

[image: Cover for Slope of Love]



Slope of


LOVE

The Remingtons

Love in Bloom Series

Melissa Foster



[image: Logo]





This is a work of fiction. The events and characters described herein are imaginary and are not intended to refer to specific places or living persons. The opinions expressed in this manuscript are solely the opinions of the author and do not represent the opinions or thoughts of the publisher. The author has represented and warranted full ownership and/or legal right to publish all the materials in this book.

SLOPE OF LOVE

All Rights Reserved.

Copyright © 2014 Melissa Foster

V1.0

EPUB Edition

MELISSA FOSTER® is registered in the U.S. Patent & Trademark Office

This book may not be reproduced, transmitted, or stored in whole or in part by any means, including graphic, electronic, or mechanical, without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

Cover Design: Natasha Brown

WORLD LITERARY PRESS

PRINTED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA


A Note to Readers


I have had so much fun writing the Love in Bloom series, and Slope of Love was no exception. Every once in a while, a character surprises me, and Rush Remington is one of those characters. His friendship with Jayla Stone made me long to be near my best friend. I hope you enjoy getting to know—and falling in love with—Rush and Jayla as much as I enjoyed writing their story. If this is your first Love in Bloom book, all of my love stories are written to stand alone, so dive right in and enjoy the fun, sexy adventure!
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Chapter One


THE MUSCLE ON the side of Rush Remington’s jaw bunched as he glanced out the window at the snow that had been falling since the plane touched down in Colorado. Rush didn’t need much to be happy—a snowy slope, a set of skis, a daily dose or two of protein powder, and a little time with his best friend. The ski team equipment had been shipped separately and had already arrived at the Colorado Ski Center, where he and a few other Olympic ski team members were teaching ski workshops this week. Rush pulled two duffel bags from beneath his seat. One was packed tight with protein powder, movies, and gummy bears—his best friend’s go-to snack—the other stuffed to the hilt with his clothes.

He dug his vibrating cell phone from his pocket—another text from Jayla. He and Jayla Stone had been best friends for more than fifteen years, and this was supposed to be their week to hang out. He eyed the reporters waiting by the entrance of the lodge before stealing a look toward the back of the van, where Jayla sat beside Marcus White, pretending to rummage through her purse for something. Rush knew that she was really avoiding making eye contact with him because of Marcus. The only thing in that damn purse was a man’s wallet—because women’s wallets are too bulky—her keys, personal products (wrapped in tissues and hidden in a zippered pouch because they’re embarrassing), and probably a few empty bags of gummy bears.

He read the text from Jayla. Cute reporter. Blonde. Red coat.

At six foot two, with a shock of dark brown hair, an ever-present tan, perfect teeth, and an insatiable appetite for exercise, the media—and women—loved Rush, but today he was in no mood to smile for the camera.

He laughed under his breath and shook his head. A year ago he’d have scoped out the hot blonde, scored by midnight, then forgotten her name by the next morning when he and Jayla met for breakfast. She’d have teased him about adding a notch to his belt or some other random shit, and then they’d have hit the slopes. A year ago he was a totally different guy.

He texted her back. If she’s not made of powder, I’m not interested. Just wanna ski.

In a week, the competitive ski season would be over, and Rush could have all the women he wanted without worrying about them messing with his head and, in turn, screwing with his ability to win. But getting laid by some random woman wasn’t anywhere on Rush’s agenda. Rush had planned on revealing to Jayla that he finally realized he was truly, madly, and infuriatingly in love with her. Now his plan was shot to hell, and he had no interest in doing anything other than making it through the week and coming out on top of the North Face Competition, the last race of the season.

He didn’t have to look at Jayla to know that her eyebrows were drawn together and she was reaching for that empty bag of gummy bears, hoping to find just one more to calm her nerves. Or to know that Marcus fucking White was eyeing every move she made.

Rush followed the other members of the ski team who had volunteered to teach the ski workshops off of the van. Cliff Bail and Patrick Staller looked like they had just walked out of Skier magazine with their strong physiques and dirty-blond, sun-streaked hair. They checked out the female reporters as they headed for the resort with Kia Lyle and Teri Martin on their heels. Rush hung back, hoping the reporters would get their fill of interviews with his teammates and give him a break. He inhaled the crisp, cold mountain air, kicked the blanket of fresh snow with the toe of his boot, and surveyed the grounds of the place that he’d call home for the next week. The majestic three-story stone and cedar lodge was set against the backdrop of snowcapped mountains. Curvy slopes carved wide white paths through the trees, snaking from the mountain peaks to the valleys below, and it took his breath away.

Reporters and cameramen were on him seconds later, shoving microphones in his face and snapping photos.

“Rush, do you have anything you’d like to say to your fans?”

Rush answered the male reporter without breaking stride on his way into the lobby, with a serious look in his eyes and a practiced media-worthy smile. “I appreciate their support, and they can count on me to be ready for the next Olympics.”

He wondered if they’d even caught his last words as Jayla stepped from the van and every camera turned in her direction. Since winning two Olympic gold medals, Jayla had been hounded by the press even more than he had. Nothing beat a hot female Olympic medalist. Having been friends with her for years, he was thrilled for her success, though he couldn’t ignore the ego slap at being cast aside by the press. He didn’t blame them really. Jayla was America’s sweetheart, the new face of Dove, and the best damn role model young girls could ask for.

The Olympic ski team had been sponsored by leading ski manufacturers and clothing manufacturers. After winning his Olympic golds, Rush had secured several of his own sponsors, ranging from sunscreen manufacturers to energy drink manufacturers, and since winning her Olympic gold medal for the downhill event, Jayla had also received sponsorships from hair care and beauty product manufacturers.

“Dude, you a statue? Let’s go.” Marcus pushed past Rush, carrying a leather bag thrown over his shoulder.

America’s sweetheart and the new girlfriend of this asshole.

“Three bags. Over there,” Marcus snapped at the twenty-something bellboy who looked like he’d just come from a day at the beach, with his long sun-streaked bangs covering his eyes and tanned face.

Rush gritted his teeth to keep from giving him a two-fisted lesson in manners. Asshole. He and Marcus had trained together for the last three years. At the Olympics two years earlier, Marcus failed to qualify to compete in the medal rounds while Rush had gone on to become one of the few men to win Olympic medals in all five disciplines: gold in the slalom and giant slalom, and silver in the Super-G, downhill, and combined. Marcus had been a prick before Rush won, and he’d turned into a prick extraordinaire ever since. And for the last three weeks, he’d monopolized every second of Jayla’s time—a harsh reminder that Rush had waited too long already, and he needed to tell Jayla how he felt about her before she and Marcus got in any deeper.

Rush watched him barge through the glass doors with his chin held high. He’d like to knock that pointy chin into tomorrow.

Marcus shouldn’t even be there. He hadn’t volunteered like Rush and a few of the other team members had to help his buddy Blake Carter’s wife, Danica, teach a ski workshop for kids from her youth center, No Limitz. Community outreach was important for Rush’s and his teammates’ images, but Rush hadn’t volunteered for that reason. Blake was his buddy, and he liked to promote the sport to youth. Hell, if it were up to Rush, he’d teach kids to ski the minute they could walk.

Rush held the door open as the volunteers from the women’s ski team filed through, listening as Jayla tried to disengage from the press.

“Any messages for your fans?” The red-coated reporter shoved a microphone in her face.

Since winning her gold, Jayla had been all over television and radio commercials as well as print ads for Dove and a few of her other sponsors, and young girls from all over had emailed her in support, many thanking her for inspiring them. Jayla wasn’t the type to get an inflated ego. Prior to Marcus consuming Jayla’s personal life, Rush had been by her side when she personally answered many of those emails, and her genuine gratitude had reeled his heart in even more. Then again, gratitude and sincerity were integral parts of Jayla’s sweet nature.

“Yes. I appreciate their support. I love hearing from them, and I hope to make them proud next weekend.”

“Any plans for the next Olympics?” a different female reporter asked.

The next Olympics might be two years away, but Rush, Jayla, and the rest of the team practiced as if it were right around the corner.

“Train and win.” Jayla slung a bag over her shoulder and waved as she walked away. A reporter hurried beside her, and Jayla slowed just long enough to say a gracious thank you before catching up to Rush.

“Thanks, Rush,” she said as she came through the door.

Rush leaned in close and tried to mask the storm brewing in his gut. “Thought you were coming alone.”

She narrowed her eyes. “So did I.”

He’d seen her flinch when she lifted her bag, and since she’d had two previous shoulder injuries, Rush did what he’d always done. He reached for her bag.

She glared at him. “I’m fine.”

He held up his hands in surrender.

Most women were needy, clingy, and while Rush was all too happy to spend a few hours getting his groove on and pleasuring them, he wasn’t the type to listen to bitching and moaning and to answer questions like, Do these jeans make me look fat? He’d learned this lesson early in life, when he’d answered honestly on more than one occasion. No, the lard in that cake you just downed makes you look fat. Jayla wasn’t like most women. She was intense, competitive, strong. Those were just a few of the many qualities he loved about her. She was a freaking bulldog when she wanted to be, and she was also stubborn as a goddamn mule.

Rush tried to ignore the clutch in his chest as she flipped her long brown hair over her shoulder and flashed a smile at Marcus. He and Jayla had met at ski camp as teenagers, and they’d quickly become as close as two friends could be. He trusted Jayla with his dirtiest secrets, and he knew her deepest fears. He was surprised that after all these years she still put up with him and that he hadn’t fucked up their friendship, especially now that he realized—or rather, accepted—what a womanizing douche he’d been for all those years, something he’d never tried to hide from her. He had his eldest brother, Jack, and a comment from Jayla to thank for that little eye-opening nugget of truth. Although they’d shared the details of their personal lives, they’d never judged each other, and for the first time ever, he was having a hard time keeping his mouth shut. In order to make it through this messed-up week, he pushed aside thoughts of Jayla and Marcus and focused on the upcoming North Face Competition, the last race of the season.

“Ow!”

Rush turned and caught a glimpse of Jayla rubbing her arm. He clenched his jaw and narrowed his eyes, locking a heated stare on Marcus. He could hardly believe she’d gone out with him once, much less that they were still together after three weeks. It made no sense at all. Marcus was a total controlling prick, and Jayla was…He wouldn’t allow himself to think of the litany of qualities he loved about her or how long it had taken him to finally open his eyes and realize just how much he loved them.

Jayla was facing the opposite direction, and without walking over, he’d have no way of knowing if Marcus had hurt her or if she was bitching about breaking a nail. Then again, Jayla didn’t give a shit about her nails. Never had.

Marcus slung his arm around Jayla’s shoulder and turned away with a smirk. Rush didn’t miss the way Jayla’s body went rigid beneath his touch.

Not my problem.


Chapter Two


JAYLA RUBBED THE back of her arm where Marcus had squeezed too hard. He’d done that a lot lately. Squeezed too hard, demanded too much. Everything about Marcus was intense, from his brooding dark eyes to the way he stewed over every move he made on the slopes. Jayla had never met a man who stayed up nights mulling over what he could or should have done differently, down to the millisecond. It was that intensity that had first drawn her to him—and it was that intensity that had driven her to the decision to break up with him. Now she was seriously reconsidering her decision to volunteer this week. Marcus wasn’t supposed to be there. He was supposedly too busy to help a bunch of nobody kids. In fact, volunteering had been Jayla’s brilliant plan to decompress before her last competition. A few days without Marcus—and with Rush—would have allowed her to actually relax and would provide the space she needed to go through with the breakup and rehab her aching shoulder in private.

“Sometimes I don’t realize my own strength,” Marcus said in that sexy, apologetic voice that made her heart soften. Well, that and his insanely handsome face and rock-hard body, which made most women’s brains turn to mush—as hers had in a moment of stupidity. She’d always been careful about the men she dated. They were in training when Marcus had asked her out, and she’d thought it would be a good distraction from her sore shoulder and the stress of competition. If she was honest with herself, she would admit that maybe…just maybe…she’d accepted the date to make Rush a little jealous, which was asinine at best.

He’s only here to get me settled in. She glanced at his luggage, which sure looked like he planned on staying for the week. Her stomach clenched. She’d known she needed to end things with Marcus two weeks ago, but between training, competing, and Marcus’s flash temper, she hadn’t wanted to deal with the aftermath of the breakup. She was a queen at masking her emotions, but the pain in her shoulder was slowly testing that ability. She knew that what the doctor had told her after her last injury was true. They’d been able to rehab her through the first rotator cuff injury and the second shoulder injury, a small labral tear, but with two shoulder injuries in just under two years, another labral tear could mean her competitive skiing days were over.

She had bigger problems to deal with than breaking up with Marcus.

She glanced at Rush, hoping he hadn’t heard them and that he hadn’t seen her flinch at the twinge in her shoulder when she’d lifted her bag. He stood at the registration desk, his back to them. She’d never kept secrets from Rush, but after she’d seen his reaction to her first two injuries, she wasn’t about to tell him about the latest one. She hadn’t even told the coach. They’d both be on her case to see the doctor, which would probably mean being told—officially—that she could not compete. There was no way in hell she was going down that sorry path. In another week, Rush would be back to his womanizing ways and focusing on making up for this year’s celibacy—which she found strange for him anyway. A quick bang with no strings attached had always been his way to ease the pressure of competition. But swearing off women completely during competition? That was not typical Rush Remington style. In another week she would have three months to spend rehabbing her shoulder in peace…and counting down the days until she saw him again.

Rush turned, and his electric-blue eyes caught on hers. Her breath hitched, and her pulse sped up at the jolt of attraction that she’d always felt toward him but knew better than to act on. God, she hated the way her body reacted to him. That’s what I get for falling in love at thirteen with a guy who runs from commitment like the word itself carries leprosy. The right side of his lips cocked into a sexy half smile before he turned his attention to Teri and Kia.

“Look at Teri and Kia,” Marcus said with a snort, shaking his head. “They’re like fan girls when Rush is around.”

Her chest tightened. Marcus was always dissing Rush, and though Rush was a player, he had never purposefully hurt Jayla, which was more than she could say for Marcus.

She watched Rush lean against the wall, and although his back was to her, she knew his eyes were at half-mast in a casual, I-know-you-want-me gaze. Ugh! She had all of Rush’s looks memorized. Not that she was proud of that fact, or would ever admit it to anyone except herself.

“Earth to Jayla.” Marcus waved his hand at her. “Eyes on him again?”

She’d fantasized about being one of the women who shared Rush’s bed, what it might feel like to have his big hands on her body, his chest pressed against hers, and then—thankfully—sanity would find her again. The last thing she needed was to be a notch in Rush Remington’s belt and risk ruining their friendship. Being his friend was safer, easier. She got the best parts of him.

Well, almost…

She shifted her gaze to Marcus and exhaled. Why was it that when it came to Marcus she was a wallflower and when it came to everyone else in her life she was anything but?

“No.”

“Let’s hope not. I’ll go get you checked in,” Marcus said and headed for the registration desk.

She watched Marcus lean on the registration desk and pictured his eyes wandering over the attractive blond receptionist’s perky breasts. The blonde smiled and fiddled with her necklace. She was sure Marcus thought she didn’t know about his wandering eye or the way he flirted with anyone in a skirt. Or jeans. Or snow pants. She turned away just as Rush, Teri, and Kia disappeared out the back door that led to the private cabins they’d booked. A spear of jealousy shot through her. She’d give just about anything to be with them.

Her cell phone vibrated in her pocket and she read the text as Marcus crossed the lobby toward her. Her heart stilled when she saw Rush’s name on the screen and quickly read the text. Sneak out later? Like camp?

She laughed beneath her breath and texted back. Can’t.

She’d been can’ting for weeks because of Marcus. She should have taken her sister Jennifer’s advice and dumped him right away—or she should have called her other sister, Mia, and had her force her to do it. Hindsight might be twenty-twenty, but it feels like shit.

“Okay, you’re all set.” Marcus held up a key.

She reached for it, and he flicked his wrist, burying the key in his palm. She had to end this—upcoming race or not—before she kneed him in the groin and told him exactly what she thought of his controlling ways.

She sighed, thinking about Marcus and Rush—and Rush’s revolving bedroom door. She’d gone out with Marcus looking for something more. A real relationship, and maybe even to finally try to get past her feelings for Rush. She was starting to believe that her girlfriends were right. Maybe she should consider doing what they did. A few free drinks, a night of pleasure, and never look back. That’s the last thing she wanted to do. Maybe all men really are assholes. She felt her heart squeeze. Even Rush Remington.

[image: * * *]

CAN’T. RUSH WAS so sick of Jayla saying or texting can’t that he could puke. He flopped onto the king-sized bed in his luxurious cabin and crossed his hands behind his head. Blake Carter’s cousin, Treat Braden, owned the resort, and true to his reputation, it was nicer than most of the resorts Rush had stayed in recent months. The spacious cabin had cathedral ceilings with exposed wooden beams in the living room, kitchen, and the bedroom suite. The living room had a propane fireplace, oversized sofa, comfortable reading chair, and a big-screen television. He let his mind drift to Jayla. He wondered if she was calculating how much practice time she could fit in, as they used to do in her pre-Marcus days, or if she was thinking of him.

His chest clenched at the situation. Goddamn, sweet, funny Jayla with her beautiful brown eyes, long brown hair, and those kissable, cupid lips. The thought of her lips touching Marcus’s made his gut twist. He and Jayla were securely entrenched in the friend zone. Until about a year ago, when something his brother Jack had said and one of Jayla’s comments about his revolving bedroom door had finally opened his eyes, he’d thought that was right where they belonged. He was wrong. Damn wrong.

His muscles tensed as he thought of her and Marcus. He sprang from the bed. That was one bit of trouble he didn’t need to get involved in. He grabbed his parka and headed out the door.

Kia and Teri were on their way up to the resort. Kia’s thick red hair fell in loose waves past her shoulders, while Teri wore her dark hair up in a ponytail. They made no secret of wanting a piece of Rush—singularly or together—but beyond the fact that Rush wasn’t physically attracted to either of them, he’d never believed in dipping his ski in the team snow.

Until he realized he was in love with Jayla.

“Hey, Rush,” they said in unison.

“Going up to the meeting?” Kia asked as she chewed on a piece of gum like a cow.

“Looks that way.” He heard yelling coming from one of the cabins.

“Ugh! Marcus and Jayla,” Teri said as they all turned in the direction of the shouting.

He stopped cold. He could count on one hand how many times he’d heard Jayla raise her voice over the past fifteen years, and one of the five times was currently taking place.

“That guy’s such an ass,” Teri added. “I have no idea why she’s with him.”

“She won’t be for long. She’s just waiting out the competition. She’s a better person than me. I’d have broken up with him right when I realized he was a jerk. But you know Jayla. Nothing comes between her and winning. Anyway, she’ll break up with him right after the race Saturday. That way she won’t be dealing with a jerk and a breakup.” Kia shook her head.

“You think?” Rush ran his hand through his hair, trying to ignore the urge to head straight down to Jayla’s cabin and wring Marcus’s neck.

“I know,” Kia said.

Good. Maybe that’s what she was doing now. He pulled out his phone and texted Jayla—Need me?—as they headed into the lodge for the meeting with the coach and the Carters.

The conference room was lined with windows on two sides, with a spectacular view of the slopes. He and the others settled into the fancy leather chairs that surrounded a large glass table. With mahogany trim around the windows and doors and oak floors with mahogany inlaid in diamond design, the room reeked of class.

Patrick sat down beside him. “Dude, how about those cabins? Pretty nice, huh?” He was tall, muscular, and loved women too much. He was always getting into trouble by sleeping with some local guy’s girlfriend in the towns where they competed. Rush liked him despite his bed hopping ways—maybe even because of it. At least initially, until Rush realized his own views had changed. Patrick was a guy’s guy, a straight shooter, and the first to admit his weakness to women.

“Awesome,” Rush said.

“You see the babe at the front desk?” Patrick pulled off his knit cap, and his short black hair stood on end.

“Didn’t notice.” It was bullshit, but thinking of the receptionist brought his mind back to Jayla and the cry of pain he’d heard in the lobby. Now he wondered where the hell she was. She was usually early for meetings. Not that he should care. She was all wrapped up in Marcus. Let him worry about her. Yeah, like that’s gonna happen. He cared. He cared a whole hell of a lot. If that asshole hurt her…He had no idea how she could or would ever let that happen. She wouldn’t. He took momentary comfort in that fact, reminding himself again that Jayla wasn’t his. He had no business stepping into her relationship. She was a twenty-eight-year-old woman with more balls than most guys he knew. She could handle this.

Patrick whistled. “Damn. She was stacked.”

Rush caught sight of Jayla outside the door talking to Marcus in a harsh whisper. When Marcus’s hand reached for her, she flinched and took a step backward.

Well, fuck me. Rush rose to his feet as Marcus stepped closer to Jayla. In the next breath, Jayla turned, her eyes locked on the floor as she came into the room with Coach Cunningham and Chad, the assistant coach, right behind her. Rush sent Marcus a threatening stare before sitting back down, as if every muscle in his body hadn’t been corded tight as a jaguar ready to attack.

Jayla sat across the table from Rush, between Kia and Teri. Kia and Teri leaned in close, whispering to Jayla, and goddamn if her eyes weren’t damp.

Not my problem. He called bullshit on himself again. Jayla would always be his…problem. He pulled out his cell to make sure he hadn’t missed a message from Jayla. Guess she didn’t need me after all.

“Listen up.” Coach Sean Cunningham was the strictest, most cutthroat coach in competitive skiing. Even pushing sixty, he was six feet of barrel-chested bulk, with more brown than gray hair, a thick neck, and even thicker arms. Chad stood off to the side. He was short, stocky, and although he tried to keep a rigid exterior to match Coach Cunningham’s, his friendly brown eyes and boyish face betrayed his efforts.

Coach Cunningham took charge with a dead-serious, commanding tone. “You’ll be teaching by day, training in the evenings, and although there’s no curfew for this week of teaching”—he set his steady, slate-blue stare on Patrick, then moved it from one player to the next around the table—“you know the rules. You show up hungover, you can’t practice, or I see one deficit, we go to curfew. Got it?”

“Yes, Coach,” they answered in practiced unison.

He set his eyes on Jayla. Rush sat up straighter, his full attention on Jayla’s lack of eye contact. She knew better than not to meet the coach’s eyes, which could mean only one thing. Whatever was going on with Marcus had messed with her head too much for her to react. That was the danger zone. If Marcus messed with her head, he’d mess with her focus, and in turn, her ability to win her competition.

And that was why he couldn’t ignore whatever the hell was going on with her.

“One deficit, and all hell breaks loose.” The coach let the words hang in the air. All eyes slid to Jayla.

Deficit? Rush knew she would do anything to continue competing. Including covering up lingering pain. Athletes lived in a state of denial when it came to injuries. Coaches, too. They’d rather pretend that the best couldn’t be stopped, and admitting otherwise weakened their faith in the team and their strength overall. Rush knew athletes were a strange breed—himself included. It wasn’t going to change anytime soon. And after the way the coach was staring at Jayla’s shoulder, he was sure she was covering up more than just a relationship gone sour.

After the tension in the room grew thick, which Rush was certain was Coach Cunningham’s intent, the coach continued. “You have free rein today and tomorrow; then you’re mine in the afternoons. Now, please give your full attention to Danica and Blake Carter. Danica coordinated these workshops. She runs No Limitz, the community center in Allure, the next town over, and Blake owns AcroSki, a local ski shop that’s sponsoring the classes.”

“Thanks so much, Coach Cunningham, and thanks to each of you for volunteering to teach,” Danica began. Dark corkscrew curls sprang wildly in every direction, giving her thick mass of hair a windblown look, but Rush knew that was how she always looked. He’d met her husband, Blake, a few years earlier, when he was in town for a competition. He’d gone into Blake’s ski shop and the two had talked for hours and had since become good friends, which was why when Blake told Rush about Danica’s ski clinic, Rush presented it to the team.

Danica continued. “We’ve put these classes together as a way to try to give kids—teenagers in particular—something more to focus on than trouble. Not that these kids are troublemakers, but I think it’s easier for teenagers to stay out of trouble if they have interests beyond the opposite sex.” She paused and flashed a friendly smile. “We’ve got three classes scheduled for each of you every day. You’ll be paired up. Two instructors per class, as I’m sure your coach has already mentioned, and I can’t tell you how much we appreciate this. You’ll be teaching kids between the ages of six and fifteen. They’re beginners, and some of the teenagers are…well, teenagers.” She shrugged. “We’ve all been there.”

Blake was well over six feet tall with jet-black hair and friendly eyes. He picked up a piece of paper and added, “We’ve paired a male and female instructor for each course.”

Patrick elbowed Rush. “Sorry, dude, but I’d much rather teach with a chick than you anyway. Maybe I’ll get lucky.”

Rush glanced at his female teammates. Kia and Teri would flirt with him the whole time, and that would drive him crazy, but if he worked with Jayla, he’d be sidetracked by his love for her and what a shit Marcus was to her, and that would drive him a different type of crazy.

“Rush, you’ll be teaching with Jayla. Patrick, you’re with Kia, and Cliff and Teri, you’ll be teaching together.” Blake gave them their schedules and thanked them again before ending the meeting.

Great. He eyed Jayla, who still hadn’t lifted her eyes from her lap or texted him back. He had no idea how he’d navigate teaching with Jayla. There was no way he could keep his mouth shut about Marcus. It was hard enough to stop himself from climbing across the table and taking her into his arms.

Rush waited for the others to leave so he could talk to Blake and Danica alone.

“Rush, great to see you.” Blake opened his arms to Rush. Rush’s eldest brother, Jack, was engaged to Blake’s cousin, Savannah Braden. They’d soon be family.

“There’s nothing hotter than two burly men hugging it out.” Danica laughed as Rush disengaged from Blake and kissed her cheek.

“Look at you. You’re not even showing yet.”

“That’s one of the great things about being tall.” Danica patted her stomach. “Three months along isn’t that far anyway. Thanks for bringing your team into this, Rush. We really appreciate it.”

“Sure, no problem.” He ran his hand through his hair, a nervous habit he’d had for as long as he could remember. “Listen, is there any flexibility in the teaching roster?”

Blake and Danica exchanged a look.

Blake patted Rush’s shoulder. “Sorry, Rush. Your coach specifically asked that we put you with Jayla. I guess she’s got a boyfriend issue, and he wanted her looked after.”

“What the…? And that’s my problem…why exactly?” He crossed his arms, his biceps flexing as he pondered the situation. “Sorry. This isn’t your issue.”

“Do you have a problem with Jayla?” Danica asked.

Rush knew that prior to opening No Limitz, Danica had been a therapist, and he was in no mood to be evaluated. “No. It’s fine. Sorry I brought it up.”

“Are you sure?” Danica asked. “Because if there’s history between you two, we don’t want to put either of you in an uncomfortable position that might compromise the efficacy of the program for the kids.”

History? Rush was hoping for a future. Yeah there’s history, all right, but not the type you’re talking about. I’d never treat Jayla the way I used to treat women. “No, it’s nothing like that. It’s fine. Really.” He wasn’t about to piss off the coach, and the more he thought about the coach’s decision, the more concerned he became about Jayla, Marcus, and her focus when training. The women’s coach wasn’t there this week, and Coach Cunningham had taken over training for both groups. With only six of them, it wasn’t a hardship, but their coach usually kept his nose out of their personal affairs—unless they impacted their performance in competitions. Rush knew that Jayla must have blown a practice or the coach saw something in her relationship with Marcus that he couldn’t ignore.

“Well, at least it says something about what the coach thinks of you,” Blake said. “But then again, we all know you’re the best skier out there. Even if I can kick your ass in acroskiing.”

“Yeah, well, some of us like to be fancy, and some of us just go for speed,” Rush teased.

“Okay, boys, let’s not beat our chests too loudly. Thanks again, Rush. So, we’ll see you at eight tomorrow morning?” Danica reached for Blake’s hand. “Honey, I’m just gonna run to the bathroom.”

After Danica left the room, Blake narrowed his eyes at Rush. “Is there something between you and Jayla? Should I go up against your coach to change the teaching schedules?”

“No, man. We’re cool. Thanks anyway.” The more he thought about it, the more he realized that he didn’t want Cliff or Patrick anywhere near Jayla. Even though he didn’t have any real concerns about Cliff, he knew Patrick would try to take advantage of her vulnerability. Even thinking about Jayla and vulnerable in the same sentence blew his mind. The Jayla he knew was anything but vulnerable. But after seeing her this afternoon—really seeing her—he wondered what else he’d missed.


Chapter Three


NEED ME? WHAT does that even mean? Jayla had read the text two ways. First with a hopeful heart, which wished for an innuendo for something more, and then with her painfully accurate best-friend eyes. Do you need me to come kick the shit out of Marcus? She didn’t need to be taken care of. Not by Rush. Especially not by Rush.

She paced the tile floor of the bright, well-appointed ladies’ room. It was the only place she could go to think where Marcus wouldn’t barge in. In just three weeks he’d snaked into every crevice of her life—and not in a good way. There was a time when she thought she wanted a guy who would fawn over her, but while Marcus started out as attentive, he quickly became controlling. And by the time she realized what had happened, she was knee deep in the last weeks of competition and couldn’t afford the distraction of a breakup. But seeing Rush in the lobby had jolted her out of the competition stupor she’d fallen into, and with only one competition left, it was time to finally break things off with Marcus. She was ashamed that she’d let competing come before breaking up with a guy who didn’t deserve one date with her, much less three weeks of them.

She’d tried to hold firm to her decision to end things with Marcus, and she’d broached the subject before the meeting, but he’d gone off on a tangent about her looking at Rush in the lobby, and she’d dropped it so she wouldn’t be late for the meeting. The last thing she needed was to piss off the coach, too.

Her muscles were so tight that her shoulder pulsed with a dull ache. She wondered if her life could get any more complicated. She’d have to be on top of her game while working with Rush. One flinch and he’d pick up on it. She could only hope that he’d be too wrapped up in his own training and the teaching to take notice.

She dug Tylenol and Motrin from her pocket and popped them in her mouth, then cupped her hands beneath the sink and swallowed them with a handful of water. She stared in the mirror. Where was the woman she’d worked so hard to become? The proud woman who paid her own way through ski camps and training, proving herself and securing enough sponsors to train at the level she needed in order to try out for the Olympic team. She had bags under her eyes. The emptiness she felt showed in her skin, and if she was honest with herself, she heard it in her voice, too. Face of Dove? Not even close. During training and competitions, she and Rush usually trained all day and hung together in the evenings at least a few times each week. But Rush was
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