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“It is not the mountain we conquer but ourselves.”

 ~Sir Edmund Hillary








  
  Chapter 1


It hurt like hell when an entire mountain crashed into you. 
At least it felt like the whole mountain. In reality, it was only a few hundred pounds of fast-moving man, ripping her skis out from under her and plowing her face-first into the frigid snow.
Pain screamed up her body from the double impact, waking what had been a nagging ache to an agony of suffering. Snow clogged her nose, making it hard to breathe. The person who’d just taken her down lay across her legs for a few dazed moments before rolling off with a curse.
“Stupid bitch, you got in my line!”
Pushing up on her elbows, Rachel wiped the snow from her face before gingerly rolling over.
An arrow of pain shafted through her left hip and leg. Memories of pinwheeling helplessly down another mountainside pressed in on her, wanting to send her into a familiar state of panic.
She pushed them back.
No, damn it. Not today.
There hadn’t been a flashback in over six months. No way in hell was she going to let one sneak in now and set back all the progress she’d made.
If the idiot snowboarder muttering curses at her hadn’t done that already by screwing up her Frankensteined leg.
Rachel ignored his litany of complaints about stupid, slow-moving people always getting in his way. She’d been the one downhill. Since no one had eyes in the back of their head, that made it his responsibility to watch where he was going. Not that it mattered at the moment whose fault it was. First came damage assessment.
Then she could give him a piece of her mind about sharing the slopes responsibly.
“Hey, are you okay?”
Before she could reply to the concerned hail from the approaching skiers, Snowboard Guy rocked to his feet and took off in a plume of powder without bothering to see if she was hurt. Angrier at the blatant breech of common decency than the actual collision, she flipped off his retreating form.
“Jerk!”
Three dark shadows suddenly surrounded her, blocking out the sun, their skis making a quiet shush against the snow as they all came to expert stops within inches of one another. It was like being trapped in a forest of giant trees.
The closest to her asked again, “Are you okay?”
“I think so.” Another twinge of pain as she finished rolling onto her butt had her biting back a wince. “Nothing’s broken, anyway.” This time.
Thank God for small favors.
“We saw that wanker playing chicken with other skiers on the way down,” one of the other towering Sequoias said, a British accent in hard evidence. “We were going to report him to the first Ski Patrol we met, but he took you out first. Sorry, love.”
“I’ll report him when I get down, but I doubt it’ll do any good.”
Late afternoon, the lifts would be closing any minute now. Snowboard Guy would probably be in his car and long gone by the time she hit the bottom of the slope. Not that she could have picked him out of a crowd, anyway. It had all happened too fast.
“I’ll just see if I can catch him, then, shall I?” With a nod to his friends, Yummy Accent Guy shot off down the slopes before she could tell him not to bother.
With an aggravated sigh, she did a quick check of her skis and bindings to make sure nothing had been broken or come loose. The last thing she could afford right now was having to replace any equipment. Luckily, it seemed the only thing the worse for wear from the collision was herself.
“Need a hand up?”
She looked up, blinking away ice crystals that still clung to her lashes. Backlit by the sun, she couldn’t make out her Good Samaritan’s features as she reached up and grabbed the offered hands to help lever her to her feet.
It burned that she needed the assist. Normally she would have rejected it, insisting on getting up on her own, no matter how much it hurt. Sheer stubbornness, her father called it. She preferred to think of it as sheer determination.
In truth, it was probably a bit of both.
“Thank you.” Further words evaporated like snow in July as she got her first look at her rescuer’s face.
Holy freaking hotness!
The eyes looking at her with such concern had to be the most gorgeous shade of chocolate brown she’d ever seen. Flecked with bits of amber, they were surrounded by thick brown lashes with a wicked curl at the ends that made them his most striking feature.
Which was saying a lot, considering the rest of him was no slouch, either.
Golden brown hair poked out from beneath the edges of his red knit cap, matching the heavy dusting of stubble on his cheeks and chiseled jawline. Even his cold-reddened skin couldn’t detract from the overall impact of his good looks.
The man was far too attractive for her peace of mind. But that didn’t stop her hormones from rallying into a cheering squad low in her belly.
“You’re welcome.” Either the guy was oblivious to the fact he’d made her tongue-tied for the first time in her life, or he was so used to having that effect on women it didn’t faze him anymore. “You good?”
It was only then she realized he was still gripping her wrists. Maybe because she was still gripping his. Embarrassed, she withdrew from the contact.
“Yeah. Thanks. And thanks for stopping to check on me.” She included the other man in her appreciation, tilting her head back even further to look him in the eyes. They were a soft gray, the deep crinkles at their edges hinting at either a lot of laughter or a lot of time outdoors. His chin carried the same amount of weekend scruff as his friend, only black rather than brown, and a gold stud winked from his earlobe.
He was as handsome as the first guy, but for some reason he didn’t garner the same giddy punch in her gut.
Not that it mattered. Her hunky Good Samaritan would disappear down the slope in another minute, lost in a sea of other resort guests, and that would be the end of that. Unless she could think of something clever to say first.
Which, of course, she couldn’t.
The man had totally short-circuited her brain.
“Glad we could help.” Earring Guy looked at his friend as though impatient for him to say goodbye and get back to their run.
Instead, Good Samaritan said, “I’ll meet you at the bottom.”
After a brief look of surprise, a wicked smile bloomed, making Earring Guy look entirely too much like a pirate despite the blue knit cap and pricey North Face jacket. With a wink for her, he touched two fingers to his forehead in a salute to his friend and pushed off down the slope.
The wink and smile left Rachel flustered. “You should go with him.”
“I think I’ll go down with you, if that’s okay.”
“Oh.” Her hormones gave a happy buzz. Then she remembered.
Good Samaritan.
The buzz faded. “You don’t have to do that. I’d hate for you to waste your last run of the day babysitting me down. I’m fine. Really.”
“How can it be a waste? I’ll be enjoying the company.”
He sounded sincere. But she couldn’t keep from poking at it.
“Even if I’m a punter?” She could tell from his reaction he was versed enough in the lingo to understand the slang for a novice with all the right gear but none of the know-how. But even that didn’t make him balk.
Brave man.
A grin that rivaled the pirate’s tilted his lips. “Trying to scare me off?”
Was she?
Maybe she was. And how stupid was that? Hadn’t she just been thinking about not wanting him to disappear into the crowd? Well, here was her chance.
And she was blowing it.
Again.
Get it together, woman!
Buying herself a few seconds to consider her options, she concentrated on brushing the snow clinging to her legs and backside. Should she? If she’d reinjured her leg, she didn’t want to be limping down the hill like an invalid in front of him. She shifted her weight with nothing but a twinge from her hip. Everything seemed okay.
Oh, what the hell. Why not?
She smiled up at her hunky Good Samaritan. “Sure, I’d love the company, thanks. I’m Rachel, by the way.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Rachel. I’m Theo.”
They took it slow at first. The pain had subsided to a dull ache again, which meant she probably hadn’t done any serious damage to her various healing body parts, but she’d no doubt be feeling the brunt of the impact tomorrow. For now, though, she was happy she could ski with her usual skill and form.
Because yeah, silly as it was, she wanted to show off a little. Just enough to counteract the sight of her sprawled face-down in the snow with her butt waving in the air like a big, fat loser flag.
Which was why she started to pick up the pace, finding the lines she would normally use if she were on her own. Not on a training day, but on the days when she skied simply for the enjoyment of it, with no one to please but herself.
To her delight, Theo did more than just keep up.
He actually began to edge her out.
Her competitive nature kicking in, she accepted the unspoken challenge. Luckily, they were on one of the black diamond routes, and it was late, which meant not a lot of traffic on the way down. Even so, she held back.
Not only to keep from putting the other skiers and boarders in danger.
But because she was having fun, and she didn’t want it to end any sooner than it had to.
Face tingling from the wind and cold, she reached the bottom of the hill in a dead heat with Theo, twin cascades of snow shooting from their skis as they hit the brakes in unison. A joyous laugh broke free as she grinned at him. “You’re pretty good.”
“You’re better.” He didn’t sound put out by that. In fact, he sounded impressed. “Those were some pretty expert moves.”
The observation hit a little too close to things she preferred not to talk about, so she shrugged. “I’ve been on skis since I could walk. And I guess full disclosure is in order. I’m an instructor here at the resort.”
Not a lie. But not the entire truth, either.
His gorgeous lips puckered into a wry grin. “I think I’ve been sandbagged.”
It took a few seconds to tear her attention away from his mouth and give herself a mental shake. Seriously, what was wrong with her?
“And yet you held your own.”
“Hmm.” He didn’t look convinced. “I kind of got the feeling you were going easy on me.”
Probably because she was.
Even a black diamond course was child’s play when you were used to some of the fastest slopes in the world. But she hadn’t wanted to show her Good Samaritan up too badly. He’d certainly made it interesting, though.
Which was when it hit her.
Not once the whole way down had she thought about anything other than the friendly competition with Theo. No worries about falling or taking the wrong line. About making bad times and disappointing everyone. About decisions she didn’t know if she wanted to, or even could, make about her future.
Not even memories of the accident had sunk their claws in the way they usually did whenever she hit a trail steeper than the bunny hill she taught on.
She’d just skied and enjoyed it, for the first time since waking up in a hospital not knowing if she’d ever be able to walk normally again, much less ski competitively.
Joy blossomed inside her. Maybe this was the breakthrough she’d been praying for. The hurdle she’d needed to cross before she could get back to what she was before.
Maybe the next time she went to the top of the hill, she’d feel like herself instead of a total fraud.
The urge to jump on a lift and go find out was so strong it was like a string being tugged deep inside her. But she could see from where they stood that the lifts had already shut down for the day.
Damn.
Tomorrow would have to be soon enough.
Disappointing as that was, it still left her with a sense of anticipation she’d been too long without. And it was all thanks to the man at her side.
She beamed a happy smile his way, wanting to thank him for the gift he’d given her, but he’d never understand. Not without a lot more explanation than she was willing to give.
Still, she wanted to do something to express her gratitude. Unfortunately, options at the resort were pretty limited. She’d have to make do with what was at hand.
“So, Theo, can I buy you a cup of coffee?”






  
  Chapter 2


Theo Beaumont didn’t dazzle easily, but the smile his little ski instructor aimed his way definitely set him back on his heels. 
Not that he hadn’t thought she was pretty from the moment he’d helped her to her feet, even plastered in snow and looking annoyed as hell. The crystals that encrusted her dark lashes like diamond dust had emphasized large hazel-green eyes before slowly melting down her light brown cheeks and dripping from her chin.
Being covered in snow shouldn’t have been sexy. But there had been a definite pulse of interest between them. Enough that he’d ditched his friends for her.
Shit.
Jesse and Nolan.
“Coffee sounds great, but I need to find my friends.” The ones he’d entirely forgotten about. From the slight widening of her eyes, so had she.
“Of course, sorry. Maybe another time.”
Oh, no. She wasn’t getting away that easily.
“That’s not a brushoff, you know. I literally need to find them. They’re my ride.” Sensing she was still on the verge of bolting, he added, “Besides, don’t you want to know what happened with your hit-and-run snowboarder?”
He really hoped Nolan had been able to grab someone from Ski Patrol and catch up to the bastard. The memory of watching Rachel fly off her feet under the impact still made his stomach clench. Accidents were inevitable on the slopes, but reckless assholes like that needed to be stopped.
“Sure, I guess.” Although from her tone, she wasn’t holding out much hope.
It turned out she was right not to.
“Sorry, I couldn’t catch the wanker,” Nolan said with an unhappy scowl when they found him and Jesse at their usual meet-up spot a few minutes later and introductions were made.
“It was a long shot anyway,” Rachel replied, although she looked disappointed. “Thank you so much for trying, though. I hate that you wasted your last run for me.”
“No worries, love. Anything for a damsel in distress.”
Theo was usually amused by the way his friend wielded both his charm and his accent like weapons of seduction. Now, he found he didn’t enjoy it one bit. He stepped a little closer to Rachel. “Did you report him, at least?”
Surprise, then amusement, danced in Nolan’s eyes.
“I did. I wasn’t the only one, either. They’d had a few other people stop in making complaints, according to the nice gent behind the desk. Which reminds me.” He looked at Rachel. “He wants to talk to you, too, since you were the one injured.”
“Oh, but I’m fine,” she said, shaking her head. “Really.”
“Maybe so, but tomorrow you might feel differently,” Nolan replied. “Always better to have the facts on record, just in case. Trust me, love. I’m a lawyer.” He flashed her his shark-in-the-courtroom smile, white teeth gleaming.
“Why don’t I go with you?” Theo shot a warning look at his friend before giving Rachel a sympathetic smile. “Then we can get that coffee afterward.”
She answered with a smile of her own. “We could do that.”
“Sounds like a great idea. Count me in.” Jesse’s tone held an overabundance of humor. At Theo’s expense.
The ass.
“Me as well. I could use a nice steaming cuppa right about now.”
If Rachel was put off or annoyed by his friends inviting themselves along, she didn’t show it.
“Great! It’s the least I can do for stopping to help the way you did.”
Telling them both to fuck off would only encourage them to make even greater nuisances of themselves. Theo settled for a look that promised swift and terrible retribution.
All it did was get a laugh as they parted ways. Jesse and Nolan went to grab a table in the coffee house at the lodge while Theo escorted Rachel to the security office nearby, skis slung over their shoulders.
Most people, himself included, tended to stomp around in their ski boots. But Rachel moved as though having almost ten pounds strapped to her feet was the most natural thing in the world. Except when they transitioned from snow to the wooden porch of the Ski Patrol hut.
Then he noticed her gait develop a slight hitch. As though she were starting to feel the effects of the crash.
Guilt instantly swamped him. He never should have ignored his better judgement and raced her down the hill.
Stupid, Theo. Really stupid.
And irresponsible. He should have taken better care of her. God, when he’d seen her go down under the snowboarder’s impact, everything in him had turned to ice. People could get seriously injured from falls like that. Killed, even.
He shoved the thought away. She wasn’t Gavin. She was fine.
And he was going to make sure she stayed that way.
The report only took a few minutes, since neither of them had much to add to what Nolan had already told them. As they departed, though, he got the distinct feeling Rachel was unhappy about more than the fact they hadn’t been able to catch the guy who rammed her.
“Everything okay?”
“Hmm? Oh, yeah. Well, no, not really.” She sighed. “It’s just, Jenks is a friend of my father’s, and he’s a bit of a blabbermouth, so…” She sighed again. “I’m sorry, I really need to call him before Jenks can get hold of him first.”
“Sure, go ahead. I’ll wait.”
“Yeah, well, this might take a while. I’m afraid I’m going to have to bail on coffee. Raincheck, though?”
Sounded like a pretty lame kiss-off to him.
He put her at a little shy of his own thirty-two. What woman her age had to check in with her daddy whenever they took a spill on the slopes? Especially if this was her job?
One who was hurt worse than she was letting on, perhaps?
An instant punch of panic made his gut clench into a ball of ice.
“Are you sure you’re okay? Maybe I should run you to the hospital, just to be on the safe side. Get some tests done or something.”
She looked taken aback by the suggestion.
“What? No! God, no. I’m fine.” She grimaced. “Okay, I’m a little sore, but it’s nothing a good soak in the hot tub won’t help with.”
“Are you sure?”
“I think I know my own body, thanks.”
Great. Now she sounded annoyed.
And yet he couldn’t seem to shut himself up.
“I saw you limping a little on the way in. Maybe you should—”
“Stop!” Her expression now matched her annoyed tone. “Look, I really appreciate your help today, but that doesn’t give you the right to stick your nose into my personal business, okay? God! I already have one father who hovers like a nervous ninny whenever I stub a toe. I don’t need another.”
Ouch.
“Sorry.”
“Yeah, me too.” Not an apology, but a statement of disappointment. “Look, I really need to make that phone call. I’ll…see you around.”
“Sure. See ya.” But he was already talking to her back. It was impossible to miss how stiff her gait was as she walked away, as though she was concentrating on not limping.
Stubborn woman.
Everything in him screamed to go after her, to take care of her since she wasn’t taking care of herself. But he wasn’t a complete moron. She was more likely to brain him with her skis than listen to what he had to say.
With a curse, he stomped off in the other direction.
The area was filling up with people coming down off of the last run of the day, some heading for the resort, the rest to the parking lot. He was glad to find Nolan and Jesse still waiting for a table at the coffee house.
“Come on, let’s get out of here.”
Nolan looked confused. “What about Rachel?”
“You screwed it up already, didn’t you?” Jesse said with a groan.
“No, I didn’t screw it up.” But he had the feeling he had. Somehow. “Besides, it was only coffee. It didn’t mean anything.”
“Dude, I saw the sparks. It was definitely something.”
“Jess, you’re not in California anymore. You need to stop saying dude all the time.” 
“I call deflection. Counselor?”
“I concur.”
Theo grimaced and picked up his pace walking through the parking lot, heading for Jesse’s SUV. “Screw you both.”
He ignored the laughter.
His friends were right. There had been some kind of spark with Rachel. The first he’d felt with a woman in…well, since before his life had been ripped from its safe moorings and sent spinning into the abyss.
And then, poof. It was gone. She was gone.
My fault.
That knowledge sank its claws in as he secured his skis to the roof rack before climbing into the back seat. Okay, yes, his tendency to be protective of the people around him had gotten a little more intense of late. Sometimes to the point of being wicked annoying.
But after Gavin, who could blame him?
Rachel, apparently, judging by the way she couldn’t get away from him fast enough.
He dropped his head back against the headrest and closed his eyes on a silent sigh. He needed to stop. He knew he did. His friends might joke about his hyper-protective mode, but he knew it was getting on everyone’s nerves. Including his own.
But he couldn’t seem to get past the one roadblock that would let him move forward and get on with his life. That would get everything back to normal again.
Which was why he turned down the offer to go to Nolan’s place for dinner and a few drinks to unwind, and had them drop him home instead. It might have been a good way to distract himself for a few more hours, but that wasn’t going to help.
Only one thing could.
Stripping out of his ski gear, he took a quick, hot shower and got dressed again. From the storage room he grabbed his gear bag and the backpack he’d taken with him on this trip every weekend for the past five months. After tossing them into the back of his Cayan SUV, he made the half hour drive through the late afternoon toward North Table Mountain.
That was one of the best things about Boulder. There might be fresh powder on the slopes up at the resorts, but there were always plenty of rock faces that were climbable almost all winter long. In fact, cold weather climbing was sometimes the best kind. The cooler temperatures increased friction, making the climbs easier and safer. Which should have been a comforting thought.
Instead, the closer he got to his destination, the harder his heart began to pound.
Doesn’t matter.
He had to do this.
By the time he’d parked in the lower lot and made his way along the trails to the base of the south-facing cliff route dubbed Pretty Ugly, the pounding had moved from his chest to his head.
Every thud of rushing blood was loud enough to drown out everything except one thought: just do it.
Pushing past the fear, he methodically removed his gear from the bag. Strapping on his harness, clipping on nuts, cams, and quickdraws came with practiced ease. He set up his self-belay to the anchors screwed into the boulder on his left and tied in, the hands making the figure-eight knot only shaking the slightest bit. Last came putting on the backpack.
Then there was nothing left to do but climb.
Just do it.
Placing his hands on the familiar first holds of the rough cliff face, a deep shaft of cold sank its teeth into his gut despite the sunbaked warmth still radiating from the stone.
“Suck it up, buttercup.” Muttering Gavin’s favorite refrain like a prayer, he put his right foot on the lowest rock shelf, just about knee high, and pushed up.
At least, in his mind he did.
His body, however, stayed firmly connected to the ground, not conceding an inch.
“Come on, damn it!”
He visualized the route, one he’d done often enough both alone and with a partner he could probably climb it blindfolded. At a 5.8, it ranked as merely intermediate. Nowhere near one of the most challenging he’d climbed.
That didn’t stop it from leaving him frozen with dread. Unable to break contact with the safety of the ground beneath his feet, no matter how many times he ordered his body to follow through on his mental commands to move.
“Fuck you!”
Theo threw back his head and shouted the words at the top of his lungs into the echo of the canyon, but even he wasn’t sure who he was directing them to. God. The cliff. Gavin.
Or himself.






  
  Chapter 3


“I told you, Pop, I’m totally fine.” 
“Are you sure? What about your leg?”
“It’s fine. I’m fine. Really. It wasn’t that big a deal.”
“That’s not what Jenks said.”
Damn it, I knew he’d tattle.
“Well, he wasn’t there, was he? He only knows what I told him, and I’m telling you the same thing. I’m. Fine.” She looked her father dead in the eye as she said it, willing him to believe her.
“Okay.”
Rachel blew out a breath and turned to yank open the refrigerator. “Thank you.”
“But if you hit your head, maybe we should still go—”
“Don’t!” She whirled back and glared. If he said ‘go to the hospital’, she might just pop a blood vessel. Then they’d have an actual reason to go. “Please. Just…stop.”
The honest concern etched into his face made her feel like a bitch for snapping at him. But she’d done her time feeling like a broken doll everyone needed to take special care with. That was over. Bones had set, stitches healed, muscles and ligaments mended. Her body was strong and whole again.
Well, stronger, anyway. Strong enough to take a few bumps on the slopes without needing someone to kiss her boo-boos.
She just needed her father to get that through his thick, over-protective head.
“I’m sorry, Ray-Ray. I can’t help worrying about you.”
She winced.
The childhood nickname only emphasized the problem they’d been having ever since she’d moved back home with her fathers to recuperate from her accident and subsequent surgeries. And why she was so ready to find her own place again as soon as she could afford it.
Which, with the ski season in Colorado ending, might not be as soon as she’d hoped.
Not having it in her at the moment to go through another round of “I’m a big girl now,” she skipped the vitamin water she’d been reaching for and grabbed two beers from the fridge instead. She opened them both and handed him one. “Truce?”
It was obvious he had more to say, but thank the lord for small miracles, he took the beer and sighed. “Truce.”
Relieved, she clinked her bottle to his and took a long swallow. One battle down, one to go. At least her other dad would be easier to convince she was fine.
Although a couple for over thirty years, Dellin Long and Karl Miller-Long had very different approaches to parenting. Dellin was the perennial worrier. Karl had more of a ‘let her try it once and see what happens’ philosophy. Between the two of them, she’d managed to grow up both protected and with a confidence in her own abilities which had served her well on the competitive skiing circuit.
Until that confidence had turned to arrogance and nearly ended not only her career, but her life.
An event, she reminded herself with a long swallow of the tangy brew, which had been just as traumatic for her parents as it had been for her. Probably more so in some ways, since she’d been unconscious for a large portion of it.
Which was why she always cut her father so much slack when he went into over-protective papa bear mode.
Though he sometimes made it harder to be understanding than others.
Looking at him now, signs of what the last fifteen months had cost him were evident. His tightly cropped wiry black hair had gone from salt-and-pepper to almost entirely white. And new worry lines creased dark skin which had once made him look a decade younger than the sixty he’d recently turned. Now, he not only looked his age, but with a few more years tacked on for good measure.
She’d done that to him.
She set her beer down and wrapped her arms around his large body in a hard hug, putting every ounce of unspoken apology she could into it. “Love you.”
“I love you, too, baby girl.” He squeezed her back more gently than usual and dropped a kiss on her head. “Go have your soak while I get dinner started.”
“But I said I’d cook tonight.” Not that she wanted to.
Judging by the look her father couldn’t hide, he didn’t want her to, either.
No surprise there. Her cooking sucked.
“Consider it my terms for the truce.” He picked up her beer and held it out.
She rolled her eyes as she took it, trying to seem resigned instead of relieved. “Fine.”
After changing into a bathing suit and pinning her hair up out of the way, she brought her beer out onto the back patio. The bite of the March air raised goosebumps on her skin before she stepped into the bubbling water of the hot tub with a happy sigh.
Heaven.
Closing her eyes, she submerged to her shoulders. Inch by tight inch, her muscles unclenched as the heat and jets worked their magic. They couldn’t eliminate the aches and pains from today’s collision entirely, but at least she wouldn’t be hobbling like an old lady in the morning.
No more so than normal, anyway.
Such a stupid thing. If she hadn’t been so far inside her own head trying to coax herself into loosening up and feeling the mountain the way she used to, she might have heard the snowboarder coming.
She’d been damn lucky.
Lulled into a state of cozy lethargy by the heat, her thoughts drifted to the other lucky thing that had happened today. Theo. Her Good Samaritan.
Tall. Good looking. Not to mention kind and considerate. And not too bad on skis, either. There had been something compelling about him and his sexy eyes that definitely engaged her interest.
Right up until he started to act like her father.
She groaned and slipped lower until the steaming water was lapping at her chin. Okay, yes, maybe she’d had some kind of knee-jerk reaction to how eerily similar he’d sounded to Dellin when he went all poppa bear on her. And maybe she should have considered he was just being the kind, considerate guy she’d admired him for being and not a clueless mansplainer telling her how her own body worked before she bit his head off.
Especially since he’d been right.
She had been limping a little. She just hadn’t wanted to admit it.
Brilliant, Rae.
The least she could have done was get his number—or even his full name—so she could text him for that coffee and an apology once she cooled off. But no. She’d stalked off in high snit, leaving the poor guy standing there, probably wondering what the hell her deal was. More than likely, he’d gone off to share a laugh over drinks with his friends about his close call with the batshit crazy lunatic.
Maybe it was for the best. He might have turned out to be a jerk. Or boring. Or married. Or…something. Maybe she’d saved herself from a lot of wasted time and aggravation.
And maybe she was just making excuses.
The truth was, she was about as good at relationships as she was in the kitchen. The two times she’d ever tried, really tried, to make time for a man in her hectic lifestyle had been epic fails. 
Stefano had expected her to become someone she wasn’t to suit his very Sicilian idea of how a woman on his arm should act. And Misha…well, he was Misha. Full of himself, and only interested in her while her star was rising. Once it had come crashing back down to earth, he’d cut her loose and attached himself to someone else who would keep him in the limelight and help boost his own plateauing career.
Both times, it had been her own fault for trying to date within the incestuous circle of world-level competitive skiing.
Not that she’d done much better elsewhere. No man wanted a girlfriend who was off either training or competing more days out of the year than she was home. She’d convinced herself she was okay with putting off having a real relationship and a family until she was ready to hang up her skis. It wasn’t that much of a hardship to wait.
Her body’s reaction to Theo had proven what a liar she was.
It doesn’t matter.
She groped for her beer on the ledge and tipped it back for the last swallow. She’d squandered her opportunity to get to know him better. There was nothing she could do about it now except wallow in her own stupidity for a little while longer, then put him and their brief encounter out of her mind.
Easier said than done.
As she lay drowsing in the heat, all she could think about was the way his mouth had looked when he’d smiled at her. Soft. Inviting. Probably extremely talented. An empty throb pulsed deep inside her as she imagined those lips against hers, that body against hers, tall and lean and hard…
“So, how hard was it, really?”
With a startled shriek, she splashed and nearly slid off the seat and under the water at the sound of her other dad’s voice. “What?”
As fair as Dellin was dark, Karl’s ice-blue eyes pinned her with a bemused look. “The hit you took today on the slopes. How hard was it?”
Of course, that’s what he’d meant.
Flustered at her own embarrassment over where her naughty thoughts had been heading, she pushed herself upright on the seat. “Pretty hard, but it didn’t do any lasting damage.”
As much as she sugar-coated things for Dellin, she could always be brutally honest with Karl. Where her father saw every drop of blood as a failure at good parenting, Karl knew how to separate being her dad from being her coach. A former Olympian himself, he understood a certain amount of damage was to be expected when you committed yourself to the sport of downhill racing.
And if Rachel sometimes wished he’d go a little easier on her, well, that was weakness talking. Karl expected her to be a champion, and a champion was what she would give him.
No matter how much it hurt.
“The leg?”
“Sore, but fine.” Although she’d noticed the beginning of some impressive bruises all over her left side when she’d changed. Those were going to be real fun tomorrow.
“Any concussion symptoms?”
“None.”
“You’re sure?”
“Positive.” She would never have driven home otherwise. But she understood his concern. Concussion syndrome had debilitated her for months after the accident. Headaches, vertigo, memory problems, insomnia…it had been miserable.
The last thing she needed—or wanted—was a recurrence.
“Good.”
His satisfaction was about more than just her not being reinjured. She had a feeling he saw it as another step in her climb back to competitive form. If she could take a hard fall and suffer nothing worse than a few aches and bruises, it was time to raise the bar on their training regimen.
Something he confirmed when they were sitting around the dinner table a short while later.
“If you come to Copper with me tomorrow, I can get you onto the Super-G course for a couple of runs before they open it to the leagues.”
The bite of chicken stuck going down her throat.
Taking a swig of water to keep from choking, she shook her head. “I have work tomorrow, Dad. I’d never be able to drive all the way to Copper, ski, and be back in time.”
Not to mention she’d be physically and mentally wiped out even if she could. Not the best condition to be in while teaching novices how not to kill themselves on the mountain after sixty minutes of group instruction.
“Call in. You have more important things to do than show five-year-olds how to snowplow.”
Ah, they were doing this again. Fun.
She kept her eyes on her food, carefully cutting a small piece of chicken and popping it into her mouth. “I’m not calling in, Dad.”
He made a throaty noise of annoyance.
“You need to take advantage of the offer to train there while you can. There aren’t many weeks left in the season, you know.”
“I do know. Which is why I need to work every shift I have before it ends.” And she was unemployed, living off her sadly dwindling savings.
“If you’re going to be ready for next season’s Cup circuit, you need to get serious about your training.”
The chicken tasted like sawdust in her mouth, but she forced herself to swallow it. “I am serious. I’ve been going to Copper to train on the downhill runs every day off I’ve had all season.”
Just not on the Super-G course.
Karl shook the drumstick he held in her direction. “But you could be training every day if you’d taken the job there when they offered it to you. Two days a week won’t get you back in gold medal contention by October.”
He ripped off a bite and chewed with vigor, pinning her with another of those blue-eyed looks that felt like they could see right into her brain.
Which she was sincerely glad he couldn’t, because the last thing she wanted was for him to know he was the reason she’d turned down the instructor job at the Copper Mountain resort when it had come up, and chosen to take the one at Alta Luxe instead.
It was difficult enough sharing a home with her fathers again after having her own place for so many years. She might be twenty-eight, but from the minute she’d moved into her old room, it had felt like she’d been demoted back to teenager in their eyes.
Not that she didn’t love her dads to pieces. She did. She owed them both everything. They’d saved her life—literally.
But work was the only place she could find respite from their constant suffocating, if well-meaning in their own way, attention.
Her decision had absolutely nothing to do with the cold sweat she broke into every time she stood at the top of the Super-G course. Looking down and remembering what the doctors told her at her last checkup.
Pins and rods had put her back together once. They made no guarantees about her chances of walking away from another such catastrophic crash.
Or walking again, period.
As far as her nerves were concerned, two days a week was enough for now.
More than.
To her relief, Dellin turned the conversation to a new topic before Karl could continue to beat the drum of practice, practice, practice. Unfortunately, it wasn’t one she wanted to discuss with them, either.
“So, who was the guy who came in with you to make your accident report?”
“How did you…Jenks.” She shook her head in disgust. “Pop, your friends really need to keep their noses out of my business.” His vast network of friends, acquaintances, and fellow law enforcement officers, both active and retired—like Jenks—were what had made him such an excellent cop.
And made her teenage years hell.
She hadn’t exactly had time to do a lot of partying, what with all the training and competing she did. But between everyone Dellin knew in Boulder and everyone Karl knew on the circuit, she was almost guaranteed to run into someone who’d report her every move back to one of them when she did.
That had stifled any urge to go a little wild, like some of her friends.
Dellin brushed aside her complaint like he always did. “He was just concerned. The guy seemed a little too…”
“Too what? Considerate?”
“Focused. On you.”
A small flutter of pleasure tickled her belly, but she shook her head. “If Theo was focused on anything, it was making sure I was okay. That’s all.”
“Theo what?”
“I don’t know. We never got past first names.”
She didn’t miss the slight easing of his expression at the news. Not that she would have given him the name, even if she had it. He’d be on the phone having the poor guy background checked and vetted before the table was cleared.
“He and his friends were some nice guys who stopped to help me out. That’s all.” And thanks to her little meltdown, that was all it would ever be.
“Just because they seemed nice—”
“Doesn’t mean they are. Yeah, Pop, I know.”
That sad but true mantra had been drummed into her from the time she was old enough to understand there were bad people in the world. Her father had seen too many of them as a cop to leave her blissfully ignorant about the hard truths. She’d probably been the only kid in the fourth grade to know how to escape from the trunk of a car.
But she wasn’t nine anymore, and she was getting a little tired of both her parents forgetting that fact.
Theo saw me, though. The real me.
The thought popped in out of nowhere, but it was true. He’d looked at her like she was a full-grown, attractive woman who’d caught his interest. Just as he’d caught hers.
Before she’d blown it.
She shoveled a forkful of potatoes into her mouth to stifle the groan that wanted to emerge. Being mowed down on the slopes should have been the worst part of her day.
Instead, it was missing her chance with the one that got away.






  
  Chapter 4


Sleep came hard and fast when Rachel crawled under the covers later that night. 
Unfortunately, so did the dreams.
She startled awake more than once, panting and bathed in sweat, heart beating like a cowbell, before her brain finally took pity on her and let her sleep the rest of the night until the alarm. She couldn’t remember anything from the dreams, but then, she didn’t have to.
She’d lived through the real thing.
As predicted, the aches from the previous day’s collision bloomed the moment she rolled out of bed. With a groan, she shuffled to the shower, lingering under the hot water to help loosen everything up before the thirty minutes of stretching and strengthening which had been part of her morning routine for as long as she could remember.
By the time she’d eaten breakfast and was in the car heading to work, she almost felt human again. Her hip was still a little cranky, but nothing worth worrying about.
Pushing through the pain had been part of her routine for as long as she could remember, too.
Since her first beginner’s class didn’t start until an hour after the resort opened, she grabbed the tow rope to the top of Little Hawk, one of the shortest green courses, waving to Raul at the controls as she went by.
He gave her a bemused wave in return.
Okay, yes, technically, she shouldn’t be on the mountain for pleasure until after her shift was over. But she needed to find something out, and it couldn’t wait.
It was still early enough she practically had the trail to herself. After waiting for a young couple who looked like they could probably benefit from her class to start down ahead of her, she skied over to the edge of the precipice. Set herself up.
And hesitated.
Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and just let it all flow over and through her.
The squeak of the fresh snow as she shifted her skis.
The biting kiss of the frigid air as it caressed her bare face.
The almost eerie quiet, every sound muffled and indistinct.
All familiar. All a part of her. Of the mountain.
Concentrating on only those things, she opened her eyes and looked down. It was a gentle slope, perfectly groomed. No obstacles or surprises. Perfect for beginners.
Or for people who might have had their nerve knocked out of them.
Annoyed with herself for having hesitated, she ignored her spiking heart rate and pushed off. The first split-second was sheer terror. Then muscle memory took over. Everything clicked into place. Her balance. Her center of gravity. Her fall line. All of it.
Fear dissolved into satisfaction as she glided through the fresh powder. Yes, it was only a green course. Ridiculously easy. But unlike the start of yesterday’s run on the black, and every other run she’d made since getting back on her skis regardless of the difficulty level, there was no blurred vision, no shortness of breath, no disconnect.
Nothing but her and the snow.
Well, that answered that. Not only had yesterday’s collision not set her back, mentally or physically, but it seemed her friendly competition with Theo really had shaken her loose from being stuck inside her own head.
It was all she could do not to pump her fist in the air. She allowed herself a shout of laughter tinged with relief instead.
I’m back!
After stopping briefly to give a few pointers to the still-floundering couple on her way by, she finished the rest of the run with a smile on her face. Which faded when she saw the person with the Luxe-blue jacket waiting for her at the bottom of the trail.
Perfect.
Just what she needed to ruin the good mood she’d found.
Resisting the urge to shoot a rooster tail of snow over the woman standing with her arms crossed, she came to a neat stop and planted her poles. “Morning.”
Not bothering to return the greeting, Victoria DiBenedetto gave her a disdainful sneer. “Baby Hawk, Rachel? Really? I hadn’t realized your confidence was still so shaky you had to ski the kiddy trails to feel good about yourself.”
It was all she could do to bite her tongue. A few years her junior, Vicky was a bitch of epic proportions and a massive pain in Rachel’s backside. And not just hers. The willowy brunette spread her delightful brand of bitchiness around to everyone.
Rachel was simply lucky enough to be her favorite target.
Unfortunately, Vicky also happened to be the daughter of the owners of the resort, which made her, in some sick, twisted, roundabout sort of way, Rachel’s boss.
Sometimes life just wasn’t fair.
“Shouldn’t you be in Sweden getting ready for the Cup finals?” She couldn’t stop the nugget of resentment that knowledge produced.
She was twenty-eight, damaged, and limping toward the finish line of her career, while Vicky was a resilient, up-and-coming twenty-two-year-old with the world at her feet. Every race she missed pulled her further from her goals and allowed Vicky to move up in the overall standings.
And closer to the spot on the next US Olympic ski team they both coveted.
Rather than gloat the way she expected, Vicky looked grief stricken for a brief second before her usual expression of mild boredom returned. “I’ll be heading over in a few days after I get some things taken care of.” She hesitated before adding, “Claude quit.”
It was probably supposed to sound like she didn’t care. But off the circuit or not, Rachel heard enough rumors to know that wasn’t true. Claude had been a lot more than just Vicky’s coach. If he’d broken things off with her, especially so close to the end of the Cup season, something pretty bad must have happened between them.
“Sorry to hear that.”
“Yeah, well, his loss. Dad will have him replaced in no time.”
Maybe. But there wouldn’t be a lot of options available this late in the season. Not for any coaches worth a damn. Or ones willing to take on the circuit’s resident brat. Claude had been a saint to stay with her for as long as he had. Probably because of the fringe benefits he’d been getting.
Low, Rae. Really low.
Ashamed of her uncharitable thoughts, true as they might be, she said, “Well, good luck with that.”
“And what’s that supposed to mean?”
“Whoa.” She held her hand up. “It meant good luck.”
Clearly uncertain if she should take insult or not, Vicky made a point of looking at her watch. “Shouldn’t you be giving a class now?”
Tempting as it was to point out Vicky stopping her was the only reason she wasn’t already there, Rachel shot her an insincere smile. “On my way.”
She started to glide away, then stopped. “Oh, you may want to send someone up to check on the couple I passed on Little Hawk. They looked pretty green. I gave them a few pointers, and the guy insisted they were fine, but since they’re still not down yet, I think they might need a little more help.”
With her usual compassion and sympathy, Vicky rolled her eyes. “Great.”
Satisfied the hapless couple would be taken care of despite Vicky’s muttering about clueless punters, Rachel headed the short distance to the area below Tenderfoot where people had already assembled for the first beginners class of the day. Putting her encounter with Vicky out of her mind, she shifted all her concentration to them.
It was a good mix this morning.
Mostly kids, bright-eyed and eager. A few teenagers, which could sometimes be tricky, especially if their more accomplished friends hung around to needle them from the sidelines. And five adults, four of whom looked like couples, with one lone straggler hanging back, as though not entirely sure he wanted to be there.
Clapping her hands as she skied to the front of her motley group, she called, “Good morning! I’m your instructor, Rachel. Let’s get everyone lined up right along here, and we’ll get started.”
She headed for her straggler to make sure he didn’t decide to bolt on her. They sometimes did, especially when realizing their instructor was going to be a woman. She nearly fell off her skis when she found herself staring into familiar dark-chocolate eyes she never thought she’d see again.
Shaking herself free of her shock, she blurted, “What are you doing here?”
Watching her with great intensity, a smile twitching the corner of his lips, Theo replied, “You owe me a cup of coffee. I came to collect.”
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