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  Chapter 1: Sea to Sky Highway

  
  




“Check out that view!” Madison Steele exclaimed, poking her best friend to get her attention.

Refusing to look up from her phone, Kris twisted to avoid Maddie’s fingers. “I’ve seen it. We both have,” she said as she continued texting.

“Yeah, but it never gets old.” Maddie sighed as she turned to look back out the window. The Sea to Sky Highway carved a twisted path up the coastline from Vancouver to Whistler. They were seated on the left-hand side of the bus, making it easy for Maddie to gaze down a steep ravine at the fjords of Howe Sound. If they had been on the right-hand side she would have been staring at a sheer rock face.

Maddie and Kris tried to make it up to Whistler at least two to three times a year. In the summer, they could hike, bike, and go horseback riding. In the winter, in addition to skiing and snowboarding, they liked to go snowmobiling.

Maddie normally enjoyed stopping in the little towns along the way. In Porteau Cove a trail ran alongside the short beach. In Shannon Falls a wooden boardwalk led to a waterfall. Then, of course, there was Squamish. Halfway to Whistler, the Sea to Sky Gondola would take you to the Summit Lodge where you could get a bird’s eye view of the bright blue waters of Howe Sound. That wasn’t an option today. Instead of a leisurely road trip they were on a bus.

Maddie glanced out the window at the heavy gray clouds. Maybe it wasn’t a bad thing they were driving straight through. The weather forecast had called for snow.

Maddie checked to see if Kris was still on her phone. When Kris refused to look up Maddie sighed again. She ran her fingers through her hair to return it to some semblance of order. While waiting for the bus, the wind had whipped her hair into a rat’s nest that was going to take forever to untangle.

She envied Kris’s spikey dark hair. It looked super easy to take care of! Wash-and-go—that’s how Kris described it. Maddie had considered getting her own hair cut short. Maybe not as short as Kris—she did like her thick, auburn waves—but shorter than she had it now. Sometimes it got in her way, like today. Of course, if she did, she would have to deal with her mother’s disappointed looks. She could hear her mother now: “Your hair is one of your best features.”

“Forgot to grab a scrunchie on your way out the door again, didn’t you?” Kris asked before reaching into her coat pocket. Pulling out a rubber band, she held it out to Maddie who gleefully pounced.

Kris Nolan had been Maddie’s best friend since first grade when she had boldly walked up to Maddie and declared they were going to be best friends forever. Nine years later that was still the case. Maddie was convinced they were living proof of the theory “opposites attract.” Kris had a short, stocky build while Maddie was tall and slender. Kris loved to play sports; Maddie was president of their school’s debate club and wrote for the student newspaper. While Maddie described herself as adventuresome, Kris was driven and competitive.

“Thanks!” Maddie said as she gratefully pulled her hair into a ponytail.

Kris tsked as she tucked her phone away.

Waving at the beautiful landscape, Maddie demanded, “C’mon! Don’t you love that crystal blue water? Maybe today’s the day we’ll spot a whale breaching in the sound!”

Snorting, Kris turned to gaze suspiciously out the right-hand window. “I worry we’ll get hit by a boulder. That cliff wall is way to close for my liking.”

“Yeah, but there’s a net to catch the rocks if they fall!” Maddie grinned at her friend’s discomfort. In Kris’s defense, they had seen boulders alongside the highway, evidence of recent rockslides. “Besides, we’re in a nice big bus. What could go wrong?”

“Famous last words . . .” Kris mumbled. She sighed with relief when the road curved away from the rock face. “By the way . . . next time you talk with your mom, please tell her thanks. For the tickets.”

Kris’s parents taught at a local university. Their spring break wasn’t until next week which meant they couldn’t take time off work to drive them to Whistler. Maddie had planned to ask her mother, but then her mom had been invited to attend a prestigious conference the same week they’d be gone. As the lead prosecutor for her office, Elizabeth Steele didn’t feel she had the option to say, “No.”

Luckily, Kris’s aunt had come up with a solution. After reminding them of the express bus that routinely made the one hundred twenty kilometer trip up the coast to Whistler Village, Elizabeth had volunteered to buy the girls tickets.

Maddie had initially protested. She didn’t want to spend hours on a bus. That was before Aunt Dee sent her a link to the website. This wasn’t your run-of-the-mill school bus! Maddie and Kris were riding in a coach bus with comfy chairs, plenty of leg room, and free Wi-Fi so they could stream music and check their email. Not to mention a luggage compartment big enough to accommodate Kris’s gear: her boots, skis, and other equipment.

“I’m excited to see you ski this week,” Maddie told her friend while digging around in her backpack. Handing Kris a Ziploc bag full of trail mix, she added, “Let me make sure I’ve got this right. The normal ski season is over, yes?”

Kris held up her index finger. She looked like a chipmunk with her cheeks puffed out.

Maddie grinned. How had she managed to fill her cheeks with food so quickly? “Just nod if I’m on the right track. I wouldn’t want to get between you and your food.”

Kris nodded gratefully as she continued to chew furiously.

“You got an invite in December to this event. That’s how you found out about it. That’s not normal, is it? To get invited by email. How did it get added to the calendar? I thought the competition schedule was set at the end of last season.”

Maddie opened a bag of M&Ms. When Kris held out her hand Maddie obligingly poured half the bag onto her palm.

Kris refrained from tossing the candies into her mouth long enough to say, “Apparently Mr. Fletcher, the host, petitioned the federation to let him organize this event. They said he could run it but only if it was a by-invite-only type of thing. Rumor has it he used to be some kind of bigshot coach on the circuit. Now he manages a ski resort in Whistler.” Kris shrugged. “I guess it pays to have connections.”

Maddie nodded. “Gotcha. And you said this is gonna be a . . . hep—̶? Heppa—̶?”

“Heptathlon,” Kris said.

“Right! Because you’ll be competing in seven events.” (Kris nodded, mouth full again.) “And those events are . . . no, no, don’t tell me!” Maddie scrunched her face in concentration. “Downhill, snowboarding, ski jumping, cross country, biathlon, moguls, and what was the other one? Oh, right. Slalom.” She ticked each one off on her fingers as she said them, beaming when she finished.

“That’s right. Both Alpine and Nordic ski events. Ski Jumping is the one I’m most worried about,” Kris admitted as she brushed a handful of crumbs from her lap. “I’ve played around. Done a few jumps. But nothing like this. I hope I don’t wipe out.”

Maddie had watched her friend compete before through their local ski club. Living close to Cypress Mountain made it easy. Home of the 2010 Winter Olympics’ Freestyle Skiing and Snowboarding events, Cypress Mountain hosted over fifty runs on six hundred skiable acres. Whistler Mountain, however, was on a whole other level.

“I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Maddie told her.

Kris excelled at softball, soccer, basketball, track, lacrosse, field hockey, skiing . . . she had yet to meet a sport she couldn’t rock!

“Luckily, I don’t have to place in every event to do well in the competition. Highest overall score wins. I just have to do well enough not to be knocked out of the running,” Kris said, tipping her head back to pour the rest of her M&Ms into her mouth.

Maddie shook her head. It never failed to amaze her—̶ Kris and her bottomless pit for a stomach. “So, what exactly can I do to support you this week?” she said. “Besides supplying you with snacks, I mean.”

“That is an important part of your job description.” Kris winked at her best friend. “Well . . . it’s a packed schedule. I’m not gonna have a lot of time between events to prepare for the next one. That’s where you come in,” Kris told her. “As my support crew, it’ll be your job to get me and my gear to the start line on time. Cheer me on. Run errands during the week so I don’t have to; that sort of thing.”

“I can do that,” Maddie said, nodding thoughtfully.

“And keep me supplied with snacks.” Kris grinned as she pointed at Maddie’s backpack.

Maddie laughed. “I can do that too.”

“Of course, if you were to find something better to do this week, like meet someone you want to hang out with . . .” Kris waggled her eyebrows.

“Hah! You know that’s not gonna happen.” Maddie waved off Kris’s suggestion. Ever since Kris had started dating she had been pushing Maddie to find a girlfriend so they could go on double dates. Maddie was happy for her friend, she truly was, but Kris had hit the jackpot with Sheryl. Most of the high school couples they knew were disasters. Full of drama. Not Kris and Sheryl. Theirs was one of the only examples Maddie knew of a truly healthy relationship. In Maddie’s experience, it was hard to find someone you could connect with much less trust with your deepest, darkest secrets. Most people eventually let you down. Besides, she didn’t have time to date. She barely had enough time to keep up with school, her friends, and her cases.

“You never know,” Kris teased Maddie. “You might get bored. And cold. Don’t forget, you’re going to be standing on the side of a mountain. For hours at a time. . . .” Kris laughed when Maddie shivered in response.

That was just cruel. Maddie hated being cold! Kris knew that. “I promised I would be here for you and that’s what I’m going to do.” Maddie huffed. “Besides, why would I want to meet someone new when I have you as my best friend?”

She batted her eyes at Kris, but Kris knew a diversion when she saw one.

“You know, Maddie, it’s okay to make new friends.”

When Maddie didn’t respond, Kris sighed. “Well, in any case, I’m glad you’re here,” she confessed. “I’ve never competed in back-to-back races before. I won’t lie. I’m afraid it’s gonna be grueling. I really am gonna need your help to make it through the week.”

“Of course.” Maddie held up her hand for a quick fist bump. She was glad she could be here to support her best friend. Kris was independent and confident in her abilities—the two of them had that in common—and they both hated asking for help. For Kris to do so now was a sign of how nervous she must be about this competition.

Besides, Maddie frowned, it’s not like she had anything else to do. Despite her best efforts.

Maddie had been taking French classes for the past three years. She enjoyed learning a second language. But repeating phrases in a classroom setting could only get her so far. When the French Club announced they would be going to Quebec City for spring break Maddie had been over the moon with excitement. An opportunity to practice conversing with native speakers in the real world. Unfortunately, her mom had pulled the plug on that idea.

Initially, Elizabeth had tried to push her daughter off with vague excuses. The flight was too expensive. The weather was notoriously unpredictable this time of year. She wouldn’t be able to drop Maddie off at the airport or pick her up on her return.

It wasn’t until Maddie had accused her mother of being evasive that her mother had finally confessed the real reason for her misgivings. There weren’t enough chaperones. Twenty teenagers, left to their own devices, for a week, on the other side of the country, with minimal supervision. . . . In Elizabeth Steele’s opinion it was a recipe for disaster. There was no telling how much trouble they could get into.

It wasn’t fair! Maddie worked hard. She did well at school. She did everything her mom asked without complaint. Well . . . without too much complaint.

Although, to be fair, Maddie didn’t have the best track record when it came to staying out of trouble. Like over Christmas when she got caught in a rockslide and sprained her ankle while attending her cousin’s wedding. Of course, Maddie didn’t think that should have counted against her; not when she and her friends had ended up exposing an illegal smuggling operation in the process.

Whatever. Maddie shook her head. Focus on the present! Kris needed her help, and she was happy to provide it. “I’m excited to see you compete. I wasn’t looking forward to hanging out in Mom’s hotel room while she attends her conference.”

“I’m sorry she wouldn’t let you go to Quebec. She’s a mom. She has a right to worry about things like safety.”

Maddie frowned. “If she had her way, I’d be sitting at home on the couch covered in bubble wrap.”

Laughing at that mental image, Kris bumped her lightly in the arm. “Come on, it’s not that bad! At least she let you come to Whistler.”

Maddie huffed. “Only because she knew I would be on a mountain, surrounded by support staff, watching you ski.”

“Sounds perfect to me!” Kris grinned. “Still . . . I’m happy you’re here. We can stand in the cold and huddle together for warmth.”

“Yay . . .” Maddie cheered weakly. “I get to be a life-sized hand warmer.”

“Stop it,” Kris giggled as she bumped her shoulder into Maddie’s more insistently.

“Anyway . . . I’m glad I get to see you compete.” Maddie cracked a smile. “I’m looking forward to standing on the sidelines rooting for you. Gooooo Kris!” she cheered in an undertone, raising her hands in the air like she was shaking pom poms.

Kris grabbed Maddie’s hands and pulled them down. “Stop that,” she said, looking pleased but sheepish. “Hey, look! We’re almost there.”

Glancing out the window, Maddie was surprised to see they were indeed pulling off the highway and onto a winding mountain road overlooking a deep valley.

The bus slowed as it turned into Whistler Village, which was nestled at the base of Whistler and Blackcomb Mountains. Connected by a network of walking trails, roads, and bike paths, Maddie knew the village was split into three sections: Village Centre, Village North, and the Upper Village. Her favorite part was the main village. It featured a pedestrian-only shopping area. It was also conveniently located near the ski lift for Whistler Mountain.

As their bus pulled to a stop in front of their hotel, the Whistler Lodge, Maddie was happy to see it was located near the Village Square. Of course, it looked like a typical ski resort with its large, well-lit covered entry, stone siding, and tiled roof. Like any winter lodge, Maddie assumed the rooms would be tiny—with just enough space to sleep and store their gear. Not that they were planning on spending a lot of time in their room. All the action would be on the slopes.

“Come on! Let’s grab my gear and check in. There’s a reception tonight, but I want to try and get a run in. You know, get a feel for the mountain before the competition begins,” Kris said, standing and grabbing her backpack from the overhead luggage rack.

“Reception? What reception?” Maddie asked. She stuffed their trash into her backpack before zipping it closed.

Shaking her head, Kris headed down the aisle while calling over her shoulder, “Keep up, Madison. Or it’s going to be a long week! It was on that schedule I sent you.”

Maddie grinned. She knew about the reception. She just liked yanking her best friend’s chain. 








  
  
  Chapter 2: Checking In

  
  




“Wow!” Maddie paused in the hotel entryway to soak it all in. Scattered around the open reception area were clusters of soft leather armchairs. She could see a dozen or so guests relaxing with drinks and magazines in the seats closest to the massive fireplace which housed a blazing fire despite being roped off for construction—it looked like they were repairing the vast brick hearth. As Maddie took in the ten-meter-high ceiling and the large plate glass windows that took up most of the front wall, she was grateful for its heat. Although beautiful, this lobby didn’t have the most energy-efficient design.

“We’re over there!” Kris tugged Maddie’s arm to get her moving, pointing past the reception desk. Adjusting her grip on Kris’s equipment bag to keep it from slipping off her shoulder, Maddie dutifully followed her friend across the foyer.

“Hello!” An attractive young woman beamed at Kris and Maddie from behind a long table with a banner that read Whistler Blackcomb Junior Invitational. “Are you here for the invitational?”

“We are,” Kris said, dropping her bags and sticking out her hand. “I’m Kris Nolan. I’m competing. And this is my best friend, Madison Steele. She’s my support crew.”

“Nice to meet you! I’m Charlotte Fletcher, Charlie to my friends,” the girl said, reaching across the table to shake Kris’s hand.

“Nice to meet you Mad—I mean, Charlie. You can call me Charlotte. I mean Madison! Call me Maddie,” Maddie stammered when it was her turn to shake Charlie’s hand. Holy smokes! Charlie was stunning. Tall, with long, silky blonde hair and piercing blue eyes, she had the Viking Warrior look down pat. Mesmerized, Maddie could only nod as Charlie welcomed her to the invitational.

Smirking, Kris playfully nudged Maddie to break the spell she was under. Maddie was embarrassed to discover she’d been staring and snapped her mouth closed. She shook her head to signal they’d talk about it later when Kris quirked an eyebrow in her direction.

Kris rubbed her hands together. “So, what do I need to do to get checked in?”

“First, here are your name tags. You’ll need to wear them whenever you’re attending an event, including tonight’s reception,” Charlie replied as she held out two lanyards. “They’re also your lift passes, so don’t lose them. Otherwise, you’ll have to pay for a replacement.”

After dutifully pulling her lanyard over her head Maddie held up her name tag to get a better look. Her badge was a different color than Kris’s. Before she could ask about it, Charlie beat her to the punch. “White badges are for support crew, green is for competitors, and blue is for event staff,” she explained. “Kris, you’ll need to fill out some forms to complete your registration. Waivers, emergency contact info, that kind of stuff.” Charlie handed over a clipboard and pen. “While you’re doing that, I’ll get your room keys!” With that, she slipped out from behind the table.

As they watched her walk over to guest reception, Kris poked Maddie in the ribs, cackling. “Dude! You’re so busted.”

“Stop it!” Maddie huffed. She could feel her face flushing.

“I can’t help it! I’ve never seen you tongue-tied in the face of a pretty girl. You’re usually the calm, cool collected one.” Kris smirked as she made short work of her registration forms.

“Not like you make a habit of checking out pretty girls. You have a girlfriend, remember?” Maddie pointed out.

“Doesn’t hurt to look!” Kris grinned. “Quick! Here she comes. Pull yourself together,” she mock whispered as Charlie returned with their room keys.

“Sorry that took so long. I asked the front desk to put you guys in a double with an adjoining suite for your equipment. You’ll be in the west wing on the fourth floor, same as me.”

“Good to know,” Kris said as she accepted her key. Then, glancing slyly at Maddie from the corner of her eye, she asked, “By the way, what room are you in? You know, in case we need to get a hold of you this wee—” Kris winced when Maddie stomped on her foot, but she kept a smile on her face as she handed over her clipboard.

Unfazed, Charlie pulled out a moleskin notebook and started writing in it. “419. Dad was kind enough to book a room for me so I wouldn’t have to run back and forth between the hotel and our house all week.”

“Your dad?” Maddie asked, glancing at her room key. Charlie was only a couple of doors down the hall from them. She wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

“My dad runs this hotel. He’s the one hosting the invitational.” Charlie ripped a page out of her notebook and tore it in half. Holding the two halves out to Kris and Maddie, she explained, “Here’s my phone number, in case you need it. You can call or text me anytime.”

“Thanks!” Kris said, grabbing her half and stuffing it into her front pocket.

When Maddie went to take hers, though, Charlie held onto it, forcing Maddie to glance up.

“If you’re interested, I would be happy to show you around this week. Play tour guide and keep you entertained while Kris is racing.”

Maddie could feel her face flush again as she glanced at Kris in a panic. “That’s okay,” she stammered. “I’m here to support Kris. I’m sure I’ll be busy carting her gear around between events.”

“Just saying . . . something to keep in mind . . .” Charlie winked as she let go of the paper.

“Are you offering to play tour guide and handing out your number to everyone? If so, I’m in!” someone announced. A lanky teenager dressed in black pushed Maddie out of the way to get to the reception table.

“Hey!” Maddie exclaimed.

The newcomer had to be at least six feet tall. Curly dark hair peeked out from underneath her knit cap.

“In your dreams,” Charlie muttered before greeting the new arrival. She plastered on what looked like a fake smile. “Megan. So glad you could make it. Now, if you don’t mind”—she waved her hands as if to push the girl back from the table—“I need to finish checking in Kris and Maddie, then I can get to you.”

Hearing a snort, Maddie glanced over her shoulder and saw three more girls standing in line behind Megan. When had they shown up? The one immediately behind Megan ducked her head when she realized Maddie had heard her reaction. She pushed a pair of thick black glasses up the bridge of her nose then flashed a grin at Maddie before molding a neutral expression onto her face as she patiently waited her turn. Behind her was a girl with long blonde hair tapping furiously on her phone. At the end of the line, Maddie saw a bubbly redhead twirling in a circle, oohing and aahing as she gazed up at the wooden beams that held up the tall ceiling.

“Oh, I’m sure they won’t mind if you take care of me first,” Megan insisted. “I’m in a hurry. I have a strategy session to get to this afternoon.”

Frowning at the girl’s rude behavior, Maddie was about to protest when Kris put her hand on her arm. “It’s okay, Charlie, we can wait. Go ahead and take care of Megan if she’s in that much of a hurry.”

Smirking, Megan crossed her arms over her chest and waited to see how Charlie would respond.

“Fine,” Charlie huffed. “Here, go over to reception to get your room key and fill out these forms.” She shoved a clipboard in Megan’s direction. A green competitor’s lanyard was clipped to it.

Maddie glanced at the key in her hand. Charlie had gone to reception to get their keys for them. Was that part of her job, or had she done it to make sure their rooms were close to her own?

“Too bad you can’t join us,” Megan said, grabbing the clipboard from Charlie’s hand. “Must sting watching us compete in your dad’s invitational.”

Charlie rolled her eyes but didn’t respond as the girl strutted off to the front desk. “So anyway, that was Megan,” she said to Kris and Maddie, gesturing dismissively after the newcomer. “Behind you are Olivia, Shannon, and Summer. Everyone, this is Kris and her friend Maddie.”

“Nice to meet you,” Olivia, the girl with the black glasses, said.

The redhead, Summer, stopped spinning long enough to wave at Maddie and Kris. “Don’t you just adore this hotel? It’s so airy!”

Maddie had to bite her tongue to keep from laughing when she saw Charlie roll her eyes again.

Shannon, the blonde, mumbled a quick, “Hello,” but didn’t bother to glance up. Her thumbs continued to tap quickly on her phone.

“What do you think Megan meant by, ‘Too bad you can’t join us?’” Maddie whispered to Kris as Charlie passed clipboards to the other three girls.

Kris simply shook her head.

By that time, another teenager had sauntered up to the check-in table. Pointedly ignoring her, Charlie searched the table, handing green lanyards over to Olivia, Summer and Shannon as she located them.

Lifting an eyebrow at Charlie’s obvious snub, the new arrival leaned forward to pluck her green nametag from the pile. “Aren’t you going to introduce me?” she said as she pulled the lanyard over her head.

“Oh my gosh,” Maddie blurted out after catching sight of the girl’s nametag. “You’re Lindsey Clark!” She stuck out her hand, babbling, “I watched you compete in last year’s Alpine World Junior Ski Championship. You took gold in the slalom! You were amazing!”

“Always nice to meet a fan.” Lindsey grinned as she shook Maddie’s hand.

Charlie interrupted their conversation by thrusting a clipboard between them. “Here. Fill this out,” she told Lindsey sharply.

“I’m a fan too!” Summer gushed as she pulled out her phone. Holding it out to Kris, she asked, “Can you take a picture of us?” Without waiting for permission, Summer floated over to Lindsey’s side and put her arm around her. “Say cheese!”

She beamed as Kris snapped their picture then grabbed her phone. She squealed in delight as she checked to see how the photo had turned out.

“If you’re quite through playing celebrity fan club, maybe we can finish checking you in,” Charlie grumbled testily.

Yikes! Charlie had gone from sweet and flirty to cranky and bored in a heartbeat.

“You said we can get our room key at the front desk?” Olivia asked as she handed Charlie her completed forms. She looked at her phone. “What time does the reception start?”

“Seven o’clock,” Charlie replied after checking to make sure Olivia’s paperwork was in order. “Dress is ski lodge casual.”

Olivia nodded and took her leave.

Watching her go, Maddie heard Kris ask, “Will there be food at the reception?”

“Only appetizers,” Charlie responded.

“Will the appies be safe to eat? I have allergies. I sent your dad a list last week.” Shannon finally looked up from her phone.

Charlie sighed as she took Shannon’s clipboard. “We got your emails. All three of them. Of course, there will be food you can eat.”

“Great,” Shannon replied. As she turned to leave, she bumped into Megan, who had returned from the front desk. “Move,” Shannon sneered.

As Megan stepped back, she bowed dramatically.

Maddie thought she heard Megan softly mutter, “Good riddance,” at the other girl’s back. Before she could comment, she heard Kris ask Charlie another question.

“How much food will there be?”

Kris and her bottomless stomach!

Charlie chuckled. “If you’re hungry, I recommend hitting the restaurant in the lodge ahead of time. You won’t have time to order room service after the reception.”

Kris nodded as she glanced between the front door and the entrance to the restaurant which was off to their right. Maddie could tell she was weighing the pros and cons of hitting the slopes for a practice run versus finding something to eat.

“I can’t wait to check out the village! I love shopping in ski towns. They always have the cutest little outfits,” Summer gushed. “Lindsey, would you like to go with me?”

“Can’t,” Megan declared, stepping around Summer to hand over her clipboard. “I’m meeting with my folks.”

Rolling her eyes, Summer mumbled, “I didn’t ask you. . . .”

“Sorry.” Lindsey smiled apologetically. “If I go now, I have time to get in a few runs before the reception. Maybe another time?”

“Sure.” Summer nodded happily. “Whenever you’re free. I’m looking forward to it.”

Megan tsked, shaking her head. “Gushing fangirl is never a good look, Summer. Show some dignity.” Ignoring Summer’s scowl, Megan turned to Lindsey. “Don’t you ever relax? It’s not like it’s gonna make a difference. Either you’re ready to compete or you’re not,” she added, thumping her chest.

“Mhhm. If you’ll excuse me . . .” Lindsey said. Nodding to the group, she picked up her bag and headed for the elevators, ignoring Megan’s taunts

“Chicken . . . !” Megan called after her. “Baaaaaawk, bawkbawkbawk!”

“Megan . . . that’s enough!” Charlie exclaimed.

“Pfft. Hey, what do I do with my car?” Megan asked Charlie.

“What?”

“Where can I park my car? Does the hotel have a garage? I don’t want to leave it in one of the public lots overnight.”

Charlie sighed. “We have underground spots. Just bring your car to the valet stand and they’ll take care of it.”

“Great!” Megan said. She turned to leave, bumping into Kris as she did so.

“Oof!” Kris said.

“What are you doing standing there?” Megan demanded as she pushed Kris out of her way.

Kris stuck out her hand. “Hi, I’m Kris Nolan.”

Ignoring Kris’s hand, Megan said, “Kris . . . Kris . . . Nope. I don’t know any Kris’s.”

Kris dropped her hand. “I’m in the invitational,” she explained.

“Are you sure?” Megan waved dismissively. “Never mind. If I’ve never heard of you, you must not be very good.”

Maddie’s jaw dropped open.

Summer gasped; she looked as shocked as Maddie felt. Turning to look at Kris, Summer murmured, “I’m sure she doesn’t mean that . . .”

“Sure, I do,” Megan countered. “Listen . . . what was your name? Katie? Kirsty? You’re in over your head. This invitational is a test run for next year’s Olympic tryouts. You’re never going to win, so why not do us all a favor and go home?”

“How rude! The nerve of her,” Maddie sputtered as Megan sauntered away.

That made Kris cackle. “You sound just like your mom!” she exclaimed.

Maddie grit her teeth. “I do not!” she protested.

Kris grabbed Maddie’s arm to keep her from storming after the brash young woman. “Let it go. She’s just trash talking. Trying to get under my skin.”

Summer gave Kris an approving once-over before tossing her own bag over her shoulder. “You, I think I’m gonna like! Good luck this week. I’ll see you at the reception. Ta, Ta!” Summer waved over her shoulder as she headed off to get her room key.

“Don’t pay any attention to Megan,” Charlie told Maddie. “Like Kris said, she’s full of hot air. I mean, don’t get me wrong, Megan’s good. But she’s not that good. Summer, on the other hand—that’s someone you need to keep your eye on.”

“What do you mean?” Maddie asked.

“I’ve seen Summer put on that happy-go-lucky air-head routine before. She does it intentionally. Don’t let it fool you. She’s as fiercely competitive as Megan and Lindsey.”

“Good to know,” Kris said before they were interrupted by a man storming up to the reception table.

“Charlotte, what’s going on?”

“Hi, Dad. Just checking in some of the athletes. Dad, this is Kris Nolan and her friend Madison Steele. Kris is in the invitational.”

“Hello.” He nodded curtly at them before turning to glare at his daughter. “You need to keep it down. Guests are complaining about the noise.”

“Sorry, Dad. It won’t happen again.”

“How much longer do you need to be here?” he asked, glancing at his watch.

Charlie held up a clipboard and ran her finger down a list of names. “I’m still waiting for two girls. Everyone else has checked in.”

“Well, hurry it up,” Mr. Fletcher barked. “I need you in the ballroom to finish setting up for tonight’s reception.”

“Yes, Dad.” Charlie rolled her eyes as her father stormed off.

“We’ll get out of your hair,” Kris said after an awkward pause.

“Sorry about that,” Charlie said without conviction. “Dad’s wound a little tight, making sure everything’s ready for the competition.”

“Of course,” Maddie said. It wasn’t Charlie’s fault her father had behaved rudely. “We’ll see you tonight.”

“Don’t lose my number,” Charlie called after them. “Remember, I’m just a text or phone call away. Anything you need, just ask. . . .”

Waving over her shoulder, Maddie kept walking with Kris in tow.

As they waited in front of the elevators, Kris playfully nudged Maddie in the shoulder.

“So . . . fangirling over Lindsey Clark? I didn’t know you had a crush on her!”

“Stop it!” Maddie blushed. “I didn’t expect to see her here. I hate to say this, but it looks like you’re gonna have stiff competition.”

Kris shrugged. “I’m just happy to be invited. But . . .” she added, grinning slyly, “don’t change the subject. Lindsey, huh? I didn’t think she was your type.”

“I don’t have a type,” Maddie muttered as she stepped into the open elevator and punched the number to their floor.

“Of course, you do! Smart, sexy, funny . . . Lindsey just seems a bit intense. Honestly, if I had to guess, I’d say Charlie was more your type.”

Maddie turned bright red. She stared straight ahead at the elevator door. “Lindsey is set to become the youngest member of the Canadian Olympic ski team. I’m impressed with her accomplishments, that’s all.”

“Right . . . her accomplishments.” Kris wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. “Doesn’t hurt that it comes in such a cute package.”

“Stop it,” Maddie huffed.

“Of course, Charlie is also quite stunning. Tall, blonde, and blue-eyed.” Kris fanned herself. “And she was into you! She was totally flirting; in case you didn’t notice.”

“She was not,” Maddie protested weakly. “Besides, she’s here to help her dad, and I’m here to be your support crew.”

“But you admit she’s hot?”

“I’m not blind. . . .” Maddie muttered. She blushed again when she realized she’d said that last part out loud. She cleared her throat. “What time does the reception start?”

Kris grinned. “Seven. Let’s drop our bags in our room then call our folks to let them know we’re here. Then we can head into the village for dinner. I’m hungry,” she
















