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  Blurb



Love my guy.
Win the world championship. 
Simple plan, right? 
This is my year and I’m playing for keeps. Ford is my everything. 
I won’t let distance tear us apart. 
My own insecurities, though, just might.
I have the world championship in my sights. But my plans are unravelling. 
I should be flying high, getting mad air and loving life with my boyfriend.
Instead, I’m laid out sick, and Ford is on the opposite side of the world. 
But I’m not going down without a fight. 
I’ll win it all in a whitewash.
Or I’ll wipe out trying. 
Whitewash is book three in Ann Grech’s international hit male/male romance series, Snowed In. It can be read as a standalone, but it’s recommended that you read Whiteout and White Noise first.
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  One


Pro-snowboarder, Reef Reid, was next up on the complex freestyle mountain course. It was already a couple of months into the season, and this event in The Netherlands, and every other heat was critical. He was behind on points. Not by much, but enough that he had to work harder, smarter, better than the current world champion, Caden Lambert, to beat him. He’d be damned if the snowboarding king was keeping his crown at the end of the season. Caden was going to be dethroned. Reef was done being a bridesmaid, but never the bride. It was his year. His championship. 
Closing his eyes he tried to tune out everything—the crowd, the announcers, the groan of the chairlift and the annoying clank as each chair turned and began its descent down the slope—and breathed deep. The arctic wind lashed the only uncovered part of his body, the lower half of his face. The cold could have passed for fire, burning his lungs as he filled them. He was instantly transported, the memories of the fateful storm colliding into him, the same one which brought him the love of his life, Ford Wallace.
Reef watched his guide as Ford made a bee-line toward the mountain pass ahead of them, using the man as a guide-point to focus on in the failing visibility. Ford’s red jacket stood out like a neon light against the white background, though through the orange lenses of Reef’s goggles, everything was monochromatic. The clouds pitched and rolled overhead like stormy seas, darkening the rich cerulean sky. The blizzard was descending, fast. Snow fall was getting heavier by the second, the temperature dropping even quicker. The cold stung his lungs with each inhale. 
Keeping up with Ford wasn’t easy; the man was a pro on a set of skis, and shot along the ridge like a bat out of hell. When Reef closed the distance between them, he called out, “Ford, how long will it take us to get to the ranger’s hut? We won’t make it before the weather really sets in, will we?” 
“No. I’ve never seen a front move this fast.” The worry in Ford’s tone was obvious.
They’d skied until they had to unbuckle and trudge up the steep icy slope between two towering monoliths. To get to the ranger’s hut, they were following what Reef imagined was an age-old track, used by the New Zealand Maori for centuries. The protection the hut afforded was within reach. But it was a hard going, exhausting trek as they scrambled for purchase on the icy slope in boots never intended for hiking. One slip and they’d tumble down the mountain face without any chance of slowing the fall. Reef’s fingers ached from trying to grip non-existent hand-holds on the perilous surface, and the cold having long seeped into his bones. For what could have been hours, they clambered up toward the peak together. It seemed never-ending as they struggled through the patches of thigh-deep snow and ice. 
Resting a moment, Ford clamped his arm around Reef’s shoulder and squeezed. Reef leaned into the touch, bringing their foreheads together. The contact—the reassurance—was exactly what he needed. Reef was shitting himself. He was absolutely petrified of dying in that frozen wonderland. 
Reef’s heart was pounding out a rumbling bass line—deep, hard beats that sent the blood pumping through his veins almost violently. The thought that he could have lost Ford before he even had him, spiked Reef’s blood pressure. As futile an attempt as it was, Reef tried to push aside all thoughts of Ford and focus. Adrenaline coursed through his system, but instead of helping his laser focus like it normally did, this time the adrenaline high made him antsy. He couldn’t rid the background noise from his mind. Building and building, it coalesced into a ruckus that was so loud it rattled his brain, and completely destroyed his concentration. 
Growling in frustration, Reef knew he needed to meditate, to get back his Zen. Concentration was everything, but strapped onto the new snowboard his sponsor had presented him with for the competition didn’t exactly help him use his yoga training. He did what he could. Stretching his arms out wide, he inhaled slowly and brought his hands together above his head, joining them palm-to-palm like he was praying. Breathing out slowly, he pressed them down until his hands were in front of his chest and repeated the process a second time. Standing in the weak sunlight on top of a Dutch mountain, his hands joined before him, Reef slowly found his focus. Quiet descended upon him as he breathed again. A hand on his shoulder should have startled him, but Mason Canning, his trainer, knew his warm up ritual. No words were spoken as Reef opened his eyes and Mace stepped back.
Surveying the slope before him, Reef mentally mapped out his lines. Just like one of those TV cop dramas where the protagonist gets flashbacks and puts the pieces of the puzzle together to solve the crime, Reef did the same. Piecing together his memories of the many test runs he’d done in the preceding days, the patches of ice, thicker powder, slow and fast spots, humps and dips in the skiing surface were all highlighted on his mental map. He knew the jump—a backward five-forty spin with a tail grab. He knew the course. Now he had his focus back, all he needed to do was execute. 
Reef raised his gaze to the sky. Grey clouds hung low, blotting out the view of the surrounding mountains, but that didn’t matter to Reef, nor did the crowd of people below chanting and cheering. Panning down again, Reef zoned in on the path he would follow. Barriers framed the steep slope keeping the spectators out of the competitors’ way, but close enough that he could high-five a few toward the bottom where he would land. He had to give it to these crazy fans—standing outside in this freezing weather for hours, watching snowboarding’s elite do their freestyle maneuvers must have been hellishly cold. But whatever, he needed to focus. Tilting his head to the sky once more, he breathed deep, shook his arms, and blew out the breath. Pointing the nose of his board down, he looked to Mace and nodded. When Mason tilted his head in response, Reef started his slide down the fast slope. Not wasting time or losing speed to cut and turn along the run like many of the other riders did, Reef headed straight for the naturally formed jump part way down the mountain. He was aiming to hit it at a different angle to the other boarders, adding a complexity to the landing which the others hadn’t mastered in their jumps. Every point in this competition counted, and Reef had a few to make up.
He could do it. 
He had to.
Powder swirled around his calves as he flew down the slope in a barely controlled charge. Knees bent and arms out wide holding his balance, Reef shifted his weight, turning the nose of the board into the precise position to hit the jump. Particles of ice slammed against his face, each like the prick of a needle. Wind buffeted him, blowing across the slope sending mini-tornados of snow into the air. Reef’s fingers were numb, his thermal lined gloves not holding up in the miserable cold. It was just one more distraction that he didn’t need when he was busy calculating the complex launch and landing zones. He saw them like physics equations scrolling through his brain, the unknown ‘x’s’ quickly being resolved and matching up with points on the ground or in the air. But his concentration was off, the distractions creating a cacophony of noise vying for his attention. Reef stopped fighting his mind and relaxed into the moment, letting muscle memory take over and guide his jump. The small ledge was coming up fast, and with every passing second his fate rested in his body’s ability to repeat the jumps he’d mastered during pre-season training. From there on in, Reef just had to stay upright.
He hit the ledge and pushed up, launching his board in a high arc above the falling slope. The rush of the air below him, all around him, gave Reef the sensation of flying. In reality, he was falling really, really fast and with any luck, a little style. Reaching back, Reef grabbed the lip of the board, adjusting his hold until it was secure. He twisted his body to execute the first one-eighty degree spin, until he was looking up the mountain. The second had him facing forward again and the third, spun him to, once again, see his launch point. The ground was approaching fast. Letting go of the board, Reef adjusted his stance minutely. Leaning toward the slope, he counteracted the pull of gravity, which would see him land on his ass and tumble backward if given half a chance. 
As the snow rushed toward him, Reef held his breath, hoping he’d nail the backward landing. Bracing for the impact meant tensing—something he tried not to do. A hard landing was hell on points and his joints. More than one of the boarders in the competition that day had fallen after executing a perfect jump because of the icy surface in the landing zone. The wind howling along the ridge-line had shifted most of the powder against the barriers and buildings, or blew it right off the edge of the mountain.
Rather than a smooth glide, his landing was more of a thud, a three-story drop onto pavement. Reef knew instantly what he’d done wrong—his knees were too close together and his hips had twisted as he hit the snow with an ‘oomph’. Reef’s snowboard slipped, his weight shifted too far back and his arms wind-milled as he fought to right himself instead of falling on his ass and tumbling the rest of the way down. Crouching lower, he tightened the muscles in his abs and forced himself to lean into the slope to right his balance, before spinning to face forward. 
“Fuck,” Reef growled. “Shit, shit, shit.”
He plastered on a smile and skied over to the waiting crowds cheering for him to high-five a few of the kids as he slowed to a crawl. He pulled off to the side and took off his beanie, running his gloved hand through his hair as he waited for the scores to be broadcasted over the loudspeaker. 
“That was Reef Reid’s last run for the competition. An unanimous panel has awarded the competitor ninety points. That places Reid in second position for the competition and second overall in the world championship placings, still behind current champion, Caden Lambert.”  
Disappointment surged through Reef. Three points. Three fucking points and he would have beat Lambert. Three goddamn fucking points and he could have had him, closing some of the gap between them. Grinding his teeth together, Reef shook his head and spun toward base, heading in the direction of the change rooms. 


      ***Ford raced over to the radio which had crackled to life. “Mountain Rescue this is Farrujia, come in please.”
“Reading you, Carlo. Go ahead.” Ford readied his incident report sheet and pulling a pen from his pocket, noted the time and date of the radio call.
“Ford, I need you to come up to the big lift. I’ve got a girl who’s hurt herself coming off the chairlift.” 
Scribbling notes, Ford answered automatically, “Coming off the chairlift? What happened?”
“She tripped over her feet when she was skiing off, fell and the chairlift bumped her head. She’s got a bit of a scratch there, but it’s her knee she’s saying is hurting more.” Ford raised his eyebrows and shook his head, blowing out a breath. Carlo was a great guy, but he had no idea how serious head injuries could be, especially ones that were caused by a metal frame moved by a few tons of pulling power.  
“Okay, Carlo. Hiro and I are coming to you. Over and out.”
“Received. Over.”
“Hiro, we’re up. Grab the bag and I’ll get the sled.”
“Where are we going?” the other paramedic asked as he threw on his red ski jacket and zipped it up.
Ford spoke as he donned his gloves and beanie. “Top lift. Knee and possible head injury.” 
“Okay, I’m set,” he called out, slipping the straps of the large medical pack over his shoulders and clipping them together. Ford dragged the rescue sled behind him as Hiro held the door open.
The slope, in the Italian ski village of Santa Caterina di Valfurva, was too steep to take the snowmobile up, so the two men skied over to the chairlift and, much to the annoyance of the people waiting, cut in, heading straight to the front of the line. The operator stopped the moving cars so Ford could load on the sled and Hiro could get seated with the heavy pack on his back. As Ford lowered the bar and gave the nod to the attendant, the chairs started moving again. Clearing the housing, the seat lurched, swinging back and forth as it began the quick climb to the top of the mountain. It was a perfect day, the sun bright over the Italian Alps, but the air was cold. Ford zipped up his jacket and tugged on the goggles he’d had stuffed in his pocket, shielding his eyes from the harsh glare. Rugged black cliffs at the very top of the mountain contrasted against the stark white beauty of the ski slopes, only slightly dimmed by the grey lenses he was now looking through. Ford enjoyed the relative silence, broken only by the odd whoop from passing skiers and the breeze whispering over the stunning vista before him.
This place was his second home, the other staff his friends, but this year it was empty, lonely. Ford’s heart was elsewhere—currently in the Netherlands with Reef—and the sense of detachment he was experiencing was hard. As the top of the chairlift came within sight, Ford could see the small crowd of people gathered around, getting ready to launch down the intermediate and advanced slopes, and further away, the easier beginner’s trail.
Carlos stopped the chair as their seat levelled out and they could safely step off. After lifting the bar, Carlos helped Hiro stand and adjust his balance to account for the pack, while Ford slid the sled out from its mounting. 
Ford immediately saw their patient off to the side of the lift, clutching her knee as someone held a snowball to the bleeding lump on her temple. “Small scratch, my ass,” he muttered, turning to Hiro and shaking his head.
Hiro smirked at Ford’s annoyance and skied over to the lady. He went to work quickly, introducing them and asking her a barrage of questions while shining a pen-light into her eyes, assessing her vision and searching for signs of a concussion. Ford concentrated on her knee, feeling for signs of a dislocation or break. Finding nothing but swelling, Ford wrapped an ice pack around it just as his cell rang. Ignoring it, he laid out the splint, preparing to immobilize her leg. 
He couldn’t help his smile, the memory of Reef doing this very thing to him was the beginning of their whirlwind relationship. Reef rescuing him, their first soak in the tub together, their first date, first kiss—in that order—all stemmed from Ford’s banged up knee. They were some of the best moments of his life. Of course, there were a few shitty things that’d happened since he’d met Reef too—only just surviving the snowstorm they were trapped in was far too close for comfort, then there was the avalanche which followed that put Ford in need of rescue in the first place. Neither was exactly wonderful, but both were pleasant compared to coming out to his fucked-in-the-head parents.
Ford’s hands worked on auto-pilot fastening the clips on the splint as the memory of Reef’s interrogation at the hands of his mother and father hit him like a freight train.
“So, what is it that you do, Reef? Is that your birth name? Reef?” 
“You play for a living?”
“How many world championships have you won?” 
“And your education? What do you have to fall back on when your sporting career is over?”
“So, what about children, Reef? How do you plan on giving my son offspring to carry on the family name?” 
The questions and the judgement behind them hurt, but his mother’s diatribe after he’d defended Reef stung the most.
“Stratford, you’re throwing your life away with this man. He’s uneducated, clearly not from a respectable family—listen to his accent—and it’s an embarrassment to your heritage to be with a man. If you have to be gay, fine. Just don’t bring it here. Find a nice lady who you can marry and keep a man on the side. What you do in private is nobody’s business, but you must maintain appearances.”
They’d left soon after only to have to deal with Ford’s father offering Reef fifty grand to walk away. Hearing Reef say the words, what minute respect he had left for his parents had irretrievably shattered. He didn’t want to have anything to do with them from that point on, but Reef insisted Ford give them another chance. He’d managed to ignore five of his mother’s calls in the last two days, but she was getting more persistent. 
As if right on cue, his cell rang again. Ugly Kid Joe’s ‘Everything About You’ blared through the speaker. “Ford, will you please answer the call?” Hiro demanded.
“No, I’m working,” he replied tightly. The last thing Ford wanted to do was speak with his mother. A dentist’s visit, walking barefoot over shards of glass, hell, getting circumcised without any anesthetic would be a whole lot more pleasant. He resolutely ignored it as the call went to his message service, only for it to start ringing again. This time, he took it out of his pocket and hung up on his mother. She usually got the message that he couldn’t answer when he did that, but not so much this time. His cell rang again only a moment later.
“It’s okay, you can answer it. I’m fine, I just don’t think I can get down the slope by myself and they won’t let me ride the chairlift back down if I’m hurt,” the young lady said. She couldn’t have been more than eighteen or nineteen, with flushed cheeks and a red nose from the cold. With her head bandaged up and Hiro nodding his agreement, Ford yanked off his glove, swiped the screen and stood, stepping away from Hiro and their patient as he answered.
“Hello?”
“Hello, Stratford,” his mother answered happily.
“Mother, I can’t talk. I’m in the middle of a rescue.”
“Why did you answer, Stratford? You know your father would be disappointed if you disregarded your responsibilities to your patients.”
“Did you forget that you just called me three times, even after I hung up on you? And just so you know, I don’t give a flying fuck what Father thinks about how I do my job.”
“Stratford, that’s no way to talk to me! Show me the respect I deserve.”
“Mother, when you decided to disrespect Reef and me by trying to pay him off and have me cry on your shoulder, you lost any and all respect I had for the two of you. So, unless you’re ready to apologize and go to some serious lengths to make amends to Reef, I don’t want to hear anything you have to say. Now as I said, I need to go. I have a patient waiting.” Ford hung up his cell and dropped it in his pocket before slipping his glove back on and trudging over to the injured girl and her group of friends. 
“Right,” he said more brightly than he felt. “We’ll get you on the sled and I’ll ski down with you.”
“You okay, man?” Hiro asked.
“Yeah, just fine, mate.” He hadn’t opened up to Hiro, or any of his other friends about his recent experiences with his parents. Except for Gabriela, he’d told her everything, but that’s the sort of relationship the two of them had. They’d spent enough winters together now that she was one of his closest friends. He’d seen her at her worst, and she’d been there for him when he was especially missing Reef. He adored her. He’d be disrespecting their bond if he hadn’t shared everything with her, and he loved her far too much for that. 






  
  Two


“So, whatcha think, Reef?” Caden asked as they sat on high stools at the bar of the mountain pub. 
Resting his elbows on the well-loved countertop as he spun a cardboard Heineken branded coaster in one hand, Reef considered the world champion’s question. The dimly lit room could have been anywhere in the world, but this old pub in Norway was pretty cool. Dark wood paneling lined the walls, and stacked behind the opposite end of the bar were barrels of Akvavit, the Scandinavian spirit, and other liqueurs distilled locally. They were seated at the end lined with shelves containing every liquor bottle you could imagine. Behind the bottles was a mirror reflecting the tables gathered around the wrought iron pot-bellied stove heater. High stained glass windows let in the muted early evening light from outside, despite it being two in the afternoon. During the long winters so far north of the Equator, daylight was in short supply; competitions only ran for a few hours each day unless the bowls were flood lit. Reef’s last run was twenty minutes ago. Mace, his trainer, had hotfooted it down the windblown slope pretty quickly after his run so the two of them could get some warm food and a few drinks into them. Even Caden, who’d stayed behind to sign some autographs, had soon joined them.   
“I dunno man. You’re right, we have to be able to do something to help get more funding. Shit, we’re pro-athletes, you’re the World Champion.” Reef dropped the coaster on the countertop, fighting back his frustration at that comment. Pursing his lips together, he paused in thought. “If nothing else, at least we’ve got some media contacts. That’s gotta help us raise some money.”
“Yeah. Yeah, you’re right. Surely we can use that to do some good.”
“Whatcha talkin’ about?” Mace interrupted, stealing a handful of peanuts from between them.
“Fundraising for breast cancer research,” Caden replied. “After Mom… Well, I feel like I need to do something.” Locking his gaze with Mace, Caden’s expression was intense. They stared at each other, the tension radiating between the two of them, making the air crackle with testosterone. 
Suddenly uncomfortable with intruding on what seemed like an intensely private moment passing between the two men, Reef cleared his throat and added, “I’m all for it, man. Whatever I can do to help, I’m in. My only problem is that I’ve got no ideas. Absolutely no clue how to do it.”
“Try speaking with someone from promotions,” Mace offered before squeezing Caden’s shoulder and striding away. 
“Momma Bear’s helped with a few of Dad’s donation drives. I’ll ask her for some suggestions.” Reef turned to Caden again. He looked as exhausted as Reef was. They were already a couple of months into the hectic season, the Euro-leg of the tour almost over. Reef never got used to the low when the adrenaline left his system after a day’s heats ended. It was even worse after the two-day competition finished. He was shattered.  
“It’s gotta be big, go viral like that Ice Bucket Challenge.”
“Yeah, the more money, the more research.” Reef nodded. “Hey, um, I know I’ve said it before but I’m sorry you lost your mom. It sucks.”
“It does. Now my baby sister’s a high risk for cancer too.” They fell silent after that, Caden clearly lost in his thoughts as he took a swig of beer and Reef fought to keep his eyes from closing.
“So, you’re keen to get involved? I mean, I know we’re competitors but—” 
“Shut up, Caden. Of course I will. Ford too if we’re together.”
Caden stopped lifting the bottle to his mouth again and looked at Reef alarmed. “Whatcha mean ‘if you’re together’? I thought you two were solid.”
“We are.” Reef couldn’t help the smile that split his lips as he nodded, followed closely by the pang in his heart. He hadn’t seen his man since the beginning of the season and the distance was killing both of them. But those gooey sweet feels when he thought about Ford—the same ones that left him wearing a goofy grin—were even stronger. Butterflies fluttered in his stomach and warmth spread through his veins when he pictured Ford doing…well, anything. “I meant he’d get involved if we’re in the same country. I think he lost his aunt to breast cancer.” 
“Well, see, that’s just it,” Caden replied excitedly. “You don’t have to be in the same country. It’s the perfect way to kick start it internationally.”
“Yeah, okay. Think up something and put me down to do it.” Reef held up his beer bottle to Caden and they clinked the necks, toasting their deal.
“How you goin’ being separated from each other? It can’t be easy,” Caden asked, concern etching his brow. 
“It sucks donkey dick. But we knew going into it that we’d be apart for most of the winter. Doesn’t make it easier though.”
Caden choked, getting Reef’s attention. Peering across at him over the lip of his bottle, Reef watched as he coughed again and sprayed more beer from his mouth. Reef couldn’t help his smirk as Caden shook his head and wiped spilled beer from his chin. 
“You right?” Reef asked, amused.
“Yeah.” Caden coughed again and Reef thumped him on the back, chuckling. “I wasn’t expecting you to compare missing your boyfriend to sucking donkey dick.”
“Shit, dude, that’s gross.” Reef cringed and shook his head. “So wrong.”
“Hey, you’re the one that sucks dick,” Caden replied playfully. Reef didn’t respond other than to grin wickedly at Caden. Well, his dick responded, thickening at the thought of kissing a trail down Ford’s chest and abs, tasting and teasing all that beautiful skin. 
“So, can I ask a question that’s kinda private?” Caden asked tentatively.
“I might tell you to fuck off, but you can ask.”
“So…um…isn’t it weird being with a guy? Don’t get me wrong, Ford’s great, but don’t you miss the curves, the softness, the smooth skin? I mean, I’m assuming he doesn’t like shave his legs or pubes. He’s got a dick. Whaddya do with it?”  
It was Reef’s turn to choke on his beer as he tried not to spray it out his nose at Caden’s naiveté. Between coughs Reef sucked in a breath and couldn’t help but laugh. “Dude, whatcha think I do with it?” Still smiling, Reef shook his head. “No, I don’t miss being with girls. The ladies I’ve been with weren’t the right ones for me—Ford is. It’s as simple as that, and that’s what makes it so good between us. Yes, Ford has a dick and….” Reef nodded and pursed his lips to stop the moan suddenly begging to break free. 
“Ford’s different from a woman in every way and that’s a hell of a turn on. Having his strength, those muscles, between my legs or wrapped around me is fuckin’ hot. And the hair…” Reef again had to stop talking, biting back a moan as he thought about his man. 
Caden cleared his throat and Reef turned to look at him. He didn’t expect to see the heat in the other man’s gaze directed at the mirror he was staring at. Reef searched the reflection following Caden’s line of sight, but he was clueless. Who is he focused on? He couldn’t see any ladies who stood out. 
“Yeah, I get it; I saw the spark between you. Seeing you two together was pretty unexpected, though. Have to admit I was surprised given you were with Addilyn before.”
“Sometimes the unexpected is the best gift you could ever receive.”
Caden huffed out a sigh that sounded almost like longing and downed the rest of his beer. “I’m beat. I need a hot tub and a smoke.”
“How the fuck can you compete at this level when you smoke, man? I’ll never get why you put that shit into your body.” At Reef’s comment Caden shrugged. 
“Helps me unwind and it’s only one cigarette after a comp. Don’t worry, my body’s still a temple and all that shit you’re into.”
“Whatever, dude.” He waved as Caden slapped a few Euros on the countertop before walking away from the bar. Reef downed the last of his beer and followed suit, dropping some cash next to Caden’s before leaving through the double doors. 
Zipping up his jacket against the cold, Reef stepped onto the street, crossing the road to his hotel as he pulled his cell from the pocket of his ski pants. Ford was due to finish his first shift soon but with only an hour’s break before his second one started, they didn’t have long to speak. Reef had just enough time to get to his room before Ford would call. 
The door had barely clicked closed when Reef’s cell rang. He smiled at the photo that appeared. It was a close up of Ford’s ass in all its glory, encased in the sexiest pair of low slung, tight black, Calvin Klein boxer shorts he’d ever seen. They were in the little Canadian ski-resort Reef called home during pre-season training. Ford was splayed out on the bed fast asleep and Reef couldn’t resist snapping the shot of him. 
Answering the call and holding the cell to his ear, he said, “Hey, hon. I’ve missed you.”
“Reef, God, it’s good to hear your voice,” Ford sighed. “I miss you, too. How’d you go today? I haven’t seen any footage yet.” Reef closed his eyes and leaned against the nearest wall, letting his lover’s deep voice soothe his soul.  
“Ninety points overall,” he said. His disappointment couldn’t have been any clearer.
“That’s brilliant, sweet cheeks,” Ford replied. “I’m so proud of you. How’d Caden go? You kickin’ his ass?” 
Reef managed a small smile, encouraged by Ford’s everlasting faith in him but supremely disappointed that he was going to let Ford down. 
“Ninety-three,” Reef replied quietly. A crushing sense of defeat filled him, weighing him down with the pressure of the monumental importance of the season. 
“You’ve got this, Reef. Keep gettin’ mad air like you were doing with Mace during training and you’ll have the championship in the bag. Complete whitewash, you’ll see.”
Mason, Reef’s trainer going on five years, had given a hell of a lot of constructive criticism but it took something really impressive to get the man’s praise. And Mace’s pep talk before the first event of the season showed Reef just how much faith his trainer had in him. 
Mace stepped in front of him, grasping his biceps through the thick jacket. Locking eyes with him, the fierceness in the other man’s gaze held Reef captivated. “Seize that championship, Reef. Strap in, focus, and breathe.” Reef closed his eyes and took the deep breath Mace instructed him to. “Feel the slope. Feed off the energy. Harness the rush, channel it. Fly. This is your season, your time. You’re not ready to be the best, you already are. Show the rest of the world what we know. It’s your world championship. Reach out with both hands and grab that bastard. Bring it home.”  
Now he just had to do it, he just had to win. Minor details. Yeah, right.
Reef knew Mason had never been as confident in him as he was this season. He’d always been a good motivator—it was kind of a necessity for every decent coach and trainer—but this season was different. It was now or never and they both knew it. The winter he’d taken off to recharge had done him the world of good, both professionally and personally. It gave Reef time to find himself again, to remember why he loved competing. It revived him. After the break, he took his skills to the next level, rocking his pre-season training by landing more of the complex jumps and bowl tricks than ever before. The time off and knowing he had the support of the four people who mattered most, Momma Bear and Coach—despite the hiccup when he and Ford came out to them—his trainer and now his man, gave Reef the confidence to try and nail many of the riskiest tricks he’d ever attempted. And it had been paying off, drawing with Caden once and even winning a couple of competitions. Then he lost a few and was now behind the eight-ball. Yeah, the point gap between Reef in second place and Caden in first place, was the smallest it’d ever been at this point in the season, but he was still second. Still the bridesmaid.
Reef sucked in a breath. Confidence. That’s what he needed. He needed to suck it up and get over this impending doom he was constantly plagued with. With more self-assurance than he actually believed he had, Reef responded to Ford, “This is the year, hon. I’m gonna bring it home for us.” Reef was ready. He had the skills, he’d honed his talent to be the best in the world.
“You’ll win it, sweet. Without a doubt.” 
Reef loved his man’s optimism and he would do it, be number one, but the pressure to win was like a crushing weight. For now he needed to switch off, to reconnect with Ford and just be. “Thanks, hon. So, how’s your day been?” 
Ford sighed. “Urgh, I spoke with Mother for a minute. She called a few times right in the middle of a rescue. I told her that unless she was ringing to grovel, she could leave me alone. But good news is that my first shift is finished and I’m on an hour break. Then I’ll only have another six-hour stint to go.”
“How long are you guys gonna have to do back-to-back shifts? Surely the resort can’t expect it to happen for long?” 
“It’s a bitch but at least I’ve managed to get a bit of paperwork done today between call-outs.” 
“That’s not the point. You’re tired.”
Reef heard Ford huff out a breath. He could just picture him shrugging his shoulders. “I am, but what am I gonna do? At least I should finish the supply stock take tonight if there aren’t many injuries.” Ford yawned before mumbling his apology. “You never know with night skiing though. Accidents are bound to happen.”
“You have no idea how long you’re stuck with those hours?”
“Management said they’re interviewing another rescuer tomorrow to fill in for Roberto until he’s out of his cast. Hopefully they’ll hire whoever they’re looking at. They have to get someone. If we keep going at this rate, we’ll be too damn tired to function in a few weeks and the season won’t even be halfway through. I’ve already picked up a mistake that Gabriella made yesterday which could have been fatal and during one of our rescues this morning I fucked up. Wouldn’t have even known if Hiro didn’t spot it.” 
As much as it killed Reef to end their conversation, Ford needed rest. “You need some food and sleep so I’m gonna hang up, hon. Close your eyes for a bit and recharge. Call me again when you get back to your apartment tonight, yeah?”
Ford gave what sounded like a frustrated groan. “I want to have more than five minutes to talk to you, sweet. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. I should have been there yesterday and today to cheer you on. You’re only a few bloody hours away from me. If Roberto didn’t break his leg on his first fucking day, I probably could have met you in Austria too. It sucks.”
“I know, but it’s okay. We can get through this,” Reef said with
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