mouth went dry.

      “Are we going to flirt or get to work?” Troy said drily.

      “Shut up, I’m enjoying this,” Lucy interjected.

      Emmett glanced around to find that the entire group, plus his assistant Tracy and the other three trainers, was watching him. Britney was glaring at Cambree, and Emmett could feel the jealousy radiating off the swimsuit model. Yuck. He hated spiteful women.

      He hurried to introduce the other trainers to everyone and then let Tracy direct them to their cabins to get settled in before they got to work. He watched Cambree go, admiring the striations in her calves. With only five attendees this week, he’d been able to do a little research on each of them. She was one of the elite Warrior women racers in the nation, and he thought it was equally as impressive that she could handle a class full of sixth graders.

      Warrior races were gaining in popularity, and he’d been able to watch her compete in a few that had been posted on the internet. He’d thought she was attractive then, but she was blowing his mind in person.

      It would be fun to push her physically, but he was even more excited about getting to know her better. She glanced over her shoulder at him, and his face burned as he realized he’d been caught staring. He turned away to respond to something his trainer, Beau, was saying, but not before he caught the knowing smile on her lips.
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        * * *

      

      Cambree unpacked her bag quickly, staring in awe at the gorgeous little cabin she’d be staying in for a week. She was here. She had truly made it, and if memory served her correctly, she’d also met Emmett Hawk a few minutes before and hadn’t allowed her too-honest tongue to make a complete fool out of herself. She pinched herself and squealed at the same time. Emmett Hawk. The boys in her sixth-grade class were going to be so jealous. Was it too quick to ask for a selfie with him? Many of her students followed her on Instagram and had helped raise the money to get her to this camp in preparation for her summer of Warrior races.

      She stashed her suitcase in the closet and looked around one more time at the pristine cabin and its luxurious features: the decorative woodwork, the distressed wood floors, the plush rugs, the massive king-sized bed—it was softer than a baby’s butt; she’d jumped on it to test it—the leather couches in a nook by the picture window that faced the forest, and the glass shower and huge jetted tub in the bathroom, all done in granite, of course. Growing up in Breckenridge, Colorado, she’d helped her mama clean some beautiful homes, but of course she’d never stayed in a five-star resort like this. At twenty thousand for the week, she supposed the accommodations had to be plush.

      But she wouldn’t have cared if they were sleeping under the stars. Emmett Hawk was going to train her, and she was going to absolutely rock the rest of her races this summer. She wanted number one badly, mostly to prove to herself she could do it and that Nolan wasn’t right that she was trailer trash and would never amount to anything. Luckily her sport wasn’t popular enough that she had to do interviews or anything terrifying like that.

      She hurried to freshen up, putting on an extra layer of clinical-strength antiperspirant. The advertisers claimed it was stink-proof, so she wouldn’t reek if by some miracle she got to train with Emmett Hawk. She didn’t want to miss out on one minute of this experience. It’d taken a lot of saving, months of being tighter financially than an eighty-year-old hoarder, to get here. Her students had organized fundraisers for her all on their own, and that had been so appreciated and adorable. She just knew this elite fitness camp was going to make the difference in her success this summer, and as the most gargantuan bonus known to woman, she got to be around Emmett Hawk.

      The promotional info claimed Emmett would be involved in the actual training of the participants. Besides being one of the top wide receivers in the nation, he also had a master’s degree in exercise physiology. Yes, she’d Googled him. Weekly. He and his brothers were all plastered everywhere online. The mighty Hawk brothers. They were all undeniably handsome, buff, poised, and accomplished. She couldn’t blame the media for hanging on every word they said, but she did hate how it picked apart every woman they dated. At least she wouldn’t be exposed to that while she enjoyed being starstruck by Emmett this week.

      This camp hadn’t been easy to get into; there had been essays and recommendations required, and attendance was capped at only twenty people. She wondered when the rest of the participants would show up. She liked everyone she’d met on the shuttle ride from the airport, except Troy; he was a little stalkerish creepy with his penetrating looks. She connected most with Gunner, who was so cute with his dimples and curly hair. Nana Lucy was a crackup, though Cambree wasn’t sure why she was so hard on Britney. The older lady looked fit, but Cambree wondered how she’d gotten into the camp that was supposed to be for athletes.

      Walking out the cabin door, she stopped and stared, blinking against the brightness of Emmett Hawk’s glory. He stood a mere twenty feet away, talking to one of the other male trainers. Dressed in a fitted neoprene shirt and cotton shorts, Emmett was as handsome and fit as any man had a right to be, maybe more. His dark hair was short and his tanned skin was smooth. He had one of those Hollywood gorgeous faces, complete with the shortly trimmed facial hair. Yummy.

      Emmett glanced her direction and their eyes caught and held. His dark gaze was welcoming, and she was drawn in like a tractor beam. She was pretty sure she walked toward him and he walked toward her, but she couldn’t remember her limbs actually being put in motion. Then he stood before her, or rather above her. She was a respectable five-seven, but he dwarfed her. His stats said six-five and two-forty, and the muscles displayed by that tight shirt backed those stats up and then some.

      “Cambree.” The way he said her name, drawling out the soft A and making bree its own beautiful sigh from his lips, made her think her parents had been brilliant to choose it. His voice was all deep and husky with a slight Texas drawl, and his lips couldn’t be hidden by that perfect facial hair—they were too full and delicious-looking. He cleared his throat and said, “Did you get settled in?”

      “Oh my, yes. It’s so beautiful here!” The words burst out too exuberantly, and she felt like a sixteen-year-old.

      “Glad you like it.” His eyes trailed over her casual dress. “Are you comfortable working out in that?”

      Cambree’s face flared. She should’ve changed into workout gear. “Wow, didn’t know the bossy man was already putting me to work.”

      He grinned. “Don’t worry. I’ll go easy on you.”

      “You’d better not. I paid heaps of hard-earned money so you could kick my tush into shape.” Now her face warmed further at her mention of how expensive this camp was.

      Emmett didn’t seem bothered by her comment at all. Score another point for the superstar. “You look like you’re already in fabulous shape.”

      Cambree acknowledged the compliment with a chin nod. “But it’s your lucky job to take my body to the next level so I can be number one this year.”

      “Challenge accepted.” He grinned.

      Britney strode up to Emmett and placed her hand on his arm, interrupting their conversation. Cambree would’ve liked to chitchat with the superstar longer, but she understood everyone wanted his attention and she worried that she’d say something offensive to him. Britney had all the composure and confidence you’d expect from a supermodel. Cambree was sure it wouldn’t be hard for any man to give her attention. Cambree saw a lot of different workout apparel worn at Warrior races, but she didn’t know they made workout shorts as short as Britney wore them. Her cheeks were literally hanging out.

      “You think you can take my body to the next level?” Britney purred.

      Cambree’s face reddened again. When she’d asked Emmett to take her to the next level, she’d meant her fitness, not her shape or any other … things to do with her body. She hoped it hadn’t sounded like an innuendo. Yikes. She was so out of her league socially. She was a solo Warrior racer, and that’s the way she trained as well. These people probably weren’t going to interact like her sixth graders, who thought she was funny when she put her foot in her mouth.

      “Maybe he can give her a swift kick where her shorts should be,” Nana Lucy said in Cambree’s ear.

      Cambree laughed, almost more from surprise than amusement, and instantly felt bad as Britney glared over at them, not releasing her hold on Emmett.

      Emmett clapped his hands together, gently dislodging Britney’s arm, and said, “Looks like everybody’s here and ready to get started.”

      Cambree hadn’t noticed Troy and Gunner. She looked over her right shoulder. Gunner waved, friendly and cute as ever. Troy leered at her and ran his tongue over his lips. Cambree flipped back around. Competing in a co-ed sport, she’d had more than her share of men hitting on her. Sometimes it was a compliment, and sometimes it was just terrifying.

      She looked back at Emmett and noticed his jaw tightening as he glared at Troy. Could it be possible Emmett Hawk was interested in her? No. That was crazy thinking. He was a billionaire hunk with hundreds of times more women pursuing him than the zeros in his net worth. Cambree was nowhere on the radar of a Hawk brother. She was born to a single mom who had absolutely no social graces. Her mom made Cambree’s errant tongue sound like a church choir.

      No, Cambree could never date someone like Emmett Hawk. He was probably annoyed with Troy because he didn’t want any romances going on this week when they should be focusing on transforming their bodies and learning how to push their fitness to the next level.

      “It’s a small group this round,” Emmett continued. “Crazily enough, the other fifteen participants dropped out for one reason or another.”

      Cambree wondered how strong of a reason she would need to back out of this dream opportunity. Besides a death in the family, she really couldn’t think of anything. Emmett seemed a little embarrassed the others had dropped out. Surely he didn’t think it was a reflection on him? Anyone with a brain between their ears would want to be near him.

      “So we’ll keep it pretty informal. Let’s go around and introduce ourselves and what we hope to achieve this week.” He smiled. “I’ll start. I’m Emmett Hawk.”

      “We all know who you are.” Britney smiled at him, and Cambree could see why she was such a fabulous model. Any woman would want to imitate her sultry yet somehow innocent look, and any man would buy anything Britney was selling.

      “If I have to listen to her say one more word, I’m going to vomit,” Lucy said.

      Cambree shushed her with a finger to her lips. She thought the older lady’s snark was funny, but Cambree tried never to put someone in a cage simply because they were beautiful or famous, no matter that her ex-fiancé, Nolan, had explained in great detail that Cambree would never be on their level. She didn’t understand the social elite world, but was it their fault they were born to money and prestige any more than it was Cambree’s fault she was born in a trailer park? Britney probably had lots of depth to her; she just wasn’t … showing it as well as she was showing her cleavage up front and in the behind.

      “So I guess you all know I’m a wide receiver for the Titans?” Emmett smirked, and Cambree thought he was absolutely exquisite. Confident, but not cocky.

      “Rookie of the year. Highest-paid rookie ever,” Gunner called out. “Yeah, we know all about you and are struggling with the hero worship, man.” He gave a thumbs-up.

      Cambree was glad Gunner was here. He was friendly, and everything he said was positive. She caught a glance of Troy’s sneer. Maybe he didn’t appreciate Gunner’s cheerleader style.

      Lucy and Britney both clapped and said, “Go Titans!” at the same time. Britney giggled adorably. Lucy shook her head. “Ay bendito, now I’m a groupie.”

      Emmett chuckled. “So you’ve probably also heard that I ripped out every ligament in my knee at the all-star event, and …” He looked down. “I’m not gonna lie, the recovery has been rough, but I’ll get back.”

      Silence blanketed the group, and Cambree’s heart went out to Emmett. She could only imagine how hard he’d worked to be where he was, and to be injured, to have to start all over? That was brutal.

      “Ah, man, sorry to hear it,” Gunner said. “But if anyone can get back, it’ll be you. You’re a Hawk, right?”

      Everyone murmured their agreement.

      “Thanks.” Emmett moved on quickly. “So I started this camp because I want to give back, and I couldn’t stand the thought of just sitting around dealing with physical therapists.”

      They all laughed.

      “This is my fourth week of the Titans fitness camp and my first with adults. The first two weeks were sixteen- to eighteen-year-olds. Last week was college athletes. I guess the college group can be considered adults.”

      “Naw, we don’t want to grow up,” Gunner said.

      Cambree couldn’t imagine how Gunner could ever grow up. He reminded her of the carefree attitude of her eighteen-year-old brother, who their mother worried would amount to nothing but dating the town’s rodeo queen. He had a construction job, though, so Cambree tried to remind her mom of that.

      “This week,” Emmett said, “I wanted to focus on adult athletes and on adults who simply want to increase their fitness level and be healthier.”

      “Old farts like me,” Lucy said.

      “I’d never say that, ma’am.” Emmett grinned, his Southern drawl and smile irresistible.

      “I really just signed up to have him grin at me like that,” Lucy muttered so only Cambree could hear. Cambree laughed softly and completely agreed. That smile aimed her direction was more than worth the twenty-thousand-dollar price tag. She sobered up quickly. No, she had to focus and excel this week, not just be smitten by Emmett Hawk’s smile, though any woman would struggle to not be smitten.

      “It’s crazy that we had so many dropouts this week. The past camps had none, except for one little guy who broke his arm skateboarding the day before he came, but I think for each of you this will be an amazing opportunity.” He gestured to the trainers standing around him. “You’ll each get individual training most of the week. We’ll still do some things in groups, but mostly we’ll work one-on-one so we can maximize your time here and focus on exactly what you want to achieve.” He spread his hands. “So it’s your turn. Tell us who you are and what you’re here to accomplish.” He inclined his chin to Britney, who was still standing so close to him that the blond trainer had been displaced from his spot. The guy seemed to be struggling to keep his eyes off of Britney’s backside.

      “Hi, I’m Britney.” She smiled that sweet smile of hers. “You probably all recognize me.”

      Lucy muttered, “Maybe if you’d take all your clothes off we could recognize you better.”

      Britney’s smile drooped.

      “Hush that tongue,” Cambree said. “There’s no call to be low-down mean.”

      Lucy looked surprised at the retort. Cambree wondered if she’d gone too far, but she didn’t like bullies in any form. The entire group stared at her, but it was Emmett’s warm gaze that made her feel like she’d done all right standing up for Britney.

      The silence seemed to lengthen.

      “So your goals are?” Emmett prompted Britney.

      “I’m here to have you make my body even more perfect.” Britney looked worshipfully at Emmett. “And I loved the idea of a fitness retreat. Who doesn’t love to be pampered? Right, girls?” She grinned broadly at Cambree as if they were close friends.

      Cambree forced a smile because she wanted to be friends with everyone at the camp, but she had never been pampered a day in her life, so she didn’t really know how to commiserate. As the oldest of six children with a single mom who worked hard cleaning wealthy people’s homes to make ends meet, Cambree couldn’t remember a day, besides Sundays, she hadn’t either babysat and kept things in line at home, or helped her mom at a cleaning job. Her family had been super proud when she’d graduated from CSU and gotten a teaching job. She was the first one to have a college degree of any of her relations.

      “You can rub my bunions later,” Lucy joked.

      Everyone laughed, and Cambree hoped any hard feelings between Britney and Lucy would be gone.

      Britney wrinkled her delicate nose. “I’m sure they have people who do that.”

      “We do, actually,” Emmett interjected. “After you work hard every day, we have a full spa where you will get massages, pedicures, facials, whatever you want.”

      “Yes!” Lucy pumped her fist in the air. “Now if I can just get through the ‘work hard’ part.”

      Emmett smiled. “What’s your story, Nana Lucy?”

      “Just wanting to perfect my body so I’m ready when Sports Illustrated calls me up.” She winked at Britney, but it wasn’t a friendly wink, too mocking.

      The female trainer, Tracy, laughed. Emmett gave the woman a quick look, then turned back to Lucy, folding his impressive arms across his even more impressive chest. “I want the truth now. We’re going to get close this week, and I want us cheering each other on, not tearing down. I just shared my biggest fear with you: not being able to play … the first few games of this season. Please drop the snark and tell us why you’re here.”

      “Sorry, Britney.” Lucy actually sounded repentant, and Britney gave her a nod of acknowledgment. “Snark is my only defense.” She sighed and then pushed out, “My husband of thirty-one years cheated on me with a twenty-two-year-old swimsuit model.”

      Britney’s eyes widened and she took a step back, planting her foot on one of the tall male trainers. He steadied her and smiled.

      “I’ve always worked hard to take care of myself, stay attractive for my husband.” She shook her head. “I came this week to find me again, see if I had any toughness and grit left in me that that jerkbait Tim didn’t steal when he busted my illusions of a happy marriage and loving each other forever.”

      Silence fell on the group. No wonder Lucy was such a smart aleck. It was to protect her battered heart. Cambree turned and wrapped the woman up in a hug. “You look super tough to me,” she said.

      Lucy squeezed her back. “Thanks.” She straightened her shoulders and Cambree let her go. “It was either this or plastic surgery. This seemed less painful.” She grinned and was back to her playful self.

      Cambree appreciated the insight into the older lady, and it definitely made sense why she struggled with Britney. Cambree wondered if Britney didn’t have a sad story she wasn’t sharing. Everybody had been through hard things, right?

      “And you?” Lucy stared at Cambree.

      Cambree smiled at everyone in the group, anxious to get to know the trainers as well as the participants. “I’m a sixth-grade teacher and a Warrior racer. I made it into the elite category last year, but crashed and burned hard on my pursuit of number one.” She took a breath and continued, encouraged by Emmett’s friendly smile and that she hadn’t said anything too honest or embarrassing yet. “My students helped me raise the fat wad of cash to get here.” Britney’s eyebrows rose at that, and Cambree rushed on to finish. “With Emmett Hawk training me, I’m going to hit number one at the Breckenridge race, which is in my hometown. I’ll be a hometown hero!”

      She punched a fist in the air, and then felt kind of stupid until Gunner whooped and started clapping. Lucy and Britney joined him, and then the trainers and Emmett did as well. The only one who didn’t cheer was Troy. He simply looked at her like she was a prime rib dinner.

      When the cheering died down, Emmett said, “Good for you, Cambree. I’m excited to work with you.” The moment went sticky and slow between them as their eyes met. Was this for real? Was Emmett Hawk really staring into her eyes? Score one for Cambree.

      Lucy broke the interaction with a low whistle. “I haven’t seen that much sparks and fire since the chemistry lab at Texas A&M exploded.”

      “Much more fun than a fire.” Cambree blushed and looked away when everyone’s eyebrows rose.

      “Gunner?” Emmett said in a gruff voice.

      “You know my story, man: hoping to make the NFL so I need to rock my senior year at Florida State.”

      “You’ve come to the right place. We know football.” Emmett grinned. “Jacob played for Auburn and Beau for Alabama. Don’t worry, they try to be civil to each other.”

      “Roll Tide,” said the trainer near Britney. One of the other trainers said something about a war eagle.

      “What about you, Troy?” asked Emmett.

      “Same as Gunner,” he grunted.

      “All right.” Emmett nodded around the group. “Happy to have you all here. I for one am stoked that our numbers are so small. We can personalize each of your programs, and even though a week isn’t a lot of time, it’s enough to push you to the next level as well as teach you how to push yourself and help you establish successful habits.” He gestured behind him. “Tracy?”

      The pretty brunette smiled. “I specialize in fitness competitions and working with models and actresses, so Britney and I will have a lot of one-on-one time.”

      Britney smiled but didn’t look thrilled. She kept staring at Emmett, but he didn’t focus on her at all.

      The dark-haired Jacob stepped forward. “Like Emmett said, Beau and I—” Beau simply raised his hand. “—both played college ball, so we’ll be working closely with Gunner and Troy.”

      Gunner gave them the hang-loose sign. Troy looked like he wanted to flash them a different gesture, but simply clenched his arms tighter across his broad chest.

      Mark smiled. He had a California surfer look with blue eyes and longish blond hair. “And I am the expert at making the ex-husband wish he had never dumped such a beautiful lady.” He winked at Lucy.

      “Oh yeah, man!” Lucy punched both fists in the air. “We’ll make him try to crawl back and then kick him square in the butt. I love you, Mark!”

      Mark and everyone else laughed. Lucy was so funny that everyone could tease with her and it wouldn’t ever go to an inappropriate place—at least, Cambree hoped not.

      “Well, no time like the present,” Emmett said. “Go get your workout gear on and we’ll go on a short run, then have lunch and a tour of the facility before we pair off and really get working.” His eyes gleamed, and Cambree could see he loved what he did.

      As she walked away to her small cabin, she wondered if she was dreaming or if she was about to get paired off with Emmett Hawk. All the other trainers had basically claimed their trainees, but nobody had claimed her, and Emmett hadn’t claimed anyone. She clasped her palms together and prayed she’d done enough right in this world to be able to have one-on-one time with the handsomest of the famously perfect Hawk brothers.
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      Emmett wanted to start the one-on-one training with Cambree immediately, but he worried he’d been too transparent during introductions. Lucy had called them out in front of the entire group, and he didn’t want anyone thinking he was playing favorites. Yet all of his trainers had played into his scheming perfectly, each basically claiming one of the other participants. Emmett wouldn’t mind doing some one-on-one with Troy or Gunner, but he wasn’t getting anywhere near Britney. He and his brothers got plenty of media exposure without having someone like Britney clinging to them. She was beautiful but not his type at all. He knew she loved to splay her body and her boyfriends all over the media. He had no desire to get caught in that trap.

      His thoughts swung back around to Cambree easily, like a pendulum that wanted to settle on her beautiful face. The upside of everyone at the camp knowing he was attracted to Cambree was that maybe Britney would back off.

      Cambree walked out of her cabin, and his heart pumped quicker. Now that was appealing. Her dark hair was pulled up in a ponytail that trailed down her back with riotous curls. Her smooth neck was revealed in a V-neck T-shirt, but it wasn’t low enough to show any kind of cleavage. Her toned legs were displayed perfectly by fitted black athletic shorts, but they covered her to mid-thigh and neither she nor Emmett would be uncomfortable if she bent over or squatted.

      She caught his gaze and smiled, lifting a hand. “What’s the plan, bossy man?” she asked.

      He couldn’t resist crossing the open area, shaded with pine trees, to meet her. He liked the way she talked. “You’ll think I’m bossy after a week.”

      “I think you’re bossy already.” She gave him a sassy smile and he ate it right up.

      “Ready for a short run? Running’s easy for you, right?”

      “Don’t let it out, but I’d rather eat Spam than run. It’s my least favorite part of Warrior.” She put a little Western inflection on “Spam” and wrinkled her nose adorably, and Emmett wondered if he’d ever said or even thought the word adorable before. He also wondered if she’d really eaten Spam. He’d heard of the nasty fake meat, but the worst meat he’d ever tried was some greasy taco place his college buddies had dragged him to.

      “We’ll make you so strong the running will be easy.”

      “Big talker. Can you make the burpees easy too?”

      “Just don’t get penalties and you won’t need to do them.”

      She laughed. “Easier said than done. What do they do to your tough self when you screw up at football practice?”

      Emmett kind of hated thinking about practice. What would he do when the regular season started and he wasn’t practicing or playing? He’d thought he could keep the fitness camps going year round for adults and mostly focus on the youth in the summer, but if this week’s fail was any indication, maybe adults weren’t willing to take a week off and pay a premium price to become more fit.

      He pushed all of that away and flirted with Cambree, a little shocked she’d said “screw up.” Language was much worse than that on the field, but off the field the people he was around were too civilized to talk like that. Taking a step closer, he said, “I never make a mistake, so I don’t know.”

      She placed a hand on his chest. He wasn’t sure if it was to make him keep his distance or because she wanted to touch him. Fire raced through him at her simple touch. “Ha,” she muttered, and he could see how fast her breath was coming. He really liked that he affected her. “Everybody messes up sometimes.”

      “Not me. Near perfect. Ask my mom.”

      She removed her hand, which he hated, and gave him a brilliant smile, which he loved. “Those mamas. Can’t trust their biased opinions.”

      “Did your mom make you feel like you were the best thing in the world too?” he asked.

      Cambree nodded. “My mama would put a professional cheerleader to shame.”

      He grinned, commiserating. His parents could’ve bought any box in the Titans’ stadium, but his mom insisted on front-row seats so her boy could see how proud she was. Man, he was going to miss seeing them up in the stands. “My mom asked me once why I didn’t brag about myself. I told her she bragged enough for the both of us.”

      Cambree laughed. “Well, I hate to admit this and swell your head even more, but she has a lot to brag about.”

      He liked her, and it appeared she liked him too. She was very different from any woman he’d been around. It was refreshing and intriguing.

      “We hate to interrupt, but I think this is a fitness camp, not Flirtation 101.” Lucy was grinning at the two of them.

      Emmett returned her smile and wondered how everyone else had snuck up on them. Cambree was an expert at capturing all of his attention. “Short run through the property to warm up,” he said. He took off at a fast jog to let everyone warm up, and felt a surge of happiness when Cambree stayed by his side.

      The group stayed in a pretty tight pack for the first couple of miles, nobody saying much besides Britney trying to flirt with Emmett a little bit. Then Lucy smarted off. “What do you consider a long run?”

      “Twenty miles or more,” Emmett threw back at her.

      “Somebody shoot me now,” Lucy groaned. “Or maybe I’ll just die of the heat.”

      Emmett laughed. It was a June day in Texas, probably high nineties, and he had sweat dripping down his back. The trail they were running along was shady and by the lake, so it tempered the heat to manageable.

      Troy, Britney, Lucy, Tracy, and Mark dropped back a little bit. Gunner was chatting with Beau and Jacob about football. Cambree had claimed she didn’t like to run, but she was keeping pace easily. Emmett’s knee was throbbing, but he ignored it. Even though the doctors claimed he couldn’t injure the manufactured parts, he would probably always have pain.

      “How long are we running?” Cambree asked as they jogged along the path next to the oblong lake. They had rowboats out there that were only occasionally used. Sometimes one of the trainers would have a participant swim in the lake, but it was easier to use the Olympic-size pool next to the lodge.

      “It’s about a six-mile loop.”

      “Easy money.” Cambree smiled at him.

      “For you. I knew you were a good runner.”

      “Liar. You’d never heard my lowly name before today.”

      “Not true. I researched all of the participants so I could line them up with the right trainer, and I was able to watch you in some of your races. I was impressed. You’re even pre— … more impressive in person.” He risked a glance at her, and her angelic face was so open and trusting. She didn’t act like she’d even noticed his slip.

      “You’re not too shabby yourself,” Cambree said. “I guess with your family you can’t help but be a superstar.”

      “True.” His mom thought her boys could do no wrong, but his dad expected his sons to shine and had never tolerated anything but working toward perfection. “What do you know about my family?”

      She shrugged. “Just that the Hawk brothers are all hardworking, individual, successful, and hand— … impressive.”

      He chuckled. She had noticed his slip. “Are you okay with me admitting that you’re beautiful?”

      Cambree’s eyes widened and her cheeks got redder than the run was making them. “If you’re okay with me admitting that you’re handsome.”

      He smiled. “I guess I’m okay with that.”

      “With a face like yours, you’re probably sick of hearing it.”

      He shrugged, feeling his face flush. “My mom never got tired of telling me how handsome I was, but I thought it was only her who believed it, until I started playing in the NFL and all these articles started being printed about ‘hottest football player’ and all that crap.”

      “Oh, poor baby. Must’ve been hard on you.”

      He laughed and shook his head. “Time to change the subject. Tell me about your family.”

      They had made it to the end of the lake, and the path curved. Emmett noticed he and Cambree had a decent lead on the rest of the crew. He was surprised Troy hadn’t tried to run faster to prove how tough he was, but Troy was actually smiling at the back and talking to Britney, so that was a pleasant surprise. Maybe Britney would stay away from Emmett, and even more importantly, Troy would stay away from Cambree. Emmett hated the lewd looks he’d seen Troy give Cambree already.

      “Well, we’re nobody like the famous Hawk family.” Her voice was cautious and almost scared.

      “We’re just normal people, Cambree,” he said.

      Her eyebrows rose, but she didn’t comment.

      “Do you have siblings?” He wanted to draw her out, and he understood that his family would be intimidating if you didn’t know them.

      She nodded. “I’m the oldest of six. Two sisters and three brothers. My youngest brother, Luke, is a huge fan of yours, by the way. Hero worship doesn’t begin to describe the obsession.”

      “Ah, I like him already.” Though it made him uncomfortable to have anybody worshipping him. He was a quitter and it rubbed him wrong. His brother, Creed, was a Navy SEAL, and he was going to be disappointed when he found out Emmett couldn’t work his way back. “Who’s closest to you?”

      “My sister Jasmine. She didn’t get a scholarship like I did for college, so she went to beauty school. She’s a major sweetie and just got engaged to her high school sweetheart. He has a machine shop and is ultra-successful. We’re all so proud. Well …”

      Emmett liked to listen to her talk. It was intriguing and real. Cambree was a person he’d notice in a crowd, and not just because of her beauty. The pause stretched on, and Emmett looked at her and prompted, “Well?”

      “Successful for our hometown. Nothing compared to the Hawk Dynasty.” She gestured to him.

      “Don’t do that,” Emmett said, though he loved how honest she was. He didn’t know anybody who spoke so candidly to him besides his brothers, mom, and coaches. “Working hard and earning your way is a huge success.”

      “Gracias.” She bowed kind of mockingly at him.

      They jogged in silence for a while, heading back toward the lodge and cabins.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “Sometimes I make things awkward.” Emmett tried to protest, but she continued, “You’re this icon and your family are, like, the princes of America. It’s as foreign to me as a famous opera singer being from Arkansas.”

      Emmett had to laugh at her last line, but he didn’t like the division between them and the way she perceived his family. It shouldn’t matter. He hardly knew her, and a romance with a fitness camp attendee wasn’t part of the plan, but he really, really liked her. “I promise we’re normal. My brothers and I wrestled like monkeys, and our mom baked us cookies and scolded us, and our dad was always there to give us ‘the talk’ about living up to our potential and making the Hawks look good. He did attend all of our sporting events.”

      “Looking perfect doesn’t sound fun.”

      “No,” he agreed.

      They were silent for a few beats. Then she said, “Tell me about your brothers.”

      He sensed she already knew all about them, but he pretended they were normal and not on the paparazzi radar at all times. “Callum’s the oldest. He runs Dad’s businesses and takes himself much too seriously. We tease him he should just sew his phone to his ear.”

      She laughed. “Maybe you should get him a Bluetooth for Christmas.”

      “He claims they don’t look professional. I think he likes people seeing him strutting around on his phone. All important-looking.”

      “You don’t like Callum?” She looked askance at him.

      Emmett shrugged. “We’re not close, but he’s a good guy. You’ll have to meet him to understand.”

      Her eyebrows rose, and Emmett realized what he’d insinuated. He hardly knew her, and he’d just implied she was going to meet his family. He didn’t even take the women he dated home to meet his mom.

      He rushed on. “Creed is next. He’s a Navy SEAL.” Pride crept into his voice, and he didn’t try to hide it. Creed was a superhero to him, and his success had nothing to do with money or social status and everything to do with working his butt off to be the best.

      “That’s amazing. Where is he stationed?”

      “Syria right now. He’s got a mission coming up that he’s worried about. I mean, he never would say that, but I can hear it, you know?”

      She nodded. “My daddy was a policeman, killed in a shootout with some drug dealers.” Her eyes widened after she spoke, and she upped her pace.

      “I’m so sorry,” Emmett said.

      “No. I shouldn’t have said that. Your brother won’t get killed. I’m sorry.”

      “I’m sorry about your dad.”

      She shook her head, and Emmett was amazed they’d gotten to this depth of conversation, but running with somebody did that—you opened up and shared all. “And your last brother?”

      She obviously wanted to move on, and he did too. Thinking about Creed getting killed made his neck tighten and emotion rise to the surface. He was closest to Creed and loved his confidence and the way he teased. Emmett couldn’t stand the thought of losing him, but they all knew Creed’s life was anything but safe. It terrified his parents, yet they were both very proud of Creed.

      “Bridger.” He couldn’t help but smile. “He’s the youngest and he’s a … punk.”

      “Excuse me?” Cambree let out a surprised laugh. “I’m the one who says things too bluntly.”

      Emmett chuckled. “You’re right, I shouldn’t say that about my brother. He’s hilarious and just … sucks the marrow out of life. He can make a joke out of anything and everything, and it makes my dad and Callum about crazy.” He kept talking, partially because he loved talking about Bridger, but mostly because focusing on Bridger took away the darkness of Creed being in constant danger and Cambree sharing that her dad had died. He hated that she’d gone through that. He wanted to know how old she’d been when he was killed and how her mom had dealt and was dealing with being a single mom, and if any of her siblings were struggling, but he tried to keep things light and focus on Bridger. “Have you ever seen that show Point Break?”

      “I saw the new one and the old one.”

      “So Bridger is like one of those guys. Life’s all about the next thrill, and he and his friends take nothing seriously.”

      “I actually saw him at the world surfing finales on TV, and he is wicked awesome,” she gushed. He must’ve pulled a face, because she backtracked. “I mean, if he isn’t your brother, it’s cool what he does. They call him an extreme athlete, right?”

      “Yeah. Lately he’s been focusing on wakeboarding and getting ready for the X Games. My mom is actually thrilled with this venture, because wakeboarding is safer than heli-skiing, cave diving, big wave surfing, ice climbing, or wingsuit flying.” They were almost back to the main lodge and open grassy area now. Emmett had to blame it on the comfortable running pace and pleasant company that he kept sharing so much about his family, but the beautiful, candid lady at his side was easy to talk to. “My mom says it’s hard enough Creed puts his life on the line for his country. Bridger puts his life on the line for an adrenaline rush.”

      “Ooh. I bet that pisses her right off.” Cambree blew out a breath. “I hate that for her, and I don’t even know either of them.”

      Had she really said the word “pisses”? Emmett had to fight not to laugh. She was definitely not his usual date. Not that he was dating her. Cambree was looking at him, so he continued, “It is tough on her, but if you spent five minutes with Bridger, you just can’t help but like the kid. He’s kind of like Gunner.”

      Cambree smiled. “Gunner’s a stud muffin.”

      And just like that, Emmett’s gut tightened with jealousy. He shook it off, and they slowed to a walk as they approached the manicured lawn next to the main lodge. The group filtered in next to them and Emmett turned to Tracy. “Why don’t you lead us in a cooldown, then we’ll eat lunch, do a tour of the facility, and do individual sessions after that?”

      “Sounds great.” Tracy started into some yoga stretches, which were even more effective with their muscles warm from the run. Emmett found his gaze straying to Cambree time and again. He’d loved chatting with her on the run. He’d opened up more than he’d thought possible in such a short time.

      His knee ached as they bent into a squat, and he was reminded of the lie he was telling the world right now, pretending to be getting ready for the season when in reality he was a washout. Should he tell Cambree the truth? He shook his head. His agent and his dad’s media advisors were insistent nobody knew until Emmett made the announcement that he’d be focusing on his fitness camps and stepping down from the Titans. It had to look like his choice and not dictated by his knee or his coaches, or the whole camp idea would just look like a desperate washed-out player trying to hold on to something he’d lost. Only Emmett and those few people would know the truth. If only there was another path for him that led back to football.
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      Cambree was even more impressed with the camp after they ate a buffet-style lunch that was delicious, fresh, and had more variety than her sixth-grade girls had mood swings. Then they took the tour of the facility, and she had to clench her jaw to keep it from dropping. She caught Emmett watching her for a reaction a few times. He really seemed to give a flip what she thought, but she wondered if her reaction just made her look like even more of a hick. They came from different worlds. Polar opposite worlds. She’d thought her ex-fiancé was high-society, but he was nothing compared to Emmett. The only time she could say she and Emmett truly related was her having lost her dad and his fear of losing his brother. Still, it had been rocking to chat while they ran. Nothing like a run to get somebody to spill their crap.

      They each paired off and started training for their specific events. Cambree had been hoping Emmett would be her trainer, and when he motioned to her and they walked together into the open gym area, an area he’d told them they’d added at the first of the summer for the camps, she finally dared ask, “So does this mean you’re the dopest trainer for a Warrior racer?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He winked, and her heart seemed to stutter before restarting. “Maybe not the best in the world, but the best at this camp.”

      “You’d better be the rocking best boy. I’m counting on you to make me flex on everybody else. Number one or nothing, baby.”

      “You’re already number one in my book.” He gave her a goofy smile.

      “That was cheesy, Hawk.”

      “I like you calling me Hawk.” He took a small step closer, but it was enough she could smell warm and musky cologne and she could see the sparkle in his dark eyes. The gym around them disappeared, and she couldn’t remember a single goal besides staying close to this splendid man.

      “And they’re at it again.” Lucy’s dry voice came from behind them. “You two going to actually work out this week, or is the pitter-patter of your hearts enough of a workout?”

      Emmett chuckled and took a step back. “You focus on your own exercise, Nana Lucy, and stop worrying about us.”

      She laughed and took the weighted bar Mark handed her, then followed his instructions to drop into some deep walking lunges across the gym floor.

      Emmett led her through a quick warm-up of squats, inchworms, planks, and toy soldiers, then said, “Let’s start with burpees.”

      Cambree planted her hands on her hips. “You said I wouldn’t have any penalties, so no burpees.”

      “Rule number one: you do exactly what I say.” Emmett stepped closer, and suddenly she was surrounded by his musky smell, his strength, the sheer manliness of him. It wasn’t intimidating—it was inspiring.

      “I knew you were a bossy man.”

      He lifted an eyebrow and commanded, “Burpees.”

      Cambree groaned but complied.

      Emmett counted for her. “9 … 10 … 11 … No, no, no! You didn’t touch your chest to the ground.”

      Cambree jumped up and glared at him. “You’d better back up a step, sucker.”

      He chuckled. “You’d better get it right. Watch and learn.” He dropped into a squat, quickly kicked his legs out behind him, did a perfect push-up, then jumped his legs back in and leapt toward the air. “I want you jumping higher too. Now go.”

      Cambree folded her arms and glared at him. “The rules clearly state I only have to clear my feet off the ground. I’m not wasting precious energy jumping around like a bunny rabbit.” Her pride stung from him saying she didn’t touch her chest to the ground.

      Emmett stepped closer, and the intense look on his handsome face was a little intimidating this time. He wasn’t going to let her get away with anything. “I am training you to be the best and the toughest, and when you’re in an actual competition and the burpees feel easy, you can thank me then.” He arched an eyebrow and dared her to question him, which she wasn’t about to do. “Now go!”

      Cambree rolled her eyes but complied, dropping down into a burpee, exaggerating hitting her chest on the floor, then leaping into a squat position and using her powerful quad muscles to fly as high as she could jump.

      “Yes! That’s my girl. Keep going.”

      Cambree felt warmth rush through her. His girl. She wasn’t, not even close, but she loved the way he’d said that. Those three words gave her a burst of energy, and she pumped out thirty burpees without complaint, though her thighs were burning, before he yelled, “Now sprint!”

      Cambree took off running across the gym, passing Lucy and Mark. Lucy was still doing walking lunges.

      “Go, Cambree!” Lucy hollered. “Sheesh, she’s fast.”

      “Yeah,” Mark agreed.

      Their cheering helped also, and she upped her speed.

      “Ten lengths of the gym,” Emmett called.

      Cambree was feeling the burpees and the sprinting by her sixth length. She realized she should not have eaten quite so much at the delectable lunch spread. It wasn’t going to taste nearly as good coming back up.

      Emmett was suddenly by her side, and watching him run was a glorious thing. He was so long and well-built that he seemed to glide over the polished floor. “Come on, sweetie, you got this,” he encouraged her as they sprinted together.

      When she hit the wall at ten, she gasped for air and put her hands on her knees.

      “Nice!” Emmett said. “Now army crawl four lengths of the gym.”

      Cambree groaned but complied. She couldn’t help but wonder if he called all the girls he trained “my girl” and “sweetie,” but it definitely helped to motivate her. She was pretty sure she rubbed all the skin off her forearms by the time she finished the fourth length of army crawl, but she was used to that with the barbed wire crawl being a staple of most of her events, and that obstacle was through dirt, rocks, and sometimes muddy water.

      “Thirty burpees,” Emmett said.

      “What? I didn’t mess up.”

      Emmett simply raised an eyebrow at her. “Your race clock is ticking.”

      “Jerk,” she muttered, but she started the burpees.

      “Jump higher!” Emmett hollered.

      She finally reached thirty and could hardly breathe. Her legs were quivering.

      “Sprint,” Emmett commanded.

      Cambree took off. Part of her was hating her trainer, but another part of her was loving Emmett, loving this. It was why she’d raised the money and traveled to Texas: to be pushed harder than she could push herself. Even though it was excruciating and painful, it felt great, in a twisted psycho sort of way.

      On the eighth length, Emmett joined her again. She wondered how his knee was holding up, but she had no oxygen to ask.

      “You got this. I love your speed,” Emmett said.

      Cambree took that as a huge compliment from the man who could do the forty-yard dash in barely over four seconds. They raced to the end of the gym, and Cambree slammed into the padded wall again.

      “Rope climb,” Emmett said, a little out of breath himself, gesturing toward the corner of the gym.

      Cambree loved this obstacle. She hurried to the rope and grasped it, scurrying up to the top, then sliding down.

      “That was impressive. Thirty burpees.”

      Cambree didn’t even groan, just complied. She’d never have this many burpees in an actual event, but if she kept this up, she’d be quicker than anybody at them.

      As she finished the last burpee, Emmett gestured to the rope. “Climb it again.”

      “Give me something hard, bossy man,” she threw at him.

      He looked surprised for half a second. Then he laughed. “You got this, sweetheart.”

      Cambree didn’t know if she should tell him the terms of endearment were a huge motivator for her, or if she should just keep her mouth shut. It was possible he didn’t realize he was using them, and she definitely didn’t want him to stop. She climbed quickly up the rope and slid down. Five feet from the ground she let go, but instead of catching her, her exhausted legs gave out. She hit the gym floor hard.

      Emmett was right there. He lifted her up, and Cambree should’ve cared that she probably reeked of sweat, but it was just too nice to be in his muscular arms. Sheesh, he smelled good and he felt good and she was so exhausted she wanted to lie against his chest and fall asleep. Well, there might not be any sleeping if she stayed in these arms. Too invigorating.

      “You okay, sweetheart?” His dark eyes were concerned, but they also burned with a “stay in these buff arms of mine” smolder.

      “Fabulous.” She forced herself to pull back, though it was tougher than anything he’d thrown at her today. “What’s next?”

      Emmett blinked and then whooped. “That’s my girl! You’re a beast.”

      Cambree knew being called a beast was a compliment in her brothers’ lingo, but she’d assumed a high-society guy like Emmett wouldn’t use the word. Football must’ve softened him up, and the way Emmett’s dark eyes were sparkling at her made her feel amazing and like she was his girl. It was so different from the way her ex, Nolan, had made her feel when he abruptly dumped her, that she wanted to savor it.

      There was no time for sappy thinking like that. Emmett grabbed a bucket and lifted it easily, making Cambree grit her teeth. He put the eighty-pound bucket in her hands and said, “We don’t have many hills in Texas, so we’ll have to use the stairs.” He inclined his chin. The gym was two stories high, but there were stairs on the edge that led to other workout rooms on the second level. “Two lengths of the gym, then ten flights of stairs. We’ll repeat it a few times.” It wasn’t a question, and she could already tell it would be more than a few.

      Cambree took off and tried to keep her chin up and her legs moving, even though they were quivering with exhaustion and the muscles in her neck and arms felt like they were seizing from the weight of the bucket. She wouldn’t quit, though; she wanted to keep hearing Emmett say, “That’s my girl, sweetheart, and you’re a beast.” The thought of disappointing him kept her pace up quicker than if she were in an official race.
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        * * *

      

      Emmett could not believe how tough Cambree was. He put her through every event he’d ever seen done on a Warrior race, even having her use trees in the forest like a monkey to try to imitate the hanging Warrior. He made her do a lot of burpees and sprints and she was probably cussing him in her head, but she just kept going and going. He started worrying whether he could help her improve when she was already at a fitness level that was close to a lot of the professional athletes he’d competed with.

      After they finished with the obstacles, he had her eat a protein bar and down a water bottle and a Gatorade. Then they took the workout into the weight room. He’d never been interested in a client like this and he hoped he wasn’t transparent to everyone, especially Cambree, but he couldn’t resist calling her “sweetheart” and “my girl.” It just came naturally, and her funny responses made the day even better.

      She was pulling a weighted rope against a cable machine, and he was in awe of the smooth muscle rippling in her arms.

      “Your muscle tone is impressive. Maybe you should take up modeling instead of schoolteaching,” he said.

      Cambree rolled her eyes. “No-o-o way! I couldn’t stand that fakey life.” She hit the end of the cable length and released it.

      “Do it again,” Emmett said. “Watch your posture, keep that back straight and your shoulders down.” She obeyed quickly. This girl was a perfect student.

      “What’s wrong with my ‘fakey life’?” Britney asked.

      Emmett looked to Tracy, who lifted her shoulders. They must’ve just come around from the free weight area. Emmett hadn’t realized they were close enough to hear them. Britney was covered in sweat, her makeup running down her face and her blonde hair in a haphazard ponytail.

      “Looks like you’ve been working hard,” Emmett tried to deflect.

      “Tracy’s amazing,” Britney said. “There won’t be an ounce of fat on me after this week.”

      Cambree stood. “I don’t think there’s an ounce of fat on you right now.”

      “Ah, you’re sweet.” Britney’s blue eyes gleamed. “Why wouldn’t you want to be a model?”

      Cambree shrugged. “I’m sorry, that came out wrong. I’m from a really humble background. I wouldn’t fit in with people who are classy and wealthy. You’re so polished and beautiful. I’m sure everyone loves you.”

      Emmett wanted to protest that Cambree had no clue how beautiful and confident she was. She could fit in with any group. No, not fit in. Shine above anyone. Her lingo might shock some people, but not the people that mattered.

      Britney’s eyes went from shrewd to happy. “You’re pretty enough to model, but I understand if you haven’t been raised to associate with high rollers.”

      Cambree smiled. “It’s really impressive to me, what you do.”

      “Thank you, love.” Britney blew her a kiss.

      “Let’s grab a drink, then head back to the free weights,” Tracy said.

      Britney gave them a jaunty wave and Emmett a seductive wink before strutting off. Emmett turned to face Cambree, not wanting an eyeful of Britney’s cheeks. “You sell yourself short,” he said.

      Cambree shook her head. “No. I would never fit in with wealth and prestige.” She dropped down to a seated position and grabbed the rope. “Again?”

      Emmett nodded, but his head was swirling. He was impressed with how Cambree had handled Britney with poise and kindness, but he didn’t like that she thought she wouldn’t fit in with the wealthy elite. He didn’t think of himself as a high roller, but he and his brothers were high-profile billionaires and he was a well-known athlete. He’d dated some actresses and models but never gotten serious with any of them. Did Cambree think that was his crowd? He wasn’t sure how to ask without showing how interested he was in her. He shouldn’t be considering dating Cambree
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