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CHAPTER ONE
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Connor Shoemaker squeezed his eyes shut. If he tried hard enough, perhaps the nightmare would dissipate. Maybe if he held his breath he could stay in the present, tangled in his sheets and drenched in sweat. But it was not going to be that easy, because this wasn’t some run-of-the-mill bad dream. He wasn’t a child, and his parents wouldn’t burst through the door to hold him while he came back to real life. No, this was the most painful moment of his life playing on repeat in his brain like a double-feature matinee. He gave up on sleep, tossing the blankets to the side and stumbling from bed. He knew he should put on his prosthetic leg, but with his head in a fog, he couldn’t focus.

Hopping out to the kitchen, Connor poured a glass of water and leaned against the cool, marble countertop. Despite the change of scenery and cold drink, he couldn’t shake the remnants of his dream. The sound of scraping metal, the feel of warm blood seeping through his tracksuit, the churn in his gut that told him life was never going to be the same; it all felt as real now as it did three years ago. Connor downed the rest of the water and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

Glancing around his condo, he searched in vain for something to divert his attention. He needed something—anything—to pull him from the past. In moments like this, Connor knew he needed a pet. Surely a dog or cat would know how to comfort him. Animals were loyal; they stayed when things got tough. Unfortunately for him, human companionship was in short supply since his accident. 

The space around him was dark, save for the blue flashing light of his cell phone. He’d forgotten it last night, left on its charging cradle. The early hour didn’t stop him from checking the waiting text message, and he groaned when he saw it. This wasn’t the distraction he wanted right now.

I’m serious, Con. Be at the lodge by the 18th. Training starts when the sun comes up. – km. 

The text was from Karl Masters, one of the best alpine skiing coaches in North America. He was known for gold medals and impractical, demanding training regimens for his athletes. He’d also been sniffing around Connor since the first time he strapped on a pair of skis. 

A year after the accident that ended Connor’s motocross career, he had bumped into Karl at a mixer for Paralympic athletes. When motocross was no longer an option, Connor started researching other sports. No matter what his body looked like now, he needed to chase that need for speed. He liked going fast, on and off the course. He’d earned every ounce of his bad boy reputation, and he wore it like a badge of honor. The problem now was that he wasn’t much of a bad boy, or a speed demon for that matter. Karl wanted to change all that, with proper training.

The Winter Paralympic Games were months away, and Karl had his sights on sweeping the gold medals for both men’s and women’s alpine events. His competitive nature was known across the globe, and he’d do anything to recruit the best athletes. Even though Connor enjoyed hitting the slopes, skiing still didn’t feel as comfortable as riding his bike did. His body wasn’t the body he’d trained with for over a decade. Now the rules were different, and, frankly, he wasn’t sure he wanted to play by them. 

Grabbing his phone, Connor hobbled back to his bedroom and flopped onto the mattress. He was too awake for sleep, and he mindlessly rubbed his leg. Even after all this time, phantom twinges happened when his brain was stuck in the past. It was as if his lost limb taunted him from the beyond. “Like I need more reminders,” he mumbled to himself.  

He scrolled through a string of texts from Karl, promising him the competition and glory that had made him a star on two wheels. Connor had to admit, he didn’t have anything keeping him home for Christmas. The idea of staying in a closed-down ski lodge on someone else’s dime didn’t seem half bad, and he thought he might take Karl up on the offer. 

After all, what did this bad boy have to lose? He’d already lost so much. 
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Sienna Markum sat at the breakfast table, her eyes blurry and her mind racing. “What do you mean that training runs through Christmas? I thought we were going to Italy for the holidays.” She sipped from her mug of green tea and frowned at her parents, who both looked prepared for a tongue-lashing from their daughter. 

“We are going to Italy,” her mother started, keeping her gaze on her clasped hands. “But you’re not.” Silently, her father nodded and shrugged. Opening his mouth a few times, he finally gave up on speaking and jerked his head in an odd mixture of a shrug and a nod. He looked like a defected bobblehead doll. 

Never one to be easily deterred, Sienna stood from her perch on the kitchen stool and stalked to the sink. She poured her tea down the drain and dropped the mug into the sink. The loud thud echoed in the too-quiet kitchen. “You promised me a vacation,” she accused with a finger pointed at her parents. “You promised if I won gold at nationals, I could have the holidays to rest. I need the downtime.” Sienna hated the whiney tone in her voice, but she didn’t want to lose the argument. 

Also not one to be deterred, her mother kept her tone even. “Karl said this is the best training slope he could get right now. The lodge is closed to the public during renovations, so you’ll be alone and able to focus. You are this close, Sienna”—her mother’s manicured fingers pinched together, almost as tightly as Sienna’s brows—“I’m not going to have you getting lazy, or God forbid fat, while you’re so close to your dream.” 

Hoping her father would back her up, Sienna looked to him for support. “You want to spend Christmas without your only child?”

Before her father could answer, her mother interjected, “Get a grip. You’re twenty-five years old. We all know you can handle one Christmas on your own.” Her mother stood and left the kitchen. With an apologetic shrug, her father left close behind. So much for an ally. 

Born without the bottom half of her left leg, Sienna never felt like she was missing anything. Her parents spoiled her rotten and treated her like she was a regular kid. After a fateful family trip to Vermont, Sienna had been introduced to the joys of skiing. Her parents had bought her a sled, but she hadn’t been satisfied. Sienna wanted to ski; she wanted to go fast. With a few modifications, Sienna had her first set of skis and was hooked. No matter her mood, gliding down a mountain always made her smile. Nothing compared to the feel of winter air on her cheeks; it never failed to elevate her heart rate. 

Sienna ran her hands through her dark hair. If she were honest with herself, she would admit she was bone-tired. The last twenty years of her life had been full of training and competition. Getting up before dawn was the routine. Skipping parties and social engagements was normal. It was an unofficial rule in her small social circle that inviting Sienna to anything during training season was pointless. Not only couldn’t she come, but if she did manage to squeak out a few hours to herself, she’d never really enjoyed herself. Competition loomed, and she had to be ready.

It was nearly impossible not to think about what-ifs when Sienna evaluated her life. She wondered what else there was to life. She was the Golden Girl of Paralympic alpine skiing, winning national and world competitions for the last decade. These were accomplishments she was proud of, that she earned with her own blood, sweat, and tears. The only prize that eluded Sienna was Winter Paralympic gold. 

Of course, she wanted to win. But she also wanted to be a normal woman. A woman who had a life of her choosing, who could eat and drink what she wanted, see who she wanted, and do whatever she liked. Even something as mundane as joining a book club appealed to Sienna. But sitting idly with a book in her hands was seen as wasted time by her mother, who also happened to be her manager. Breaking away to read a paperback was not a priority in the Markum household, much to Sienna’s growing disappointment. 

Christmas was her favorite time of year. She loved the traditions, the escape from the normal schedules and expectations. The air smelled sweeter and the world seemed a little happier when the calendar turned to December. And within a matter of minutes, her coach and parents took it away. Sulking like a child wouldn’t get Sienna her Christmas back, but for the time being it made her feel better. 

Sienna walked to her bedroom and slammed the door shut, feeling satisfied with the crashing reverberation. She retrieved her laptop and searched for the Colorado lodge she was going to call home for the next month. It was a nice enough building in the foothills of Aspen. Although Karl was her new trainer, she trusted his judgment and suggestions. 

A coach couldn’t build a reputation like Karl’s without results. Rumor had it his house had a room dedicated to his athletes’ awards and accolades. And, frankly, anyone was better than her most recent coach. Vlad was as scary and tyrannical as a Russian villain from an ’80s action movie. She shuddered at the thought of spending the holidays with that brute. 

Yet despite the change in coaches, recently, Sienna started craving more from life. She craved normalcy and the freedom that came with being just a regular woman. The same joy wasn’t there when she thought about competing, but Sienna also knew she needed to try. Devoting her life to the sport only to give up at the finish line didn’t sit right with her—it didn’t feel like the Sienna Markum way. 

Her beloved rescue dog, Roscoe, sauntered up to her side. Clearly her emotional state was not pushing away her best friend. “You’ll miss me, won’t you?” Sienna rubbed behind the dog’s ear and his tail wagged faster than a metronome. “Good boy,” she cooed. It wasn’t lost on Sienna that she was more devasted to leave her dog than her parents.  

Pulling out her suitcase, Sienna began to pack. Because win or lose, she felt like her skiing career was at a turning point. She’d been under her parents’ thumb as they dictated her every move for as long as she could remember. Where to train, when to sleep, what to eat, who to socialize with—it was all planned for her. Now she wanted to make her own plan.

The future was calling, and Sienna was ready to answer. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Your room is going to be across the hall from mine,” Karl said over his shoulder as he gestured toward a pair of heavy oak doors. The hallway was wide and had thick carpeting the color of mulled wine. With a quick turn on his heel, Karl pointed to the door next to Connor’s room. He hesitated before saying, “This will be Sienna’s room.”

Connor raised an eyebrow. “Sienna?” He didn’t realize he’d have to share Karl’s time, but he wasn’t complaining. Despite his struggles, Connor was a social animal at heart. Having someone else in the lodge would make training more interesting. 

Karl gave Connor a skeptical look. “Sienna, as in Sienna Markum. Only one of the greatest slalom champions ever.” He paused for effect, relaxing when he saw recognition flash over Connor’s eyes. “This will likely be her final Paralympics, so she’s trying a new training regime.” 

Connor smirked. “The Golden Girl.” Yeah, this just got a whole lot more interesting. 

Karl nodded. 

Connor had seen enough coverage of Sienna and her career since he’d started skiing. Back when he was on the bike, he’d never paid attention to other sports. His day started and ended with bikes—and other activities that didn’t take place on a track. Sienna was the face of slalom, and it was a beautiful face at that. 

As if sensing what Connor was thinking, Karl raised a hand and shook his head











[image: image]


























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Libby Kay .}’





d2d_images/image001.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





