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Dedication

For everyone who’s ever wondered if love is worth the risk.

The right kind of love doesn’t ask you to be less.

It makes you feel safe enough to be yourself … and more.

This is for the bruised of heart.

Trust can be rebuilt.

Friendship can become forever.

Your truest self is more than good enough.

May you find someone who makes bravery feel like coming home.
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Maya

December 27th—Aspen, Colorado

Maya leaned forward in her seat, gripping her laptop, her heart thudding in her chest. The sharpness of the icy air prickled at her cheeks. Cold plastic bit into the backs of her thighs, but she kept her eyes on the pair skating on the rink. Theo was a beat behind Evie, but he caught up in time to lift her high above his head into a hand-press lift. The couple spun elegantly across the ice to the applause of the arena staff, but Maya closed her brown eyes tight. She breathed in hard through her nose, only opening her eyes when she recognized the music that told her Evie was safely back on the ice again.

Her heartbeat settled, and she counted on her fingers. Five nights and four more days ’til New Year’s Eve and the annual Global Gala for Hope. It was agony. Every hour on the ice was booked and she had to be at every practice session her clients, Wild Thorn, had. Maya scratched at the soft skin on the side of her thumbnail as Evie and Theo skated in perfect unison. The sooner the event was over the better. Being at the rink again was almost too much to bear.

Maya turned her head away as the pair executed the lift again, remembering how cold and sharp the ice had felt when she’d fallen, the snap of her ribs and the blackness that had surrounded her in the months afterwards. It had been years ago, but time didn’t matter. It still felt like yesterday.

Shuddering, she scooched forward in her chair and glanced over to where Vivienne Thornton was sitting, stony-faced, from her perch in a comfy swivel seat in the TV network’s rink-side studio. Vivienne’s fingers flew across her phone screen before she stood up and shrugged on her full-length gray fur coat. The older woman didn’t so much as glance around as she strode from the studio toward the tunnel.

Sliding her favorite gold pen into her brown curls, Maya crossed her fingers hard, but her laptop pinged loudly, echoing around the huge ice arena. Cursing under her breath she looked around but no one was paying her any attention. All eyes were on Wild Thorn as they continued their practice. Turning back to her screen Maya uncrossed her fingers and shook out her hands before opening her laptop. The email was from Vivienne, of course. Vivienne did everything through written communication unless it was something she would never take accountability for. Dirty work was what Nola, Maya’s work colleague and friend at Allure & Amplify, called it, because it was always something that wasn’t quite okay but was something the rules would be bent for, because Vivienne Thornton was Vivienne Thornton. Heiress, billionaire, and patron of the arts.

Pushing back into her chair Maya opened the email as her jaw tightened.


I trust you told the arena staff not to record anything. Nothing is to be released before their gala performance. Not a split second of this is to turn up on someone else’s social media. It should be exclusive to Wild Thorn’s pages. That’s what I pay you for.



Maya’s lips twisted. No Dear Maya, or even a Hey—nope. The woman hadn’t even signed off with her usual V.

“She’s some weapon,” Maya muttered to herself as she typed a reply. “Dear Ice Queen—no, I can’t say that. Dear Vivienne, of course, all staff have been made aware of your requests, no, your demands, even if they are ridiculous—no Maya, you can’t say that …”

“Can’t say what?” Evie Wilder plopped down next to Maya and leaned forward to put her guards on her blades.

Maya grinned, her eyes darting around to see where Theo was. He was extraordinarily protective of his mother at all times. “Just replying to Viv. You know how she is.”

Evie chuckled. “Let me guess … the water in the changing room isn’t the right brand? No? Hmmmm. Okay, then, the seamstress isn’t good enough?”

“Well, yes, to the seamstress part, but also,” Maya said leaning close to Evie, “she doesn’t want anyone recording your practice sessions.”

Evie snorted. “Hah! This is a charity gala—not a competition. We’re performing routines that everyone has seen before.”

“I know, right.” Maya shook her head. “I don’t get it.”

“It’s because Luca and Celeste are skating too. She just can’t get over how they were added to the program last minute,” Evie whispered.

Maya’s eyes widened. “Ah—that tracks.”

Evie shrugged. “It’s not exactly a vote of confidence for Wild Thorn, is it—if she’s afraid we’ll be shown up at a charity event?”

Maya nudged Evie’s arm. “I wouldn’t pay her tantrums any attention. You’re the best pairs I’ve ever seen.”

“You think?” Evie said, her eyes on the rink. “Theo says she’s using reverse psychology to make us work harder—to be the best.”

“You guys are the best!” Maya cried. She lowered her voice as Theo side-eyed them, as if he could hear her. “Wild Thorn are the ones to watch—and you do it so … so naturally, Evie. It’s really all you.”

A flush spread across Evie’s cheeks. “Thanks, Maya.”

“I mean that,” Maya said earnestly. “And I’m here for you whenever you need me. Remember that.”

“Remember what?” Theo Thornton stood in front of them. His muscled physique slim and taut from years of strict training. He tossed the towel he’d been holding on to the seat next to Maya and raised an eyebrow, his dark blond hair falling over his eyes as he held out his hand to Evie. She took it and stood next to him, hugging his arm to her body.

“Maya was reminding me that Wild Thorn are the best.” Evie smiled up into his face. His expression softened and he swiftly kissed Evie on the lips, pulling her closer into a hug.

“And you needed to be reminded?” he asked softly.

“You know me,” Evie said leaning against him.

“Always putting yourself down.” He sighed. “Evie …”

She shrugged and he kissed the top of her head. Maya got up, grimacing as the seat flipped up and clattered loudly. That was another of Vivienne’s gripes—the seats are too loud; can’t something be done about it? The answer had been a resounding no from both the arena manager and Ashley, the event planner. Ashley hadn’t even opened her mouth when Maya had asked; she’d simply held her hand up and walked away. Now she had to relay that back to Vivienne—as if this was part of her job remit. Maybe it was time to take Nola’s advice. Nola had been at Allure & Amplify since the early days. She was one of the reasons the relatively new PR and social media agency had quickly made a name for itself. Her gentle mentoring had been a real eye-opener for Maya. Nola’s last conversation with her had been to remind Maya that managing social media and PR was Maya’s job, not being Vivienne’s PA, and that Vivienne needed to know that. Maya shook her head. Just how on earth she was going to let Vivienne know that made her stomach spasm and her throat constrict. No one ever said anything but yes to Vivienne Thornton. She lifted her head and smiled at the two skaters before her.

“Well, you guys were amazing out there, as usual.” Maya slipped her laptop into her tote. “I’d love to stay and chat, but I have to talk to Ashley before she leaves. Catch you back at the chalet.”

Evie reddened. Theo cleared his throat. “I guess Mom hasn’t told you yet.”

“Told me what?” Maya stopped packing her tote and stood up slowly. Her eyes darted from Evie to Theo. Evie’s face paled as quickly as it had reddened. “What’s going on?”

Evie nudged Theo in the ribs. His face darkened, but he flung his arm around Evie’s shoulders and pulled her tight to his side, as if she was supporting him.

“Mom invited some friends to come to the gala, so I’m afraid your room … well, it’s no longer available.” His eyes didn’t reach Maya’s as he spoke. “She said something about you finding a room in a hotel and that she’d foot the bill. Didn’t she, Evie?”

Maya’s mouth dropped open. She stared at the two of them. She’d only arrived yesterday and had been so relieved to be staying with the Thorntons. It had meant she was right in the thick of things and hadn’t had to settle on a single room in a busy hotel that would only highlight how damn alone she was. Not to mention the Thornton chalet was above and beyond the most extravagant place she’d ever seen.

Evie nodded. “I thought she’d told you before practice.”

Mutely Maya shook her head. Fuckity fuck. She wasn’t here twenty-four hours and things were already going wrong for her—and she’d damn well known they would. If only she’d listened to her gut when she’d been handed the Wild Thorn account. The writing had been on the wall, and landing the account so close to the gala should’ve been the biggest red flag of all. Instead, her bosses had ignored the rumors and the gossip. Working as one of their content and community managers was all fun and games until it wasn’t, but it was the dream job she’d applied for when she had been working for the Team USA Winter Olympic social media group last February. And it was a full-time job, not a temporary one like the Olympic coverage had been. It had meant giving up freelancing, which was a relief. There was no more hustling for work and doing freebies hoping she’d make a name for herself. Yet she still had to prove she was worth it to Allure & Amplify. Her last review hadn’t gone quite as well as she’d thought it would, so of course she’d said yes when she was offered the account even though her gut was screaming at her not to take it. Her fears of being let go had convinced her that it was the perfect account to impress her bosses with.

“Just book a room somewhere,” Theo continued. “Send the bill to my mom.”

“I’m sure you’ll get somewhere nice,” Evie said. “Text me where.”

“Yeah, I’ll do that.” Maya nodded. “Um, thanks, I think. Yeah, I’d better go. I have to go back and get my suitcase.”

“It’s in the changing room.” Evie’s voice was thin. “She made the driver bring it. I think she didn’t want you to have to go back to the chalet.”

“Wow.” Maya couldn’t stop herself. “She had someone pack my stuff? That’s some class act.”

“Hey.” Theo took a step forward. “She’s paying for the hotel. Don’t be so ungrateful.”

Pressing her lips together, Maya nodded. “Yeah, sorry. It’s just a little bit of a surprise.”

Theo rolled his eyes and sniggered. “I thought you social media guys lived for going with the flow—that’s what you said in your first meeting with Mom, wasn’t it? That you liked to ‘go with the flow, be spontaneous’.”

Maya opened her mouth, then shut it. What was the point in trying to explain that that comment was all about the campaign, that sometimes it was best not to plan too far in advance because the work became irrelevant or possibly caused offense. It had happened before. She’d worked with a team on the most perfect strategy for an up-and-coming fashion brand only for a news article exposing unethical practices in the industry to cause controversy, meaning the entire campaign had to be scrapped. They were lucky they’d caught the article in time otherwise all the posts they’d scheduled would’ve been inaccurate, insensitive and damaging to their client. That was the good part. The bad part was that weeks of planning, creating content, and scheduling that had once supported the brand as a values-driven company about transparency and trust had been wasted. Time that they’d had to claw back to fix the holes in the campaign and to fulfil their agreement. Not to mention the whole thing had soured when she’d realized that the brand had built their image on promises they couldn’t back up—and that she’d been about to blindly push that narrative out into the world.

Looking at Theo as he eyeballed her, she decided that it was far too complicated for him to get his head around, and far too dangerous too. He’d only hear what suited him and possibly assume that she was saying something bad about him, about Wild Thorn.

Wild Thorn were the hottest act on the ice, he’d be sure to remind her, and everyone wanted them. What she was sure he wouldn’t add was that everyone knew Vivienne was notoriously difficult to work with, but their name carried weight. And that seemed to be all that mattered. Maya watched Theo strut toward the tunnel, as if her time and feelings were entirely disposable.

Evie followed him, her shoulders down. She didn’t look back. Maya bit her lip. Ever since she’d started working with them she’d held her tongue. Choking down the comments and retorts she wanted to make at the almost unbelievable requests and demands Vivienne consistently made. Stupid things that were not under Maya’s remit but small enough not to say no to without coming across as petty. Lately the requests were getting bigger. They were things that a PA should handle, but of course, Vivienne didn’t have a PA. She’d once famously said in a New York Times article that she didn’t need one. But Maya knew better now that she’d worked with her. The woman got her PA work done for free by making everyone else around her into her unofficial PA.

It was so damn hard to say no; the easiest way was to comply. Pulling out her phone to search for a room, she grumbled under her breath. What was it Evie had said? Oh yes, I’m sure you’ll get somewhere nice.

“Why should I be put out?” she muttered as she input her dates of stay into booking.com. “I damn well will stay somewhere nice—and I won’t apologize for it.”

A map of all accommodation popped up on her phone screen, red dots showing almost all of the accommodation as unavailable. Two green dots glowed and she clicked on the first. The room on the side of a house looked like it had been the inspiration of every horror movie crime scene she’d ever watched. The only other available accommodation was a boutique hotel with a spa some distance outside of town. The images of the hotel were cute, but the only room left was the honeymoon suite. Maya read the description, her eyes glinting.

Stay in our European-inspired honeymoon suite that’ll make you think you’ve arrived in the heart of Italy. Dine in our bar or enjoy an exquisite seven-course typical Italian dinner in our award-winning restaurant. Included in your stay is a couples massage and access to our thermal suite.

Perfect, if not a little ironic, Maya thought, her finger hovering over the reserve button. She couldn’t, could she? It really would be cheeky. A rumbling from the tunnel pulled her around to see what was going on. One of the arena staff was dragging Maya’s new Samsonite luggage behind her. A mark that wasn’t there yesterday stood out quite obviously against the pale pink case. A sharp dig of anger sliced at her side as the woman walked up to her.

“I was told to bring this to you,” she said, oblivious to Maya’s boiling blood.

“Thanks.” Maya hunkered down and rubbed at the dark mark. It refused to budge. Damn Vivienne Thornton—she’d no idea how long she’d saved for that case. Getting up, Maya opened her phone, her teeth grinding as she pressed the reserve button harder than she’d intended.

“The Winter Garden Hotel honeymoon suite for one—here I come.” She grabbed her tote. “And I won’t miss out on that massage either—I damn well deserve it!”
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Gabriel

Gabriel got out of the car and gaped at the hotel in front of him. It was smaller than he’d imagined, and further out from Aspen than he preferred. The Uber pulled away before he could call it back to ask the driver if he’d brought him to the right place, leaving him staring at the night sky. The sun had set a few hours ago and the town lights twinkled in the distance, looking like the perfect small town on a Christmas card. Getting into town was going to be a real pain in the ass. He’d have to organize transport for every single trip. Damn. He turned away from the stunning view and back to the hotel, his jaw set tight as his dark eyes took in every detail.

Nestled at the edge of a cluster of tall, dark pine trees, the hotel looked like it didn’t belong in the stark Aspen landscape. Its graceful façade was a blend of dark timber beams, and creamy stucco walls, dusted with a delicate layer of fresh snow that glittered beneath the twinkling Christmas lights. A timber porch kept the snow off the front door, and running on either side were a number of tall, frosted windows framed with deep burgundy shutters. It reminded him of the rustic hotels he’d stayed in in Livigno, Italy, last February where he’d started his new career as a sports commentator.

“This can’t be it,” he muttered as he opened his email. “The Winter Garden Hotel …”

He looked back at the neat building and read the name of the hotel. A gently arched sign, carved from dark wood, sat over wide double doors. The edges were scalloped, and snow had settled on each gold-painted wrought-iron letter: The Winter Garden Hotel. Beneath it, in smaller, hand-painted lettering, the kind he thought only existed in the good old days on saloons and on the glass doors of business establishments, were the words: A romantic retreat. Delicate filigree leaves, vines and grapes curled around the bottom of the words while the soft golden light of a string of fairy lights made the wood glow a deep crimson. Two large Christmas wreaths hung on the double doors.

“This is it.” Gabriel squinted and squared his shoulders. When Global Sports Network had sent him here, to Aspen, to cover the network’s Global Skating for Hope Gala, he’d immediately choked but still had said yes. Covering the gala that raised money to help so many winter sports athletes was a huge responsibility. The gala had been set up over two decades ago by skating legend Zelda Blackmore after she’d struggled to get back on the ice following an injury that had stalled her career. Since then, it had expanded to support more than just injured athletes. Now it supported a youth ski and skate camp, giving access to sports that were traditionally out of most people’s pockets, as well as offering coaching and mentoring, and support and counselling for retired athletes. Athletes who felt lost, confused and too young and fit to be outside of a sport they’d spent their whole lives working on. An aspect that was super close to his own heart.

He knew first-hand how difficult it was adjusting to that new way of life, and he’d always be grateful for the counselling sessions they’d provided for him when he retired from competitive skiing. Going from daily training and coaching, from traveling the world to attend different competitions, from winning gold at the Winter Olympics to feeling like he was the outsider had been tough. He shook himself as a familiar black cloud settled around his shoulders, lowering his brows as he fought to remember the talks he’d had with his counsellor. He was in control of this; he had to be. There was no other way.

The door of the hotel opened and the tinkling sound of piano music came out, pulling him away from his depressive thoughts. A couple dressed only in bathrobes and winter boots emerged. Giggling, they smiled shyly at Gabriel and hurried along the front of the hotel to a door that he’d failed to notice earlier. A small sign declared it to be “La Cura del Cuore Spa”—the care of the heart, and Gabriel let out a deep sigh. With another deep sigh, Gabriel called Jack, the only person at GSN he could trust.

Jack answered on the first ring, his voice deep and cheery. “Gabe, I have nothing.”

“Hey,” Gabriel said as he glanced up at the hotel again. “I guess you heard about the fuck-up with accommodation. Can you believe the hotel downgraded us? Apparently some TikTok Overlord is in town and they took that whole floor. The guys are holed up in what feels like a long-forgotten basement room. Five of them are shoehorned into a space meant for two. Becca’s room could pass for a cubbyhole. I’ve been moved to a hotel in the middle of nowhere …”

“Dana filled me in.” Jack’s voice lowered. “It was all she could get. The whole place is booked out between Christmas, New Year, the gala and the snow forecast. You’re not the only ones affected.”

Gabriel stood straight. “I know. I skipped fighting with the hotel staff like the other guests were. It wasn’t going to change anything but …”

“But … what’s the problem?” Jack said. Gabriel could hear the blare of TVs in the background and the shuffle of papers. Jack was still at the studio.

“It’s …” He paused before continuing. “The Winter Garden Hotel? Jack—it’s a hotel for … couples.”

“Well, isn’t that ironic! A couples’ hotel for the man who wants to settle down. Not much chance in finding a single woman there is there!” Jack laughed, then softened. “Look, Gabe, it’s just a hotel. All you have to do is check in, then go to work. You’re not going to find The One—or anyone—there. Cut yourself some slack. Chill out a bit.”

“Chill out is your great advice. Christ, Jack,” Gabriel said, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“It’s the best I can do,” Jack said. “Lighten up a little. Listen, man.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “I shouldn’t tell you this but …”

Gabriel held his breath. “What?”

“I heard talk—Jefferson has been suggesting people for your job. It feels like a corporate shake-up.”

Gabriel swallowed as Jack spoke. “Are you sure about this?”

“I wouldn’t lie to you,” Jack said. “I hate to tell you this, Gabe, but you really need to pull the stops out for this one. They know they can rely on you not to mess up. You’re a walking sports encyclopedia, and you know how to talk to people but, Gabe, man, you’ve got to loosen up—put some pizzazz and personality into your commentary. I know you’ve got it in you—you did it with Seb at the Winter Olympics—roasting him when that hot chocolate went all over him—that was gold. Old Jeff almost came in his pants when he saw it.” Jack let out a small chuckle. Gabriel half smiled, but his shoulders crept higher, aching under the weight of his wool coat as Jack continued.

“It was so real, and now you have all the chances—every single name is at the gala—you have Evie Wilder and Theo Thornton for a start. No one can talk about those two without passion. They’re nothing but trouble—and fire on the ice. And there’s Zelda Blackmore, founder of the gala—that’s something you can work with, isn’t it? Bring back the scoundrel they hired—the guy from the slopes with the big personality that the audience wants to see. Viewership is dropping, Gabe. We all have to step up or we’ll all go down with the ship.”

Gabriel nodded. His voice stuck in his throat. Scoundrel? He didn’t feel like that term applied to him anymore—and it wasn’t what he should be here at this gala. Its message was far too important to be a … scoundrel.

“Gabe? Are you there?”

Nodding, Gabriel gripped the phone tightly. “Yes, I’m here. This is ridiculous. My work is top class—no one can recall a stat like I can. I’ve never made one bad call on air. I can’t see what I’m doing wrong. What more does the man want?”

“Oh, man.” Jack sounded tired. “You have the job I’d kill for. You know I’d love to be doing what you’re doing. You have the potential. But potential doesn’t get you anywhere—you have to make it work for you. If you don’t, well, it was nice knowing you. I’ll make sure the team puts together a great farewell gift.”

“Good of you.” Gabriel rolled forward onto the balls of his feet as yet another loved-up couple emerged from the hotel and hurried, giggling, to the spa door. “Talk to you later.”

Shoving his phone into his pocket, he flung his shoulder bag over his arm and grabbed the handle of his suitcase, Jack’s warning ringing in his ear. Pressing his lips together, Gabriel marched toward the hotel doors. It was freezing out and there was no point in getting hypothermia, even if this was probably going to be his last job for GSN. The signs had all been there; he’d just been ignoring them, but now it looked as if it was time to face up to things. Groaning, he pushed open the hotel door and stepped inside.

The lobby was warm and charming. Painted in a golden color with dashes of red and turquoise and cream, it was cozy and chic. There was a delightful citrus scent in the air that reminded Gabriel of his grandmother’s house in Italy. The double-height ceiling was a surprise and it opened up the space completely, allowing extra light into the charming interior that might otherwise have felt swamped by the design. He shifted his weight at the empty check-in desk, a familiar ache in his stomach. This was definitely the kind of hotel you wanted to stay in with a significant other, not a diary jammed with reminders and your laptop as company. A gold pen with a heart charm lay on top of a battered leather check-in book. His heart skipped. He’d seen a pen like that before—back in Italy, in Livigno—shoved into the thick hair of the only person he’d like to spend time with at a place like this.

Maya Adams.

Spiky, sassy, sexy Maya who he’d gotten to know last February at the Winter Olympics. He’d been there for GSN covering all things skiing and snowboarding. She’d been a part of the social content group for Team USA, and they’d spent a lot of time around one another. Her main focus had been on promoting her friends, Sam and Finn, who were competing, but as the weeks there passed she’d confessed to him that they were fake dating in order to get sponsorship. Then Maya had spilled that Sam and Finn were in love and always had been—and that it was high time they got their act together and just admitted it. That was when Gabriel had told her he wanted that too. A relationship. The real thing. Not a fling, or a situationship. He wanted solid and steady, someone to really talk with. Someone he was excited to go home to every night.

And she’d called him a unicorn—right before she’d stated that she’d no interest in a serious relationship at all. Her honesty had surprised him, but he couldn’t fault it. Honesty was a rich quality to have. But what had surprised him most was how much he’d been willing to sacrifice just to spend time with her. There were other women, there were always other women, who tried to get his attention, but he’d preferred to spend his time with her—even though he knew it would go nowhere. And then the Winter Olympics and the Paralympics had been over, and she was gone from his life as quickly as she’d arrived. She was a chaotic whirlwind and he wouldn’t mind her blowing into his life again. He’d no idea what she was doing now, but the gala was huge, and there was a plethora of sports stars eager to support it. There was every chance that she worked for one of them—that she was here and that they’d bump into one another. It’d be so damn good to see her, to hear her laugh and tease him again.

The snap of heels on the tiles made him spin around, his heart quickening, half expecting to see Maya. His heart rate rapidly returned to normal as a small, neat woman, in her seventies with white hair swept into a chignon glided from the bar to the door, her attention on the heavily falling snow outside. Gabriel cleared his throat. The woman spun around elegantly, her raspberry cashmere wrap unfolding like the blossoms of a rose.

“Mio Dio!” she said as she moved to the desk. Her Italian made him smile. “Forgive me—have you been here long? I was in the kitchen, stirring the risotto.” She mimed stirring a pot and sprinkling something into it. The woman smiled. Her lipstick matched her cashmere. Her warm brown eyes crinkled and she winked. “Always stir with love, or it sticks—and then everyone is miserable.”

“That’s what my nonna always said,” Gabriel said.

The woman raised her hands and laughed. “You are Italian too!”

“Half,” Gabriel said with a rueful smile. “But you wouldn’t think it the way our house was run—you’d think we were two hundred percent Italian.”

“Perfetto! As it should be!” The woman picked up the gold pen; the tiny golden love heart charm dangled from the top of it. She pulled the check-in book toward her and flipped through the pages, her many rings clinking softly as she did. “Now, let me check you in and give you a proper welcome to my hotel. Your name is … ?” She raised an eyebrow and looked at him.

“Gabriel. Gabriel Hawke.”

The swoosh of the hotel lobby doors sent a blast of cold air into the room. Gabriel half glanced over his shoulder, fully expecting to see yet another lavender-robed, loved-up couple heading out to the spa.

Instead, a snow-covered vision in a satsuma puffer coat dragging a pink suitcase marched up to the desk, muttering about the cold and pushing her hood down to reveal a mass of tangled brown curls loosely swept into a ponytail and anchored with a gold pen—its heart charm swinging and catching the light.

He grappled with words as his throat tightened. “Maya?”

The vision stopped brushing snow from her hair and finally looked at him. A pair of mischievous chocolate eyes ran over him and she winked and smiled, leaning against the desk with her hip.
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“Well look who it is. Gabriel Hawke,” Maya said, her spine straightening as she ran her eyes over the man she’d been obsessing about for most of the year. “I didn’t expect to run into you again.”

“Lost any mittens lately?” He smiled as she shoved her gloves deep into her pockets.

“No.” Maya stuck her tongue out at him, her cheeks flushing at the memory of him finding her mittens back in Livigno and returning them to her. “I wear real gloves now.” She kicked herself mentally. What kind of a ridiculous answer was that! “What are you doing here?”

“Checking in.” He smiled again, the dimple lines on either side of his full lips deepening.

“Me too,” she said, her lips unable to keep from smiling. He looked even better than she’d remembered. His cashmere sweater clung to his chest beneath his coat, and his dark jeans hugged his thighs in a way that was almost indecent. She nibbled the corner of her lip as he slipped a hand into his pocket. He’d obviously continued to train after his retirement from skiing. “I can’t wait—I booked the best room—it comes with a huge tub and a balcony.”

“Splashing out?” He raised an eyebrow.

“Hah! No, this isn’t going to cost me a thing.” She leaned closer to him, her eyes on the white-haired lady behind the desk who was smiling down into her check-in book like a woman possessed. Maya turned back to Gabriel. “I’m working on the Wild Thorn account and was supposed to be in their chalet but …” She paused and grabbed his sleeve to pull him closer, her eyes flashing again to the woman. “This goes no further, okay? It’s off the record.”

He nodded, laughing. “I’m just a sports commentator, Maya, not a reporter.”

“I know but all the same,” she said with wide eyes. “They basically kicked me out of their chalet and told me to find somewhere else to stay—so this is all on them.” She fluttered her lashes and flicked her hair back from her shoulder. “And I booked the best suite in the place.”

“You’re kidding.” Gabriel threw his head back and laughed, his Adam’s apple bobbing beneath the light stubble on his neck. Maya swallowed. His deep laugh sent butterflies dancing through her. It felt like only yesterday they were chatting over espressos and matchas for breakfast in Livigno. “Well, I won’t say a word, and I commend your bravery. I wouldn’t be first in line to spar with Vivienne Thornton.”

“Yeah,” Maya said, biting her lip. “She’s not going to like it. But it’s more or less the last room in the whole of Aspen. I had no real choice.” She shrugged, loving how he hadn’t judged her.

“They won’t believe you,” he husked. “But I do.”

“Yeah?” Maya raised an eyebrow. “And why’s that exactly?”

“I got bumped from my hotel last minute due to an apparent ‘double booking’ situation—my team couldn’t find anywhere else either.” He leaned closer, his eyes on hers. “And because you’re honest, and I like that.”

Maya leaned back, her heart thudding, her ears burning hot. He’d said those words to her the day he’d told her he was looking for love, for commitment, for The One. She’d been so close that day to just grabbing him and kissing him. Sam, her best friend, had been telling her to go for it, but after how he’d confessed that he was serious about love, she just couldn’t. It wouldn’t be fair to play with his emotions like that, not when she had decided that love wasn’t for her. The moment stretched between them.

“Your identification, please,” the lady interrupted gently. Maya slid hers across the desk at the same time that Gabriel did, almost brushing his hand as the lady smiled widely at them. Unnerved, she pulled her hand away and faced Gabriel again. His dark eyes dipped to her lips. Her tongue darted out to taste her bottom lip before she knew it. His eyes darted back to hers, wide and warm. Christ, he was more gorgeous than ever, and this was not the appropriate place to be having extremely inappropriate thoughts about him.

“This place, huh?” she burbled dragging her eyes from his chiseled jawline. Not even the dark shadow of heavy stubble could hide his amazing bone structure. She gestured around the lobby. “It’s even better than the photos.”

“I love when that happens.” Gabriel followed her gaze. Maya glanced back and nodded.

“Totally makes the whole you-can’t-stay-in-my-too-expensive-for-the-likes-of-you-chalet worth it. Makes me feel like maybe karma really is a thing.” Maya looked around.

The lobby was symmetrical with the lifts facing the front doors. There was a desk along the west wall, with one of those old-fashioned hutch-style key cubbies in a warm oak.

“It reminds me of Livigno,” Gabriel said quietly. “That small hotel with the best hot chocolate.”

Maya threw her hands in the air. “Snap! That’s exactly what I was going to say.”

Gabriel’s smile brightened. “You remember it?”

“Who wouldn’t remember hot chocolate with rum like that—it was so thick!” Maya fluttered her eyelids. “I plan to go back one day. But for now, this’ll do.”

Across the marble-tiled floor stood a solid oak display cabinet filled with antiques. Maya crossed the foyer and gazed in. Blown glass, Venetian masks, and miniature portraits nestled among black and white photos of a very glamorous woman, smiling and laughing with many famous people. A pair of ice skates and a trophy sat to one side of the display, and on the other a large photo of the same glamorous woman, only much younger, on the ice and holding the trophy. Gabriel followed Maya as she moved along the display, his breath blowing her hair over her shoulder as he stood close behind her.

“Is that … ?” he asked.

“Maybe … I don’t know,” Maya whispered. Squinting, she inched closer to read the name written in faint pencil on the bottom right-hand side of the photo. The script was old-fashioned and hard to read, but the ice skater was who she thought she was. “It’s—”

“Rosa Bellini.” Gabriel’s whisper matched hers.

“Oh wow.” Maya pressed her nose against the glass. “I adore her. She was who I wanted to be when I was a kid—I mean, I really wanted to be able to skate like her. Did you see her 1980 Olympic program—it’s on YouTube. It blew my mind. Those are really her skates?”

“Yeah, they must be.” Gabriel stepped closer. “My nonna is her biggest fan. I can’t wait to tell her this—she’ll be so pumped—although I think you might be about to give Nonna a run for her money in the fan department.” He paused then read the old handwriting almost under his breath. “La Rosa di Ghiaccio. Italy’s finest ice skater, also known across Europe as The Ice Rose. It’s kinda great that they have this here—Rosa Bellini trained Zelda Blackmore for a while. I believe they’re still friends.”

Maya shivered at his Italian accent. “You’re into ice skating too? I thought you only skied.”

“No,” Gabriel said stepping along the case. “I started out on the ice. I skated for years with my sister, Chiara. My nonna loved it, wanted me to keep it up, but I fell in love with skiing.”

“Do you ever miss it?” she blurted, immediately clamping her mouth shut, but eager to know if he missed it as much as she did.

He stopped looking in the case and faced her. “No, yes, maybe. Sometimes.” He laughed gently. “It’s a funny thing; there are times when I do, times when I don’t.”

“Oh.” Maya swallowed and nodded. His eyes softened as he looked down, and she couldn’t stop herself from asking more. “Were you any good? Usually if you’re good at something you miss it—that’s not to say you were bad at it. I’m sure you were great …” She flapped her hands in the air and tried to clear her mind of the image of a muscled and lean Gabriel in costume on the ice. Her breath caught below her ribs and she blew out hard. “I’m sorry. I’m blubbering nonsense. Forget my millionth question—I’m tired and being rude.”

Gabriel leaned against the wooden end of the dresser. “Forgiven.”

“Just like that, huh.” She smiled softly. “Thanks.”

“No problem, if your day has been anything like mine it’s been one long-ass one,” he said moving back to the desk and the lady who was gazing at them as if she knew something they didn’t know.

“It’s been a day all right,” Maya said, side-eyeing the lady who was rapidly tapping her pen against the check-in book. “I am dying for a hot bath and an early night.”

“Can’t wait to get rid of me?” Gabriel laughed. “I see how it is.”

Maya gasped, heat rushing up her neck. “No, I didn’t say that! You just can’t compete with the tub in the photos online—it looks deep and comes with bath salts and if it’s not the one in my room I am so going to throw an epic tantrum. A Thornton-style tantrum.”

“Ouch! I can’t believe you think I’m not as deep as a … as a bathtub.” Gabriel folded his arms over his chest.

Maya burst out laughing, swiping at his arm. He reached out and caught her wrist. His strong grip made her gasp. His fingers were warm, soft yet slightly rough too. A shock of want staggered her. “Oh.”

Immediately he let her go. “Sorry …”

“It’s okay. It was nothing.” She glanced down, wishing he’d touch her again. Her fingers skimmed her wrist. “It was …”

“I have a small problem,” the lady said clearly. She wrung her hands together. “But maybe you can help me with the solution.”

“Of course. What can we do to help?” Gabriel turned to the woman. Maya followed his gaze, swallowing a small gasp as the lady’s hand fluttered at her throat, her eyes bright.

“Mio Dio,” she said, flipping the pages of the register back and forth. “This is terrible but both your bookings were last minute. I’m not good with all this computer stuff and usually Mira enters the late bookings in here for me. But as you can see, there are no bookings on my list here, so I do not know what to do.”

Maya closed her eyes briefly. This cannot be happening to me, not now, not when I need to be here on this account.

“What exactly is the problem?” Gabriel’s deep, warm voice brought her back. Maya opened her eyes.

“Yes, if it’s on the computer I could probably help,” she offered.

The older lady’s mouth turned down. “I don’t even know the password,” she whispered as her cheeks turned pink. “I’m so sorry.”

“No,” Maya groaned. “This cannot be happening. There’s no booking?”

“None that I can access.” The lady’s white brows furrowed. “But that’s not the problem.”

Maya frowned. “Well, what is?”

“There is only one room left.” The lady glanced from Gabriel to Maya. “Your bookings must have been made at the same time …”

“Yes, there was only the honeymoon suite.” Maya pulled out her phone. “I booked it. See—here’s my confirmation email.”

The lady took Maya’s phone and squinted at it. “Yes, I see. That means you must get the room.”

“What do you mean she must get the room?” Gabriel leaned forward, his brows low. “I have an email—well, it’s from my colleague who booked it. Hold on, I’ll pull it up.”

“I mean, there is only one room left.” The old lady tapped her book. The golden love heart on the top of her pen jangled, catching the light. She bit her lip, her face crumpling into a deep frown. “And how do I know who first booked the room?”

“I don’t know,” Maya said. “Maybe check the time on the emails?” Her stomach churned as she wished she’d kept her mouth shut. What if Gabriel had booked it first? What would she do then?

“What’s this?” Gabriel pointed to a room number written in the book with a blank next to it as if he hadn’t heard her. The lady grimaced.

“Ahhhh, that’s unavailable.”

“Unavailable?” Gabriel tilted his head.

“Yes,” the lady said, frowning again. “It’s under renovation for water damage, I’m afraid. I can’t let you stay in it.”

“When will it be available?” Gabriel leaned over the desk as if he could magic another room on the check-in registry.

The lady shrugged one shoulder. “I don’t know. It may be available tomorrow, but I cannot make any promises. My contractor is doing his best to fit me in.”

Maya felt Gabriel lean away from the desk. He looked toward the door and his shoulders drooped. It was snowing hard, the road covered over already. She sank down into her boots, exhausted and frustrated. There was only one thing to do. Maya’s heart twisted as she watched the older lady fan her face with her hand, her eyes glistening.

“It’s fine. We’ll figure it out, won’t we?” Maya pressed her lips together as an idea flashed through her head. Shaking her head she glanced at Gabriel. They couldn’t, could they? Maybe. It’d be fine—and it might be just one night, if the other room became available. One night would be manageable. She opened her mouth then closed it as his brows deepened over his eyes.

“You were about to say something,” Gabriel said quietly, looking at her. “What is it?”

“Um, well, I was thinking that if it’s only one night, well …” Maya blew a strand of hair from her face, suddenly too hot. She shoved her coat down her arms and bundled it up in a hug, avoiding his intense gaze. “We could share the room. I mean, there’s a couch, and it’s not as if we don’t know each other.”

The older lady’s brown eyes sparkled as she looked from Gabriel to Maya. “You two are … friends?”

“Yeah, friends,” Gabriel was quick to reply.

“Ah … so you are not strangers. This is a good thing. This brings me some relief.” The lady squinted at them. “So, sharing for the night would be okay? The room is very comfortable, spacious. The couch is big enough to sleep on. And of course, you will have the complimentary spa treatments that come with the room.”

Maya looked up at Gabriel. His face grew still as if he was unsure.

“Just say yes,” she blurted, shuffling from foot to foot, her face growing pinker as the woman smiled at them. “What other option do we have? It’s just one night – we can find another room somewhere tomorrow.”

Gabriel’s lips lifted slightly.

“It’s not the worst idea. È solo questa notte. Okay, yes,” he said gazing down at Maya. “If you really don’t mind? I’ve nowhere else to go and I doubt if a cab would come this far at this time.”

“Good. Good.” Maya stumbled over her words as she stared into his face trying to figure out what he was thinking. His dark eyes were solemn now, his smile a shade brighter as he turned to pick up his I.D. Holy moly! Her mouth went dry. She was going to share a room with Gabriel Hawke, the man she hadn’t been able to stop fantasizing about all year. Sam would go crazy when she heard what was happening. She’d call it fate. Maya took a breath and smiled at the older woman. “We’ll share the room, and you’ll let us know as soon as another room becomes available.”

The lady nodded. “Sì, of course. Without a moment’s hesitation.” She slid a large key with a red tassel across the counter to Gabriel. Maya almost laughed.

“I’ll take the key,” she said.

Gabriel nodded. “Sure, and if there’s no room tomorrow I’ll try another hotel.”

“Good idea,” she said. “But for now, let’s just go to my—our—room. Like you said, it’s been a long-ass day.”

Clearing her throat, she took Gabriel’s arm and smiled at the lady who was now smiling at them as if she’d wanted this outcome the whole time.

“Thank you for trying,” she said firmly. “We appreciate it. We’ll manage, won’t we?” She gently squeezed Gabriel’s elbow. “Come along, friend, let’s go to our room and order some room service.”

“Um, yes, sure,” Gabriel murmured, releasing her from his arm and reaching for their cases. The old lady ran around the desk waving her arms. Maya jumped out of her way as she dashed with alarming speed across the lobby.

“No! No! No! You are in the honeymoon suite—you will not carry up your luggage! Caleb! Caleb!” The lady pushed open the bar door and called in again, then turned back to beam at them. “You make a very lovely couple, hmmmm. It’s as if you already are.”

Heat flushed up Maya’s neck. The honeymoon suite. She’d forgotten that part. Gabriel threw his arm around her. He smiled at the old lady, who was beaming at him and clearly expecting a response.

He laughed. “Seeing as we’re in the honeymoon suite we may as well act like we are, whatcha think, wifey?”

Maya rolled her eyes. “You’re on the couch, buster.”

“See, already in perfect wifey character.” Gabriel ruffled her hair. “But remember, this is just the honeymoon—it’ll be normal hotel rooms after this.”

“Get off!” Maya playfully pushed him, unsuccessfully, away. She smoothed down her hair as he clamped his arm on her shoulder. “You’re definitely in the doghouse now.”

A tall, lanky teenager came from the bar, dressed in a white shirt and black pants, presumably a staff member. The lady took his arm and looked intently into his face.

“Caleb, please take Signor and Signora Hawke’s luggage to the honeymoon suite.” She winked at Maya. “Fai presto.”

“Sì, Rosa,” said Caleb, immediately taking the cases.

Maya’s mind raced as she followed Caleb to the elevator. Rosa—Caleb had called the woman Rosa. Was she Rosa Bellini?

“Rosa?” Maya caught Gabriel’s arm. “As in Rosa Bellini?”

Gabriel’s eyebrows flew up. His head shot around to stare. Rosa smiled, then waved at them as the elevator doors closed. Maya burst out laughing. It really was Rosa Bellini, The Ice Rose of Italy.

Gabriel shook his head. “Nonna won’t just be pumped—she’ll be over the moon.”
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“Your room.” Caleb took the key from Maya and slipped it into the lock. The red tassel swung as the door opened wide. “Please, after you.” He held his arm out.

“What the—?” Maya saw a glimpse of the suite and was pulled inside.

It was gorgeous. The tiny entryway was hand-painted in the palest pink with antique gold sconces that gently lit the space. The warm lighting created a cozy, intimate atmosphere. There were golden coat hooks, and space for luggage. A neat kitchenette, complete with a fancy coffee-machine, was to the left. Through the double doors was a living room. Two deep armchairs flanked a fireplace, with a large, plush couch in between them, while candles in crystal holders sat on the white marble mantelpiece in front of a Venetian glass mirror. The walls were dressed in warm, textured plaster, and on the coffee table sat a vase filled with winter roses. Maya gasped and grinned back at Gabriel as he stood staring around him. It was like nothing she’d even dreamed of staying in. Everything was picture-perfect.

To the left of the fireplace was an antique rolltop desk complete with a glass inkwell and a brass desk lamp. She whirled around. The window was huge and had the promised balcony, which overlooked an icy blue lake. Her heart caught in her chest as skaters glided out onto the ice beneath a star-studded sky.

They moved with effortless grace, seemingly in perfect control. She stood for a moment, watching them, her stomach heavy with longing. Maybe she’d try again, try to skate as if nothing had ever happened …

The thought barely landed before her body reacted. Her fingers curling into her palms as a faint wave of dizziness rolled through her, the kind she’d learned not to ignore. Her heart fluttered, too fast, hard. Then it was gone. A split second. That’s all it was. No blacking out. No falling.

Relaxing her fingers, she forced her gaze away.

The bedroom unfolded like a dream. A huge four-poster dominated the room, draped in sheer, flowing white linens. Pillows in blush pinks and warm peach crowded the headboard and a plush woolen throw invited her in. A luggage rack was ready just inside the bedroom door. Two huge swan-shaped towels dominated the center of the bed. Caleb rolled her case into the bedroom and lifted it onto the luggage rack before quietly leaving the suite.

Maya stood at the foot of the four-poster bed, staring at the pile of cushions and pillows bunched up as cozy as you like. It was the most romantic thing she’d seen in a long time, and it wasn’t helping that hot, unflappable, commanding, reliable Gabriel Hawke was in her hotel room just as she’d wished for back in Livigno.

The things she’d imagined happening between them were X-rated. Tweaking the bedspread to get the picture of him sprawled across it out of her mind, she patted
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