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Challenging Carter

Kate Davies



Dedication

For Lucy Monroe—the best mentor, supporter, critique partner,
taskmaster, and cheerleader a girl could have. I'm so lucky to call you
my friend.

You said this one would be your favorite. I hope it is.



Challenging Carter

Chapter One

“You have got to be kidding me.”

Carter looked up and smiled. “And good morning to you too,
sunshine.”

Dani narrowed her gaze at him, jaw set. “Don’t try to sweet-talk me,
you spendthrift.”

Ah, so that was the issue du jour. Carter leaned back in his
ergonomic chair, fingers laced behind his head. He kicked one foot onto
the desktop. “Spendthrift. I can never remember—does that mean
stingy?”

”»

“You know damn well what it means.” She slapped a computer
printout on the desk next to his foot. “Reckless with money. Extravagant.

Wasteful.”

“Hey, now.” Carter shifted his sports-sandal-clad foot slightly to the
left. “Watch the prototype.”

Her brow wrinkled in confusion for just a minute before she glanced
down at the sandal and rolled her eyes. “New product?”

He nodded, lifting his foot off the desk. He tilted it to the right and
back again. “For the spring line. This new closure we've developed is
going to knock Velcro on its ass.”

“If you say so.” She looked dubious, which was pretty much her daily
facial expression. Then she scowled again. “And don’t try to distract me.”

“Ah, but it’s such a lovely sandal,” he crooned, waving his foot back
and forth, back and forth, in a soothing motion. “You’re getting veeeerrry
sleepy...when you wake from this trance, you will no longer be concerned
with the bottom line...”

Dani pinched her lips together. Carter could tell she was trying hard
not to laugh.
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“So tell me, oh Mistress of the Spreadsheet.” He removed his foot
from the desk and rolled his chair in close enough to prop his elbows on
the desktop. “What evil use of money is so offending your delicate
sensibilities this fine morning?”

She leaned in and pointed at the paper in front of him. “A trip to
Hawaii?”
Ah. The e-mail. Carter shrugged one shoulder. “Some of the best

surfing around,” he explained. “It should be a good incentive, don’t you
think?”

“Incentive? A weeklong, all expenses paid, luxury resort trip to
Hawaii?” Her voice rose before she caught herself and lowered it again
with a glance to the office door. “Do you know how much that’ll cost?”

He patted her hand and stood. “Yes, I do. I checked rates online

before setting it up.”

“So it’s a done deal.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Really,
Carter, you should run these things by me first.”

“Always better to ask forgiveness rather than permission.” He
rounded the desk to stand in front of her. Then he tilted his head down
and batted his eyelashes at her. “Forgive me?”

With a groan, she dropped her head. “Why do I keep this job?”

“Because I'm so darn cute.” He lifted her chin and tapped it with a
mock-punch. “And I let you abuse me financially.”

“It’s called a budget.” She drew the word out like she was talking to a
five year old. “Bud-get. I'm your senior financial analyst. Paying attention
to the financial bottom line is what I do. Somebody has to.”

“Poor, misunderstood numbers-cruncher,” he said, one hand flung
dramatically over his forehead like a character in a silent movie. “A lone
voice crying out in the wilderness.”

“Oh, stop it.” A thread of laughter laced the muttered comment.
“Trapped forever in a world with people who like to spend money...”

“Okay, Mister Spend-It-All, you might as well explain the rest of the
message to me.”
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“What, about the Wellness Challenge?” He grinned and sat on the
desk, feet swinging. “It’s gonna totally shake up the culture around
here.”

“Yeah, that’s what I'm afraid of.” She straightened the jacket of her
boring-as-oatmeal suit. He’d been trying to get her to adopt the casual-
Friday look the rest of the staff wore at Outdoor Sports Equipment, but
so far had run into a brick wall there, too. Something about making an
impression on the people outside the company that she dealt with on a
regular basis.

As if OSE’s very healthy financial status didn’t manage that for her.

He tucked his hands into the deep pockets of his khaki beachcomber
pants. “I had this brainstorm,” he said over her groan. “We’ve got a
corporate membership in the fitness center downstairs—”

She held up her hand. “Don’t remind me. I warned you it would be a
ridiculous expense.”

“Nothing ridiculous about it.” He ticked off the benefits on his fingers.
“Increased morale, reduced absenteeism, improved job performance.
Offering membership as part of the benefits package is win-win.”

“Except right now nobody’s using it.” She tugged her suit jacket
closed.

“Yeah, well, that’s what the Wellness Challenge is all about,” he said.
“I really want people to get the most out of the health center. I've got
some ideas about new directions we can go, and they’re tied to health
clubs. What better way to get some input from staff, encourage healthy
choices, and build a more productive team?”

“You’re losing me,” she warned, eyes narrowing.

“It’s a point system.” He rubbed his hands together. “We’ll start with
a work-up from a trainer, get a baseline for blood pressure, cholesterol,
weight, body composition. That kind of thing. For the next ten weeks,
you get points for using the health club, working out with a trainer,
participating in group fitness classes. At the end of the ten week session,
you get another work-up, and earn points for reductions in blood
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pressure and cholesterol, as well as for improving your muscle to fat
ratio. The top point-earner gets the trip to Hawaii.”

“What if someone chooses not to participate?”

“That’s their prerogative,” he said mildly. “But I don’t expect many
people to turn down a chance to win a trip to Hawaii.”

“Having to get weighed in for a work-related activity? No, thanks.”

“Oh, come on,” he wheedled. “Your personal trainer is like your
doctor. Your lawyer. Your priest. No one sees those numbers except the
two of you. All anyone else ever knows is how many points you earned,
period.”

“I'm sure you’ll get a good response from the staff.” She picked up the
e-mail printout and tucked it in her briefcase. “Count me out, though.”

“Sorry.”

She blinked at him. “Excuse me?”

“Your participation is non-negotiable.”

“You just said employees could choose not to participate.”
He shrugged. “You’re different.”

“Oh, you have got to be kidding me.” She crossed her arms over her
chest. “You are a lawsuit waiting to happen, aren’t you?”

Carter snorted. “You’re as likely to sue me as you are to join in the
Polar Bear swim next New Year’s.”

“Hey, it could happen.” She looked offended. “And the Polar Bear
swim? Jump in Puget Sound on January first? You’d have to be nuts.”

“It’s invigorating.”

“It’s insanity,” she tossed back. “But I already knew that about you.”

“You know me better than anyone else here.” He nudged her with his
elbow. “Come on, Dani, you've been with me since the beginning. You've
never backed down from supporting a new endeavor, even when you
thought I was crazy. This Challenge is important to me. Important to
where [ see the company going in the next few years. I could really use
your support.”
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She grimaced, but he knew he had her. That I-can’t-say-no-dammit
look was just way too familiar.

“Great!” He grabbed a brochure from his desk and slapped it into the
palm of her hand before she could change her mind. “All the group
fitness classes are listed on the form inside the front cover. Just sign up
for one of them and turn it in. You've already got a membership, even if
you haven’t used it yet. Make sure you sign in before each class to get
the attendance points. And you’ll be meeting with Heidi on Wednesday at

»

Six.

“Heidi?”

That wrinkle between her eyebrows was too damn cute. “Your
trainer.”

Dani let out a low groan. “Somebody kill me now.”

Carter laughed. “Hey, you never know. You might end up surprising
yourself and winning that trip to Hawaii.”

“Damn straight,” she grumbled as she headed for the door, the flyer
clutched in her hand in a death-grip. “After putting up with this
nonsense for the next ten weeks, a vacation in paradise will be the least I
deserve.”

Dani closed her office door, leaned back against it and pinched the
bridge of her nose.

Nope, the Carter-induced migraine was still there.

Sighing, she walked over to her desk and dropped into the chair.
What the hell had she done?
She snorted and flipped through the paperwork Carter had shoved

into her hands. She’d done what she always did—given in.

The man could wheedle sequins off a supermodel. And, judging by
his dating habits since he’d hit the big time with OSE, Inc., frequently
did.
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She shoved a hand through her unruly brown curls and blew out a
frustrated breath. Now she was stuck doing this fitness challenge for the
next ten weeks, all because of Carter.

No, that wasn’t quite true. She was doing it because she was a total
wuss.

One wistful look from those sexy chocolate-brown eyes, and the word
“no” completely disappeared from her vocabulary.

Being in love with your boss sucked.

She hadn't always been in love with her boss. She'd been in love with
her best friend first.

Unfortunately, they were one and the same.

She and Carter had been best pals through college, and when he
invited her to help him start up a new business after graduation, she'd
jumped at the chance to work with him. It was an opportunity to spend
every workday with him, to keep their friendship going.

They were still friends, yes, but he was also her supervisor. The one
time she'd been impulsive, and she ended up in a situation that made it
more complicated for their friendship to become a romance.

Not that he'd ever thought of her that way, of course.

Dani started to crumple up the brochures for the health club. Just
because he wanted her to do the Challenge didn’t mean she had to do it,
right?

But even as she thought it, she knew she’d end up participating.
Carter could be so convincing, so enthusiastic about everything. And she
had to admit, the thought of a trip to Hawaii was tempting.

More tempting if Carter would come along for the ride.

He would if she asked, she knew that much. He was always willing to
help out a friend.

The sad thing was, that was all they were.

Friends.
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He’d be happy to go to Hawaii with her. And then he’d take the
couch, telling her that she deserved the big, comfy, king-sized bed, since
she’d won.

As if knowing the man of her dreams was on the other side of the
closed bedroom door, completely oblivious, wouldn’t be a major loss,
instead.

Smoothing out the papers, she started to fill in the blanks. Oh, well.
If by some amazing quirk of fate she ended up winning the Challenge, at
least she’d look better in a bikini by then. Squinting at the grid listing for
the group fitness programs, she tried to decipher the acronyms for the
various classes. PLTS? WTRARBC? Her finger stilled above one that
looked vaguely familiar. STRPARBCS. Wait, wasn’t that step aerobics?

She was probably coordinated enough for that.

Checking her Palm Pilot to make sure the time worked with her
schedule, she checked off the aerobics class and signed the forms.

Then she walked out into the main office and put them in the inter-
building mailbox before she lost her nerve.

* Kk *

Her door was closed.
And Dani, dammit, was on the other side.

He could tell by the tapping sounds filtering through the door and the
light visible under the frame. The woman never left a room without
turning off the light, sometimes even when someone else was still in said
room.

Okay, that only ever happened to him. She had no respect for his
position and authority in the company.

Not that he’d have it any other way.

Smiling, he raised his hand to knock, when a loud beeping sounded
from the other side of the door, followed by a crash and some creative
swearing.
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He didn’t bother with the knock, just opened the door and walked in.
He looked around, puzzled.

She was nowhere in sight.
“Dani?”

Another thud, this time from—under her desk? Carter crossed the
room just in time to watch Dani extract herself from the tiny space
between her desk and her chair.

“Should I ask?” He leaned down and held out a hand, which she took
with a decided lack of grace.

“Alarm startled me,” she muttered. Dropping her cell phone on the
desktop, she added, “Guess I was a little too caught up in my
paperwork.”

Carter resisted the urge to laugh. “Caught up in her paperwork” was
a daily occurrence for Dani.

“You ready to go?”

Dani looked at him, eyes narrowed. “Why do you think I'm going
anywhere?”

“Your alarm was a clue.”
“But you already know where I'm going, don’t you?”

“Yep.” He reached down and grabbed her athletic bag, looping the
strap over his shoulder. “Your trainer appointment.”

Dani hooked her finger through the strap of the bag and pulled it
away from him. “I don’t need a personal escort, thank you very much.”

“Oh, come on.” He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and
steered her toward the door. “I'm heading that direction anyway. We can
walk together.”

She ducked out from under his arm when they reached the door. “Go
away, Carter.”

“Not a chance.”

She headed toward the elevator. “And why, exactly, do you have to go
down to the health club?”

“No reason.” He followed her down the hall. “I needed a break.”
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Dani pushed the down button at the elevator bank with a little more
force than necessary. “You do think I need an escort.”

“The thought did cross my mind that you’d get wrapped up in work,
like usual, and miss your appointment.”

“And if I did, so what? Why is this so important to you?”

Carter scrubbed a hand through his hair. “I worry about you
sometimes, Dani. All work and no play...”

“If you tell me I'm dull, I'll force-feed you my gym bag.”
“Of course you’re not dull.”
“Gee, thanks.” She shook her head.

The doors opened and Carter stepped back to let Dani out, glad for
the interruption. Man, she was touchy today.

“So what class did you sign up for?”

“Step aerobics.” She stopped at the glass doors to the health club,
squaring her shoulders. “It’s right after my meeting with Heidi.”

“You'll do fine.” He reached past her to open the door. “I bet you'll be
loving this before the end of the week.”

She flashed him a weak smile. “Hope so.”

Carter stopped at the front desk to show her where to sign in. Then
he pointed across the room. “There’s Heidi,” he said. “You’re good to go.”

“Okay. See ya.”

He grinned. “I can meet you here after your class.”

“No.”

“Really, it’s no problem.”

“Go away, Carter.”

“I could even hang out in your class, if you’d like.”

In response, she placed her hands on his shoulder blades and
pushed, steering him toward the door. “Goodbye, Carter.”

He was still laughing as the door closed behind him.

* Kk *
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The door to the exercise room stood partly open, and the sound of
conversation spilled out into the hallway. Double-checking her printout
from the front desk, Dani walked inside.

The space was larger than she’d expected, with a gleaming wood floor
and a row of floor-to-ceiling mirrors along the far wall. Women stood
around in clusters of two and three, some stretching, some just talking
with friends. Dani faltered in the doorway, suddenly wishing she were
anywhere but here.

“You new?” A perky blonde bounced over, a big smile on her face.
“Come on, I'll help get you settled.” She started leading Dani toward the
front of the room, her ponytail swinging with each step. “You need to
meet Jana, our instructor. She’s the best.”

Dani trailed in the woman’s wake, glancing around as she crossed
the room. Other class members looked over as she passed. Jana was
fiddling with the stereo system as they approached.

“I'm Brenda, by the way.” The blonde tugged Dani forward by her
elbow. “Hey, Jana, you've got a new victim.”

“Go away before you send her screaming from the room,” Jana
deadpanned. Turning to Dani, she said, “It’s really not always a
madhouse in here.”

4

“Yes it is,” stage-whispered Brenda, before scampering away with a

laugh.

Dani handed Jana her paperwork. “I'm, uh, doing this for the OSE
challenge.”

“Good for you! Love to see people trying new things.” Jana scanned
the computer printout. “Looks pretty standard. Just bring your form with
you each time and I’ll sign off at the end of class.”

“Thanks.” Dani looked around. “Do I need anything else or...”

Jana shook her head. “Nope, just make sure you wear something
comfortable and easy to remove. This class is all about your comfort
level, so only go as far as you want to. No pressure. And if you have any
questions, just let me know.” She glanced up at the wall clock. “Oops,
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gotta start. Why don’t you find an open space and follow along. Don’t
worry if you don’t get every move down right away. You’ll get there.” With
a smile, she turned away.

As Jana clapped her hands for attention, Dani looked around the
room. Brenda was in the left hand corner, waving.

I've got a spot, she mouthed, gesturing at the open space next to her.

Brenda was stretching her arms above her head as Dani approached.
“We always start with some warm-ups,” she said. “You might not think of
injuries in a class like this, but they do happen if you aren’t careful.”

“Mm-hmm.” Dani winced as she tried to touch her toes, her fingertips
barely brushing the tops of her athletic shoes.

Jana had finally gotten the stereo system working, and a sensual,
beat-driven song filled the room. Standing in front of the mirrored wall,
she began rolling her head from side to side. “Stretch those muscles,”
she called over the music. “You want to be enticing, not injured.”

Enticing?

Dani tilted her head down, then rolled it to the left, grimacing as her
neck popped with the motion.

“Ooh, sounds tight,” Brenda said. She stretched an arm over her
head, bending at the waist. “Don’t worry, you’ll limber up in no time.”

Dani nodded as she twisted and bent and stretched, trying to keep
up. If she was this far behind during warm-ups, how was she ever going
to manage the step routine?

“Everyone to the floor,” Jana called, and Dani joined the rest of the
class in scrambling to find a spot on the polished wood boards. As she
reached toward her toes, feeling the stretch throughout her body, she
glanced around.

Where were the steps, anyway? It’s not like they’d need them during
the warm-up, but except for a box of free weights in the back of the class,
the space was empty of equipment.

Something didn’t add up.
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It was a popular class, if the full room was any indication. The group
was all female, from tight-bodied twentysomethings to one woman who
looked old enough to be Dani’s grandmother.

“Okay, now, I want you to roll slowly back up, one vertebra at a time,
until you are in a seated, upright position.” Jana, stretching forward
between her widespread legs, demonstrated the slow position change.
“And as you move, slide one hand up your leg, over your hip, across your
torso, ending with it in your hair. Come on, be sexy, ladies!”

Dani blinked in surprise. Sexy? In an aerobics class? She glanced
furtively around, startled to see her classmates following the instructions
with enthusiasm.

“Now lean back on your elbows and bring your legs together. That’s

'77

it, perfect!” Jana stood and began to circulate around the room, helping
the women get into position. “You guys are totally ready for a floor

routine.”

She struck a pose, pulling her shoulders back. “Here, thrust your
breasts out. You're hot, you’re ready, you’re giving him the biggest boner
of his life!”

Oh, my God. Dani, who had just managed to struggle into position,
sat upright. She did not just hear that.

Did she?

A movement to her right caught her eye and she turned, jumping a
little when she saw her instructor right next to her.

Jana crouched down, a patient smile on her lips. “Everything okay? I
know it can be a bit overwhelming the first day.”

“I, uh...” Dani wished she didn’t blush quite so easily. “I guess it’s not
quite what I expected.”

Jana nodded sympathetically. “Getting used to being sensual in front
of other people can be a bit of a challenge.”

Sensual? What? “Well, I mean, I just thought it’d be more aerobic.”

“This is only the warm-up. It'll be plenty aerobic once we get into the
main routine.”
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Dani bit her lip. “Is that when we get the steps out?”

“The steps?” Jana’s forehead wrinkled in confusion. “We don’t use
any steps.”

“Then why call it step aerobics?”

Jana tossed back her head and laughed. “Oh, honey, you poor thing!
You thought you signed up for step aerobics?”

Dani nodded, her blush rapidly turning crimson.

“This isn’t step aerobics. It’s strip aerobics.” Jana patted Dani on the
shoulder. “But I hope you’ll decide to stick around anyway.”
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Chapter Two

“So, how was it?”
Dani looked up from her lunch. “You suck.”

Carter laughed and took the seat next to her. The breakroom was
almost empty at this hour, only Dani and a couple other employees still
eating. “Two-thirty. Early lunch for you today.”

She spooned up another bite of yogurt. “I don’t want to exercise on a
full stomach. Have I mentioned that you suck?”

“I believe it’s come up a time or two.” He picked through her lunch.
“Non-fat yogurt, tuna and crackers, and a bottle of water. You’re taking
this challenge seriously.”

“I take everything seriously.”
And wasn’t that the truth. “It’s supposed to be fun, Dani.”

“Maybe for you.” She looked around the breakroom. “Or the other
company employees. People who actually like working out. For me, this is
sheer torture.”

“Really?” He leaned back in his chair. “All those endorphins do
nothing for you?”

Dani shot him a disbelieving look. “I didn’t even get to the
endorphins. Too busy trying not to look like a complete idiot.”

“I'm sure you didn’t look like an idiot.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Hey, it was your first day. It takes a while to get in the swing of
things.”
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“Do I have to take a group fitness class? Can’t I just work out on my
own?”

Carter shook his head. “Sorry, babe. You have to do both, not one or
the other.” He eyed her more closely. “But you could change to another
class if this one isn’t working for you.”

To his surprise, Dani looked a little annoyed at the suggestion. “Why
would you say that?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged. “You were complaining, so...”

“Maybe I want to take this class.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Or
are you trying reverse psychology on me?”

What?
“Do you think I’'m not good enough for str—step aerobics?”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” He held up his hands. “Turning a little intense
on me, here.”

“Sorry.” She took a bite of cracker, grimaced and tossed the rest of
her lunch in the garbage. “I can’t eat chocolate. I get a little testy.”

Carter leaned back, balancing on the rear two legs of his chair. “So
you don’t want to take this class, but you do want to take this class.
Makes perfect sense to me.”

“I never claimed to make sense.” She wrinkled her nose. “I just don’t
want to make a fool out of myself.”

“I've got it.” Carter stood, digging in his pants pocket as the chair
clattered to the ground. “The perfect solution.”

“And that would be...”

“Practice.” He held up a key triumphantly. “You’ll be head of the class
in no time.”

“Carter, what are you talking about?” She sounded weary. The
Wellness Challenge must be taking more out of her than she’d expected.

“Il get you into the club after hours, and you can practice the
routine on your own until you’re comfortable with it.”

“Should I even ask how you ended up with a key to the health club?”

He winked at her. “I wrote it into the contract.”
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“Why?”
“So I can work out when I feel like it, especially after a long night in

the office.”

“Oh.” She eyed the key, suspicion coloring her gaze. “So you can get
me in there, no questions asked.”

“Sure.”

“And I'd just have to make sure the door locked behind me when I
left?”

He drew back, frowning. “You wouldn’t be there alone, Dani.”
“But you just said...”
“I'll hang out until you’re done.”

She was already shaking her head. “No. No way, Carter. Not gonna
happen.”

Carter blew out a frustrated breath. “Not in the aerobics room, Dani.
The whole point of this is for you to get comfortable with the routine
without an audience.”

“So what would you do while I was practicing?” She started gathering
up the remnants of her lunch. “Sit in the lobby?”

“Probably a weights workout.” He struck an exaggerated pose. “Have
to keep my young and girlish figure, you know.”

Dani burst out laughing. “You’re insane.”

“Yeah, I've heard that.” He dangled the key in front of her. “Come on,
whaddaya say?”

She raised one eyebrow. “I’ll be on my own during the workout?”
He swiped a finger over his chest. “Cross my heart and hope to die.”

She was wavering, he could tell. Her gaze kept straying to the key in
his hand.

Carter stood. “I'll meet you at the club at quarter to nine. You can get
the workout tape from your instructor before they close up, and I'll clear
everything with the front desk. Once everyone leaves at nine, you can
practice to your heart’s content.”
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Then, before she could object, he left the room.

She’d be there. If only to have the last word.

Dani pulled the door of the aerobics room shut behind her. Just as
promised, Jana had set up a TV with a strip aerobics DVD in the corner
for Dani to use for practice.

“A little extra practice is a great idea,” she’d said when Dani called
that afternoon. “You’ll be stripping with the best of them in no time.”

Dani rolled her eyes and walked over to the TV. Yeah, right. She was
about as far from stripper material as it was possible to get. She was
reduced to giving herself homework, for heaven’s sake.

Even now, she wasn’t sure what had made her decide to stick with
the class. Though she’d been ready to drop strip aerobics like a hot brick
earlier in the day, something had changed with Carter’s flip dismissal. He
didn’t even know she was taking strip aerobics, but she’d been suddenly
furious that he thought she didn’t have what it took. That she wasn’t
coordinated enough, talented enough, hell, even sexy enough.

Stupid, predictable, reverse-psychology response, but there it was.
She was going to prove she could do it, damn the odds.

The most annoying thing about it was, Carter would never know if
she succeeded or not. It wasn’t as if she’d ever give him a demonstration.

She laughed, startling herself with the sound. She glanced at the
door, aware that the club had a curiously empty feel to it, now that
everyone had gone.

The clang of a weight bar dropping into place reverberated through
the empty club. Correction—almost everyone had gone.

Somewhere out there, beyond the aerobics room, Carter was lifting
weights.

Dani squeezed her eyes shut, trying to block out the image from
earlier this evening. She’d shown up right at quarter to nine, swearing at

www.samhainpublishing.com 21




Kate Davies

herself for giving in to Carter’s taunting but unable to back down from
the challenge.

He’d already been there, flirting with the girl at the front desk, when
she walked in the door. To his credit, he’d cut the conversation short
immediately and walked over to her, a big smile on his face.

She was such a sucker for that smile.

At least, that was what she told herself as she followed him into the
club. It sounded more appropriate than admitting that she was a sucker
for his ass, too.

Really, it should be illegal for him to wear shorts like that. Her gaze
kept straying below the waistband as she walked a few paces behind
him. They cupped his tight ass as closely as she wanted to. Plus, they left
miles of long, lean, muscled legs bare for her to appreciate, too.

And don’t even get her started on his arms...

Luckily—or unluckily, depending on your point of view—he reached
the workout room before she really embarrassed herself.

“How long do you think you’ll need?”
Years.
“Oh, maybe an hour,” she said, glancing at her watch.

He reached over and slid it from her wrist, leaving a trail of goose
bumps in his wake. “Take all the time you need.”

She frowned at her empty wrist. “I think that’s what you just did.”

Carter stuffed the watch in his duffel bag. “I'll just put it in my locker
for safekeeping.”

“Thanks. So what are you going to do while I’m practicing?”

“Free weights,” he said. “Maybe some crunches. Don’t worry about
me. I'll have plenty to keep me occupied.”

She nodded, glancing around at the almost-empty club. The sheer
volume of exercise equipment was overwhelming. “I’ll find you afterward.”

He’d walked off with a nod and a smile, striding forward like a man
who had the world at his feet.

22 www.samhainpublishing.com




Challenging Carter

While she had a strip aerobics workout video and absolutely no
coordination.

Sometimes the world just wasn't fair.

Sighing, Dani turned on the TV. The room seemed bigger with no one
else in it, and the reflection of herself in the mirror was distracting, to
say the least. She eyed herself critically as she waited for the DVD to cue
up to the main menu.

She wore a loose T-shirt over a white T-back sports bra, with gray
yoga pants to round out the look. Fairly typical for working out, and
hardly sexy. That wasn’t her goal, of course; the strip video was just for
exercise, not turning anybody on.

It wouldn’t have bothered her to look a little more enticing, though.
After all, it wasn’t like it had escaped her attention that Carter had
reserved his flirting for the hottie at the front desk.

Wrinkling her nose, she pulled the scrunchy out of her ponytail and
let the thick brown curls swing free. Better.

She glanced back at the TV. The DVD was cued up, so she punched
the start button. As the slow, sensual music started to play, Dani rolled
her shoulders back and forth, trying out some of the warm-up exercises
she’d learned the day before.

This part wasn’t so bad. She bent over at the waist and dangled her
fingers above the floor, rolling her eyes as the model in the video planted
her palms firmly on the ground. Limber, Dani wasn’t.

Still, it was a real workout, despite the shock-value theme. Muscles
she couldn’t even name protested as she bent and stretched, reached
and twisted. It was obvious she’d gotten her money’s worth from the
workout the day before. And the music was catchy. If she could just stay
on the warm-up portion of the video, she’d be fine.

For a moment, she was tempted. Why did she need to learn the strip
routine, anyway? Really, there was no reason for her to stay in the class.
The club offered dozens of options, all of them less embarrassing than
strip aerobics. Why in the world was she forcing herself to stick it out?
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Her first instinct, when Jana had corrected her mistaken impression
of the class, had been to book on out of there as fast as possible. A strip
aerobics class? Were they crazy?

But another look around had verified that no one in the class looked
the least bit insane. They were young and old, model-thin and, well, not.
And all of them were at varying levels of skill. It was like any other
exercise class Dani had ever seen.

But beyond that, these women were comfortable with their bodies.
They stood up straight and proud, grinning into the floor-length mirror
as they went through the routine. There wasn’t even much actual
stripping involved; some of the T-shirts disappeared, leaving their owners
in just a sports bra, but that wasn't any more revealing than a bikini.

It was the attitude that was so captivating to Dani. Strong, positive,
reveling in their sensuality.

She’d wanted to leave, but in the end she’d stayed. And though the
routine was way beyond her limited exercise skills, the enthusiasm of the
group spilled over onto her until she’d found herself promising Jana at
the end of class that she’d be back next time.

By morning, she’d changed her mind again, ready to drop out. Then
she’d talked to Carter and decided to stay in the class.

So here she was, practicing in advance for tomorrow.

The warm-up music segued into a faster tune, matching Dani’s
heartbeat. The woman on the video smiled and paced out the first few
measures of the routine, taking it slowly enough for Dani to keep up.

She followed along as the routine got more complicated, taking the
time to go back once or twice to get a better look at the movements. The
blatantly sexual moves were embarrassing at first, but as she kept at it,
Dani found herself enjoying it more and more.

Slowly she rotated her hips, watching the movement in the mirror. It
looked almost—sexy, she thought, trying it again.

She lifted her hair off her nape, letting the cool breeze of the fan tickle
her. The shiver that ran down her spine was positively orgasmic.
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A knock at the door sent her heart rate into orbit. She spun around,
wrapping her arms around herself.

“You about done in there?” Carter’s voice was mulffled. “It’s getting
close to ten.”

She darted over to the TV and shut it down, heart pounding. If he’d
walked in...

“Ill be out in a minute,” she shouted, taking out the DVD and putting
it in its case. “Hang on.”

She scurried over to the door and opened it, her heart doing a slow
flip at the sight of Carter lounging against the wall opposite. Sweat
dampened the neck of his T-shirt and glistened at his temples. He held
out a bottle of water to her. “Just in case,” he said.

She uncapped it and took a long swallow, enjoying the cool liquid.
“Thanks.”

“No prob.” He handed over her watch and waited for her to put it on.
“Hope I didn’t cut your workout short.”

“No. I was ready.” Fighting a blush, she started for the door, not
waiting to see if he’d follow. As she expected, he caught her in just a few
strides, and they walked side by side out of the gym.

“So, I was thinking...”
Dani looked at him sideways. “That sounds ominous.”

He stuck his tongue out at her. “Why don’t we make this a standing
date?”

Her traitorous heart fluttered at the word date. “What do you mean?”

“If you want to keep practicing after hours, I’'d be happy to join you.”
At her frown, he clarified, “At the gym, not in your aerobics room. We’d
each be doing our own thing.”

“l don’t want to impose,” she said, though the thought of running
through the routines at her own pace was tempting.

He elbowed her gently. “Dork. If it was an imposition, I wouldn’t have
offered.”

Impulsively, she said, “Okay, let’s do it.”
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Then she headed for the parking garage with him, wondering just
what she’d gotten herself into.
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Chapter Three

“I think that’s everything.” Carter glanced around the boardroom at
the executive team. “Anything to add?”

Joe nodded. “Can we put the winter line on next week’s agenda? The
design team’s come up with some new snow gear with built in locators,
and I think the advertising team should have extra time to prep for the
campaign. It’ll sell like crazy, as long as people know about it.”

“Good idea.” Carter jotted it down on his notepad. He looked over at
the head of advertising. “Thom, can you bring some preliminary workups
by then?”

“You bet.” Thom leaned back in his chair. “We need to look at the
spring catalog, too, if there are any new developments.”

“Got it.” Carter wrote that down, too. “Okay, that should do it. Hope
to see everyone at the annex tonight.”

The noise level in the boardroom increased as the executive team
stood to go, chairs scraping on the tiled floor. The hum of conversation
rose and fell as people left the room in twos and threes, until Carter was
alone in the room.

A quiet cough pulled his attention to the doorway. Dani stood there,
manila folder in hand.

“What’s up?” Carter sat down again, waving a hand at the seat next
to him. “You look like a woman with something on her mind.”

She tapped the folder on the table. “It’s about this expense request.”

With a grimace, he plucked the folder out of her hand. “I'm not going
to like this, am I?”
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“Explain to me how a trip for two to Vegas is a legitimate expense,”
she said. “I've already given in on the Hawaii thing, so don’t try to tell me
it’s another incentive.”

“Nope.” He leaned back and laced his fingers behind his head. “Trade
show next month. We’re going to be meeting with the big box reps, as
well as some potential investors.”

“We as in...”

“You and me.”

Dani stared at him. “You’re taking me to Vegas?”

“You bet.” He grinned. “Get it? Bet?”

She groaned at the bad pun. “Carter, don’t make me hurt you.”

“Seriously, I need you there. These guys are the big guns, Dani.
They’ll want specific information on our financial status, and a printout
just won’t cut it. I need you to answer their questions, walk them
through the budget and financial forecast.”

He could almost see the calculator clicking away in her head. “And
both of us need to be there?”

“l don’t see another option.”

Dani took the folder back and flipped through it. “Okay. Any way we
could cut costs?”

“What’s so expensive? Two plane tickets, two registrations, two hotel
rooms.” He turned around and waggled his eyebrows at her. “Hey, we
could make it one room, save a few bucks that way.”

Instead of laughing, like he’d expected, she looked away. “Right,” she
said with a wry twist to her voice.

Strangely unsettled, Carter looked at Dani. “Hey, just kidding. You’re
like family, Dani. I’d never mess that up.”

“Uh-huh.” She turned to go. “I know.”

“So if you’re worried I'll try to take advantage of the situation or
something...”

“Nope.” She flashed him a tight smile. “I know you’d never do
anything like that.”
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“Good.” Satisfied, he stood and walked over to the window. The city
street below was already starting to get crowded as the workday wound
to a close. “Getting late. Are we on for tonight?”

“Tonight?”
He turned around. “At the health club.”

She shook her head. “You've got Payday Party at the annex,
remember?”

Oh, yeah. “Well, tomorrow then.”

She gave him a quick wave and disappeared around the corner.
Carter shuffled some papers, clearing off the conference room table. How
had he forgotten? He loved grabbing a beer with most of the admin staff
down at the corner bar. They did it every month on payday. It was a great
team-building activity.

So why was he wishing he could skip the whole thing for a chance to
work out down the hall from Dani?

“Knock, knock.” Caroline walked into Dani’s office, carrying a padded
contraption. She placed it on the floor and dropped into the chair across
from Dani’s desk, sighing dramatically. “I think my hands are about to
fall off.”

Dani laughed and shut the door to her office. “Lots of sign-ups
today?”

“l swear, the number of people on that list doubles every week.” She
held up a hand. “Not that I'm complaining. This is the best gig in town.”

“I'm glad to hear it.” Dani sat back down and tapped a pencil on her
desktop. “It’s one expense | was happy to approve.”

“My business appreciates it.” Caroline grinned. “Carter’s been great
at talking up the in-office program, too. I've had three more companies
sign up this month.”
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“Great.” Dani forced a smile at the mention of Carter’s name. Then
she changed the subject. “How’s Tony?”

»

“Fabulous.” Caroline’s face lit up, just like it always did at the
mention of her new husband. “Do you want to come over for dinner next

week? We’d love to have you.”

Dani smiled wryly. “Make it six weeks from now, and you've got a
deal.”

“Six weeks? Even you can’t be that busy.”

“No, but until I weigh out for the Wellness Challenge, I have to stay
far, far away from your husband’s tempting cooking.”

“Wellness Challenge?”

Dani waved a hand. “Work out and eat right for ten weeks, and the
person with the best stats by the end of the Challenge wins a trip to
Hawaii.”

Caroline sat up and looked closer at Dani, one eyebrow raised. “I
hope you've picked out a bikini, because you are so going to win.”

“It’s only been four weeks, but...” Dani’s voice trailed off as Caroline

urged her out of her chair and made her turn around.

“Oh, yeah.” Caroline nodded her approval. “What have you been
doing? You look fabulous!”

Dani blushed. “Oh, this and that.” At Caroline’s pointed look, she
mumbled, “Strip aerobics.”

“You're kidding me!” Caroline grinned. “Introverted Dani? Strip
aerobics? I love it!”

Dani bit her lip, trying not to smile. “So do 1.”

“That’s pretty clear. Not only are you looking more fit, there’s this
whole, I don’t know, confidence about you.” Caroline winked at her. “Has
he noticed yet?”

“Has who noticed?” Dani prayed her blush wasn’t noticeable.

“Don’t try to con me, Dani Williams.” Caroline crossed her arms over
her chest. “You’ve been in love with Carter since I met you. Probably
before that, too.”
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“Fine.” Dani frowned. “No, he hasn’t noticed.”

“Is the man blind?”

“l don’t think he’d notice if I showed up at work naked.”

Caroline burst out laughing. “Honey, that’s just not possible.”

“Do you know what he told me today?”

Caroline sat, elbows on her knees. “This oughtta be good.”

“He said he’s taking me to Vegas!”

“That creep!” Caroline bit back a grin. “How could he?”

Dani shrugged. “Okay, it’s not heinous. But it’s not great, either.”

“Going away to the city of sin with your dream guy? What’s not to
love?”

Dani ticked the reasons off on her fingers. “It’s for work, not play. He
only needs me there to talk money with some big mucky-mucks. But the
worst was telling me we could share a room to cut expenses because I'm
just like a sister to him.”

»

The smile vanished. “Yep. Heinous.” Caroline pulled out her cell

phone. “I think it’s time to call in the big guns.”
Dani waited as Caroline dialed.

“Mollie?” She paused. “Can you meet us at the downtown
Nordstrom'’s in half an hour? Great.” She flipped the phone closed.

“We, who?” Dani glanced at her watch. “It’s the middle of the
afternoon!”

“And you need some serious retail therapy,” Caroline retorted.

Dani started to argue, but closed her mouth instead. Why not? She
put in more than enough hours to take off a little early today. “Okay, let’s

»

go.
Caroline grinned. “I knew I could talk you into it.” She hefted her
tabletop massage unit with one hand and slung her other arm around

Dani’s shoulders. “When we get done with you, Carter won’t know what
hit him.”
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* Kk *

Carter placed the hand weights back in the rack, pausing to run a
towel over the back of his neck. Ten more minutes on weights, and he’d
hit the treadmill.

Other than the one night he’d missed because of the Payday Party, he
and Dani were still keeping to their after-hours workout sessions.
Already they were on the downward slope of the Wellness Challenge, with
only three and a half more weeks to go.

Back in the aerobics room, Dani was running through her routine,
which she guarded as closely as the crown jewels. He shook his head,
laughing a little. She insisted the extra workout sessions were helping
immensely, but he had to take her word for it. The door to the workout
room was always firmly closed.

Well, whatever floated her boat. As long as she was happy, he was

happy.

The workout challenge seemed to be working its magic on Dani as
well. Her attitude had changed a hundred-eighty degrees. She actually
seemed positive about the whole thing, and tonight she’d even mentioned
how much she looked forward to their nighttime workouts.

Truth be told, so did he. Some might think it was odd to exercise that
late at night, but it worked for them. They’d even taken to carpooling on
workout days, giving them a little more time to just chat on the way
home.

They’d always been good friends, though with work as crazy as it had
been the past few years, they hadn’t spent a whole lot of time together.
The friendship had just been there, in the background, like the sun
rising in the east. Their recent time together had brought it back to the
forefront.

They’d been friends for so long, he couldn’t even imagine what his life
would be like without her in it. Thank God he’d never have to find out,
either. Though his relationships with women tended to burn out quickly,
Dani had been one of the most stable and long-lasting influences in his
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life. Probably because they’d never hit the sheets. He’d never wanted to
risk their friendship for something temporary.

Dani’s new fitness routine had given her a boost of confidence that
spilled over into work, as well. She’d never pulled punches with him, of
course; they had too much history for that. But she’d found it easy to
sequester herself in her office, buried in her paperwork. This past month,
though, he’d seen her in the breakroom at the normal lunch hour more
than once, interacting with other employees. She’d even gone out after
work one night last week with some of the women in research and
design.

It was nice to see her finally coming into her own.

Though she’d probably kick his ass if she knew he was even thinking
these vaguely paternal, patronizing thoughts about her