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“I need your help.”

Charlotte Quinn looked up from her phone at the sound of the familiar voice and smiled. In a crisp white shirt, pressed black slacks and sensible Hush Puppies, physiotherapist Danielle Fletcher looked immaculate as she waited at the bakery counter for her order. With her hair pulled back into a bun, her appearance this morning was all business.

Quinn glanced down at her fleece sweatpants, dirty white joggers and oversized hoodie. A prickle of heat rushed into her cheeks, as she set her phone on the table and relaxed against the hard back of the wooden chair. Intrigued by the plea for assistance, she focused on Dani. “My help?”

Dani smiled, taking a seat opposite. “Uh-huh.”

A few years older than Quinn, Dani had her shit together. A great job. The respect of her peers. A hot boyfriend. The world at her feet. Somehow, Quinn doubted she’d be in the same position by the time she hit her late twenties.

“My brother is staying at the Sanctuary,” Dani explained. “He’s not in the best headspace right now. I would love for someone to show him around. Maybe take him skiing?” The hopeful lilt in her voice matched the wiggle of her eyebrows.

“I’m not a tour guide.”

Dani chuckled. “I know, but you and my brother have some things in common. He likes adventure, just like you. He’s not easy to scare.” She pointed across the table at Quinn. “Just like you.”

A tingle tip-toed across Quinn’s scalp. “No.”

“Oh.” The cheeky expression disappeared. “I, um...” Dani licked her lips nervously. “I had hoped you’d be willing.”

Quinn sighed and glanced out the window. Snow drifted lazily to the ground, covering the main street of Wills Crossing in a soft, white blanket. The warmth of the bakery kept her ass firmly planted on the chair, though her shift was about to begin and she’d have to get up soon. She hoped no one needed her to spend the day outside.

Saying no to the angel-faced physio opposite didn’t feel right but Quinn meant it when she said she wasn’t a tour guide. Besides, if everything went according to plan, she’d be on her way out of small-town-hell in no time. “He won’t be able to keep up,” she parried. If Dani’s brother was staying at the Sanctuary, that meant two things. First, he’d served his country in war. Second, he’d got hurt doing so.

Disappointment softened Dani’s face. “Well, okay.”

“What’s his deal, anyway?”

The bakery assistant brought Dani’s coffee to the table, along with a paper-wrapped tray of goods. Sweet scents of pastry tickled Quinn’s nose, enticing her to indulge in a second breakfast.

“He needs to live again.”

What did that mean? “Live?”

Dani glanced up at the ceiling and chewed on her lip. “It’s hard to explain. He saw things. His men got hurt and he blames himself. Doesn’t trust himself.”

“PTSD?”

“Yeah.” The expression on her face said she didn’t know how to handle it. “We lost our brothers over there, too. They were twins.”

“And they were all serving at the same time in the same place? Isn’t there some sort of rule to make sure we don’t lose whole families during a single war event?”

Sadness filled Dani’s pretty blue eyes. “All three of them were in different areas of Afghanistan to avoid that.”

For what it was worth. “I’m sorry you lost your brothers, Dani.”

The brunette blinked, but a tear escaped and rolled down her cheek. She thumbed it away before taking a long sip of her coffee. “Thanks. I’m scared for Fletch. He’s been here a month and hasn’t stepped foot in town other than the hospital. Trying to convince him to see a counselor is nearly impossible.”

The Crossing had three excellent psychologists, one of whom had trained to be a soldier, but Quinn refrained from stating the obvious. As a member of the medical fraternity, Dani would know all that. She wasn’t seeking help as a professional, she was a concerned sister looking out for her family.

“Skiing, you say?”

Dani swallowed and stood. “Our parents took us skiing when we were kids. Fletch was pretty good at it so I thought it might be a way for him to reconnect.” She gathered her cardboard tray of goodies. “It’s okay, Quinn. I know you’re busy. Thanks for hearing me out.”

Before she could get another word out, Quinn found herself alone, wondering what Dani must’ve thought of her. No, she wasn’t a ski instructor but she also wasn’t a bitch. What possible harm could come from taking the guy out on the slopes?

The alarm on her phone beeped, giving her a ten minute warning to the start of her shift. She pushed up off the chair. Taking her coffee, she waved to the bakery staff and headed out into the cold, winter morning. Wrapping her fingers around the warm paper cup, she hunched her shoulders against the wind and picked up to a quick pace. Striding down the street, she covered the two blocks to her home-away-from-home. Much as she loathed being stuck in the small town, the steel and glass building never failed to elicit a smile. Its modern façade was more akin to architecture she’d find in the city, right where she wanted to be. She strolled along the footpath until the glass doors slid open for her.

Warmth greeted her first, before Nancy Brown appeared behind the reception counter. Her purple glasses were too young for her wrinkled face, and didn’t really go with her head of graying brown curls, but the woman who manned the Wills Crossing police station wasn’t someone to piss off. Not if you knew what was good for you.

“He wants to see you.”

Quinn stopped herself from rolling her eyes—but only just. He could want what he liked. She wasn’t on duty for another five minutes.

“Thanks, Nancy.”

In the change room, she found her freshly laundered uniform hanging on the front of her locker. Changing into the dark blue outfit, she studied her reflection in the full-length mirror and adjusted her collar. What did everyone see when they looked at her? Was she still that skinny little cadet, fighting tooth and nail to get the brass to accept her? Or had she finally graduated to police constable, paragon of authority?

Whatever the locals thought, they weren’t the ones who assigned her shifts. They weren’t the ones who had the power to grant or deny her hundredth request to be transferred out of small-town Australia and back to Melbourne.

Nope.

The only one with enough pull to bestow her wish was Senior Sergeant Neville Wilson, and right now, she’d lay good money on him chewing her ear off for yet another misdeed she’d unwittingly committed. Quinn took a breath and puffed out her chest. He can’t break me. She’d endured too much to let a single man determine the course of her career.

I can take whatever he dishes out.

With a nod, she took herself to his office where he sat behind his desk, tapping away on his computer. “Morning, sir. You wanted to see me?”

“Come in, Quinn.” He didn’t even look up.

Stepping into the room, she waited.

“Close the door.”

Uh-oh.

She did as he asked and stood, waiting for the inevitable. He finally stopped typing and glanced at her over the top of his glasses. He’d had them a week and still looked completely awkward with them. Quinn bit the inside of her cheek to stop herself from chuckling at his clumsiness. He set the glasses on the desk.

“You’re reckless, Quinn.”

Quinn tried to ignore the arrogant tone in the boss’s voice but she found herself stuck on his dismissive attitude. Like he was talking to a wayward child who had impulse control issues. She wasn’t and she didn’t.

“Are you even listening to me?” Wilson scowled. “It’d go a long way to helping your request if it at least looked like you were paying attention.”

She wanted to scrunch her nose at him but kept control. Quinn responded by plastering a smile to her face and nodding. “I am listening, sir.”

He chuffed. “You say sir like it’s an insult. I am your superior and we need to find a way to get along.”

After more than a year in Wills Crossing, Quinn didn’t think they could. Not when he treated her like a kid. She took a breath to settle herself. “With all due respect,” she started, “I understand why you say I’m reckless, but surely you can see I do my job with integrity and vigor. I think the assistance I provided to Detective Wells on the drug lab bust proves I’m good at this job.”

He pursed his lips and thought over her words. “I can’t argue with you there.”

His tiny concession sparked hope in her heart. If she could get Wilson onside and help him see beyond her extra-curricular activities, maybe she stood a chance of moving up the ladder and out of town.

“I learned a lot from Ray while working on that case.”

Which was true. The big redhead had showed her the finer points of gathering evidence—the kind that would stick in court. He’d been patient with her and allowed her to make suggestions. Most of all, he hadn’t dismissed her point of view. Ray Wells had provided the kind of validation she’d been searching for. Why couldn’t Wilson do the same?

“And he made sure to enlighten me, telling me how much you’ve improved. That’s the point, Quinn. You’re making strides forward. I just wish you’d apply the same ethic to your personal endeavors.”

Quinn blinked. “What do my personal endeavors have to do with my job?”

He looked at her like she should know the answer to that question. “This is a small town. People talk.”

And that was precisely why she’d applied for a transfer back to Melbourne. “I haven’t done anything wrong.”

Wilson stared at her, his eyes narrowing as he studied her for a long and uncomfortable moment. Quinn refused to back down. She hadn’t done anything illegal or even unethical to warrant his rant. Okay, so she liked to pursue extreme adventures. And sure, some of those activities had landed her in hospital. But twisted ankles, bruised ribs and hyper-extended knees did not make her a bad cop. Or even reckless, really. She’d come off her bike going a little too fast on a steep descent. It wasn’t like she was on the take.

“I suppose not.” His tone hinted that their conversation pulled his admission like blood from a stone. “But what you do out there,” he pointed to the wall, as if indicating the mountains standing like a castle curtain around Wills Crossing, “reflects on what you do in here. If the public sees you as a wild lunatic, they won’t listen to you. Or trust you. I need them to do both.”

A wild lunatic?

Quinn held in a disappointed sigh. Small town policing was so not for her and the powers that be had lumped her with it as punishment. All because she’d gotten a bit zealous in order to chase down a criminal. How was she to know he’d run through a construction zone and get stuck in wet concrete?

“They do listen to me,” she countered.

He shook his head. “The knack with being a cop in a small town is that you have to remember that you live with these people. They see what’s in your trolley at the supermarket. The know your preferred tipple at the pub. You need to have objectivity and if you’re seen as more of an adventure guide than a cop, they won’t respect you when you try to enforce the law.”

Adventure guide. Her mind went back to Dani and her request. “Speaking from experience, Sarge?”

He frowned. “That’s different, Quinn. I grew up around here. I went to school here.”

“But you have a drink at the pub with the locals, and I’ve seen you play basketball with the teenagers at the youth center. Does that help or hinder the objectivity?”

It was almost as if he was trying to imply that her effectiveness as a police officer was undermined by having fun while off duty. She didn’t see how it was any different to what he did in his spare time.

“I do that now,” he said in acknowledgement. “But it wasn’t always that way. When I was first assigned to my home town, I had to work damn hard to get anyone to accept that I represented the law. Trust me when I say, not even my family did at first.”

“What changed their minds?”

He gave a wry smile and raised an eyebrow. “I went away and worked with the federal police. That separation changed things.”

Quinn smiled, seeing the solution to their problem. “Well then, send me back to the city. Give me that separation.”

He threw his head back and laughed. She had to admit, his reaction was over the top, but she joined in all the same. The chances of her getting her wish were a thousand to one. Possibly less.

Wilson pointed at her. “You’re funny.” He sobered. “But seriously, you need to keep your head down, stay out of trouble and prove your value.”

I already have, and his inability to see it raised her hackles. “We wouldn’t be having this conversation if I was five years older.”

“Damn straight. If you were five years older, you’d have the maturity to see what I’m saying.”

“Don’t use my age against me. That’s discrimination.”

He shrugged. “Call it what you will but every cop has their learning curve when they start out. This is yours.”

“I might be young,” she growled, tugging on the cuffs of her sleeves, “but I’m not useless.”

“Never said you were. What I’m trying to say, and clearly doing a lousy job of it, is that you have to take things one step at a time. Why are you in such a hurry to get yourself killed, anyway?”

His questions felt like an interrogation and released a flood of adrenaline. It waved a red flag in front of her brain, encouraging her to say what was on her mind. Sweat broke out on her upper lip. Taking a deep breath to stave off its effects and not get herself suspended, she shook her head. “I actually like being alive.”

“So, what do you want, Quinn?”

“Honestly?”

He nodded.

“I pursued a career in law enforcement to investigate organized crime, to bring down the motorbike gangs and drug syndicates.” I wanted to track down my mother’s pimp and arrest his abusive ass. “I want to make our streets safer, sir.”

Wilson ran a hand through his blond hair and hauled in a noisy breath. “That is admirable and I have no doubt you’ll get there, eventually. Can you promise me one thing?”

She didn’t dare to ask.

“Don’t go off half-cocked and try to save the world on your own. This town has enough heroes. What I need is a reliable cop who can uphold the law. Can you do that?”

If it meant he’d endorse her transfer, she’d do just about anything.

~
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JASON FLETCHER GUIDED the 4WD through the open gate and along the asphalt road at little more than walking speed. Random clumps of dirty snow lined the way. Down here, on the flatlands, there wasn’t so much of it and it had him itching to get up into the mountains to make the most of what was there. Ahead, a large black cargo plane touched down on the runway of the Wills Crossing airport. The military-style aircraft stirred the memories of yesteryear, threatening to wake the beast he’d stuffed into a mental box. It had played nice for a few days now. 

He wanted to keep it that way.

He steered around the bend before turning into a parking lot populated with a mix of old and new cars. SUVs outnumbered the sedans, but the sheer number amazed him. For a small town, the airport seemed to be a busy place.

Fletch pulled into a spot and cut the engine. The high-pitched whine of a light plane filled his ears before coming into view. It taxied toward the runway, its propellers picking up speed. He leaned back in his seat to take in the show, remembering the rush of a take off. Gripping the steering wheel, he tracked the aircraft as it reached the start of the runway. Through the windshield, the pilot adjusted his headphones, glanced at his passengers, and gave a nod. The plane lurched forward, accelerating before the front wheel lifted off the ground. The wings caught the air and the white metal tube shot into the sky.

Fletch lost the aircraft in the glare of light and focused his attention on the facility before him. Four large dome-shaped buildings made up the airport, though from the sign at the edge of the parking lot, only three of them seemed to be in business. A sky diving center; a sightseeing charter company; and a ski hire store. At the fourth hangar, the big black plane waited while enormous roller doors were opened. Inside, Fletch caught sight of a helicopter.

Pushing open the driver’s side door, he braced against the cold breeze of winter. Since coming to town a month ago, the temperature had dropped day by day until the rain turned to snow. He’d spent most of that month cooped up in his cottage at The Sanctuary. His only trips consisted of rehab appointments with physio Pat, and fitness sessions to try and rebuild the muscle that had wasted away. The lack of a dedicated gym facility in the town seemed like a business opportunity ripe for the picking, but Fletch had too much on his plate to even contemplate the idea—even if his skinny legs could do with some decent weights. Glancing down, he grimaced.

Still a way to go.

Pushing out of the vehicle, Fletch tugged on a pair of gloves and flipped up his collar to guard his neck against the wind. From the passenger seat, he retrieved a beanie and put it on. The warm interior of the 4WD called him back but he resisted, expecting that he’d eventually acclimatize. He locked up the car and started across the blacktop toward the ski hire store.

Despite the cold wind biting at his ears, he smiled. The sun shined, the sky was blue and only the occasional cloud dotted the horizon. It had been a good day so far. He’d hiked along the rushing river from the Sanctuary toward Wills Crossing, stopped for a bite to eat and returned to his cottage unscathed. Better yet, it’d been the first time he hadn’t needed a nap to recover. He could feel his fitness slowly coming back, and it gave him a sense of satisfaction that put wind in his sails.

At the entrance to the ski hire, he waited for the glass doors to slide open and stepped inside. Warmth enveloped him and instantly made his nose run. He sniffed as he glanced around the store. Skis, poles, boots, pants, jackets, helmets, goggles...everything he needed lay before him. At the rear, an opening led to the hangar out back. Through it, he could see a range of snow machines, sleds and bikes. Nice.

“Can I help you?”

Fletch turned left to find a tall, wiry kid grinning at him. The pearly whites he possessed sparkled under the large fluorescent lights. Fletch returned the smile and stuck out a hand. “I’m hoping you can help me get kitted out.”

The young man shook his hand with enthusiasm. “Sure can. What’s your poison? Downhill, slalom, ski-touring? We got it all.”

Fletch pointed toward the racks of clothing. “Let’s start there.”

“Sweet.” The kid led him through the aisles. “You new in town?”

Fletch nodded. “Yeah.”

“Staying long?”

With a shrug, Fletch answered, “I don’t know yet.”

“Well, you’ve picked the best time to be here. It’s winter, there’s snow on the ground and the ski festival is really cranking up this year. They’ve added a ski-jumping event.”

Fletch blinked. “Say again?”

“The Nordic festival,” he said, as if it explained itself. “Queen’s birthday long weekend. There’s the short five k race and the long endurance event.”

“And now a ski-jumping event?”

“Yeah.” The light in the employee’s eyes was joyful. Too innocent. “It’s gonna be a ripper.” He studied the apparel on display and picked out a pair of snow pants and a jacket. “This should do you. The changerooms are over there.”

Fletch took the garments. “Are you going to compete?”

“Nah, man,” he laughed. “I’m clumsy as. I’ll be right here, fitting out the ski bunnies and equipping the tourists. We all play our part.”

With a nod, Fletch went to the changerooms and tried on his new ski-wear. It fitted perfectly. Not too tight, not too loose. Returning to the counter, he pointed at the skis on display. “I’m after something multi-purpose. What do you recommend?”

He spent an hour and a lot more money than planned, but as he packed his goodies away in the rear of the 4WD, Fletch couldn’t help but feel a glimmer of hope. He remembered the first time he went skiing like it was yesterday. He was ten and his folks bundled the whole family into the minivan to head for the hills. The family holiday stuck in his mind for three reasons. First, they were all together and that was special considering his dad was usually away with the Army. Second, they hardly ever had holidays. Third, it was right before they found out Mum was sick.

Fletch’s throat tightened. Most of his childhood memories were sketchy, but not this one. He could still see her showing his brothers how to pack tight snowballs. The way she conspired with his little sister to trick Dad was brilliant. None of them were the same after she died.

A scrape beside him made him blink the past back to where it belonged. He gave a slight headshake to focus on the man approaching. Older, he smiled an apology.

“Didn’t mean to scare you.” He held out a hand. “I’m Damien McCafferty.”

Fletch had heard about this guy from Hollywood, the former soldier who ran the Sanctuary. McCafferty held legendary status, according to just about everyone, including Fletch’s sister, Dani, and their dad.

Not wanting to be rude, he shook the outstretched hand. “Jason Fletcher.”

Blue-gray eyes assessed him. “Dani’s brother, right?”

Fletch nodded.

“How are you liking the Crossing, so far?”

“Hard to say. I’ve only seen the Sanctuary and the hospital.”

For someone in their fifties, McCafferty was fit. “I’d be happy to show you around, if you like.” He motioned with his head toward Fletch’s new ski gear and smiled. “Though, I suspect you like to explore for yourself.”

Fletch glanced over at the fourth hangar, where the black plane had been stored. A blond man was rolling the doors closed. “Is that your bird?”

McCafferty’s grin widened. “It is, although, I probably need to retire her. My family’s here in the Crossing, so I spend more time here now. Do you know how to fly?”

With a chuckle, Fletch shook his head. “No, sir.”

McCafferty dug into his pocket and pulled out a card. “If you ever need to talk, I’m just a phone call away. War wasn’t kind to any of us and there’s no shame in reaching out.”

Fletch took the card, amused that the old veteran would need to have them made up. He glanced down and read the inscription.

*
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Damien McCafferty.

At your service.

*
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IT INCLUDED A PHONE number. On the back, an image of the large black plane stared back at him. What a weird business card, considering there was no actual “business” on it. Lifting his head, he found McCafferty smiling at him with kind eyes.

“If you need anything, don’t hesitate to call.”

Fletch waved the card. “What exactly do you do?”

“Oh,” McCafferty laughed and began to turn away, “a little bit of this, and a little bit of that. Mostly, I’m a grandfather.”

Which wasn’t a business or a service. The oddity of their meeting left Fletch flatfooted but he said nothing as the old man sauntered away. He looked down at the card in his hand again and shook his head. Tucking the cardboard rectangle in his jacket pocket, Fletch swung the tailgate closed and climbed in behind the wheel.

The cab was warm enough to remove his gloves and rub his hands together. Dani had told him about the other ex-soldiers in the town. Most of them had served under McCafferty’s command, alongside Hollywood, but he hadn’t met them. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to. They might have once been Army and they might have been to war, but that was probably where the similarities ended.

And then there was Colt.

Starting the engine, Fletch leaned back in the seat and let his mind drift back to the days of basic training. He and Colt Manning had hit it off. They got on like a house on fire, running rings around the other cadets and giving their sergeants a hell of a time. A smile tugged at his mouth, thinking about the stupid antics they got up to. Colt had reminded him of his little brothers and he was sure that if they’d met, they would have made an unstoppable team.

The smile fell away while the vehicle idled and his mood darkened. He’d lost Colt to their insane game when their superiors split them up. What started out as a bit of fun had turned dangerous and they were forced to finish basic training as far apart as could be arranged. He lost track of his friend. Had he known they’d both been sent to Afghanistan at the same time, he would’ve tried to reconnect.

A knock on the window beside him, jolted him out of his reverie. Fletch swore and wound the window down.

“You okay, mate?”

He stared at the blond man before glancing at the hangar where McCafferty stored his plane. “I’m fine, thanks. Just letting the engine warm up.”

“I’m Magnus.” He smiled and stuck a hand through the open window. “I’m a mechanic, so I thought maybe you’d run into some engine trouble.”

Fletch shook the grease-smeared hand. “You work on planes?”

One shoulder lifted in a half shrug. “Planes, cars, snowplows, ride on mowers, tractors.” He chuffed. “If it’s got a motor, I’m on it.” His grin radiated a genuine love of what he did.

“I’m Fletch.”

Understanding brightened the man’s eyes. “You staying with Hollywood at the Sanctuary? It’s a good place, that. Helped me get my head screwed back on straight. Hollywood’s a gem.”

“So, you’re one of the Shadow Soldiers I’ve heard so much about?”

Magnus nodded. “Yes, and no. We’ve all moved on since then.”

That’s not what Dani told him, but Fletch let it go. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“And you.” He glanced into the back of the 4WD. “You enjoy your skiing. It’s going to be a bumper winter season.”
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Chapter Two
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Fletch ripped a corner off his croissant and popped it in his mouth. Still warm from the bakery, the buttery goodness teased his tongue as he stared through the windshield to watch  snowflakes tumbling to the ground. Parked in the lot of Wills Crossing’s ski resort—a term he would use very loosely—he chewed the flakey pastry deliberately slow and glanced around at the white winterscape around him. A single other car sat in the area though from the snow piled atop its roof, he suspected it had been there overnight.

He glanced at the clock.

7:00am.

The resort itself was little more than an over-indulged idealized castle. Almost caricature in design, it sat majestically in the snow with romantic balconies, large windows and a winding staircase. In this context, it looked right at home but he doubted the same could be said during a blazing hot summer.

He’d called yesterday afternoon to enquire about opening hours, and the little old lady who answered sounded like she’d teleported from medieval times. She explained this place was rugged and not for novices, and the ungroomed surroundings screamed their warning. Fletch felt a quiver of adventure ripple through him but it was shortly followed by a tiny sliver of trepidation.

You’re not capable. The thought whispered like a ghost in the back of his mind. You’re not good enough. But that was why he was here. He needed to test himself, to see how the old heart and lungs were tracking.

Finishing off his breakfast, he tugged on his beanie, making sure to pull it over his ears, and shoved his hands into his gloves. He pushed open the door and gritted his teeth against the frosty morning air as he got out. For half a second, a vision flashed through his mind of a night spent in the Afghanistan central highlands northeast of Kabul. Chasing terrorists, the team had trekked into the Hindu Kush Mountain range, not understanding the area was a stronghold for the Taliban. They just about froze their balls off and somehow managed to escape with little more than a mild dose of hypothermia.

Along with their lives.

Fletch blinked the image away. Despite it only lasting milliseconds, it was so vivid he could almost hear his lieutenant, call out to insist they turn around and head back. A corner of Fletch’s mouth ticked upward. Andrew Paxton, the man they’d nicknamed Pax, was a smart cookie and a fine tracker.

A currawong’s call helped guide Fletch back to the present, and he focused on slowing his heartrate. History kept trying to bite him in the ass. Maybe it wanted to teach him another lesson, or punish him for all his failings. Either way, he needed to figure out how to nip the flashbacks in the bud. He didn’t need the reminders.

He rubbed his hands together, watching his breath fog before him. Time to get moving. Pocketing his keys, he slammed the door closed and made his way to the castle through soft, knee deep snow. Half expecting a princess to step onto one of the many balconies, he climbed the steps and pushed the doors open. Inside, warm air greeted him, along with the little old lady he suspected had answered his call yesterday.

Her curly white hair practically glowed in the golden light emitted by the overhead pendants. She smiled. “Good morning,” she called, waving him over to the counter. In a pale blue knitted sweater, her tiny figure looked rather angelic. “I’m Estelle. Welcome.”

He took the frail hand she held out and kissed the back of her knuckles, hoping he wasn’t overstepping boundaries. “Morning. I’m Fletch. I called yesterday.”

She blushed and chuckled. “I remember.” Her eyes twinkled. “You’re mighty early.”

He nodded. “I’m hoping to have the trails to myself.”

“Oh,” she chuffed, waving a hand. “I can almost guarantee it.” Reaching under the counter, she withdrew a map and unfolded it for him. “There aren’t many markers out there,” she warned, “but you can take this with you. There are some old grazer’s huts dotted throughout the area if you get in trouble and need somewhere to hole up for an hour or two. They’re in pretty bad shape, but this one,” she said, pointing to a dot on the map, “this one is probably the best one.”

He nodded as she re-folded the map. “Do you run this place on your own?”

Sadness touched her eyes. “My Earl passed last year and left me with his great legacy.” Her face lifted and a wistful smile curved her mouth as her gaze took in their surroundings. “This was his dream. Started building it before we met. I fell in love the first time I laid eyes on it.” She chuckled. “With the building and the man.”

“It’s a lot of work.”

“It is.” She met his gaze. “Too much for this old girl but I can’t find it in my heart to shut the place down.”

Fletch sensed her attachment to it. “Perhaps you need to hire a manager so you can order him around.”

She laughed and winked. “You offering?”

Fletch held up both hands. “No ma’am. Still getting back on my feet, myself.”

She slid a small card across the granite counter. “Before you go, leave me some emergency details. What time should I expect you back?”

Borrowing a pen from the stash in a cup, Fletch jotted down his sister’s contact details, praying they’d never be required. If he got in trouble and the outdoors didn’t kill him, she most definitely would. “I’m not really sure,” he admitted. “But four at the latest.” Finished, he slid the card back to her and stored the pen.

“Well then, off you go. Enjoy my mountains while you can, just don’t get lost, eh?”

He chuckled, accepting the map she held out. “I won’t.”

Fletch tucked the map into the inside pocket of his jacket and hightailed it back to his vehicle. Opening the rear hatch, he gathered the new ski boots and loosened the bindings. Toeing off his shoes, he stepped into the boots and secured them to his feet. From his backpack, he pulled out a pair of goggles and put them on. The foiled lenses gave the world a bluish tinge.

Next, he retrieved his new skis from the 4WD. Thankfully having the seats folded down meant he could stow the skis inside the car rather than on the roof racks. He set them on the ground and grabbed the poles. Shrugging into his backpack, he shut the hatch.

The advantage of the under-developed ski resort allowed the parking lot to back straight onto the start of the trails. There was no hiking or trekking to the designated starting point and gave Fletch the opportunity to step into the toe housings on his skis, ready his poles and get underway.

Light winds and empty trails combined with gentle snowfall to produce perfect conditions. Fletch took it easy, setting a slow pace to prevent himself from blowing up too soon. It was a strange sensation, especially when he was used to throwing caution to the wind straight out of the gate. An unexpected side effect of his tentative beginning was the chance to take in his surroundings.

The wind-blown surface of the snow reinforced the wilderness and the pencil-straight trunks of the pine trees were a stark contrast to with the twisted, gnarled branches of the Australian snow gums. The dense canopy overhead blocked most of the light and a lot of the snowfall, but it was the scents filling his nose that did a number on his mind. Pine mixed with eucalypt, and the fresh crispness of the mountain air cleared his head.

Gliding along the trail without interference, Fletch varied his speed to take some of the hills at a faster pace. His heart and lungs complained at the effort needed but the hot blood flowing through his muscles spread joy to every corner of his body. He tested his balance, skiing on one foot and then the other on downhill sections of trail, expecting his thighs to burn with the work. They didn’t disappoint.

Slowing to a stop, he grabbed the bottle he’d filled with sports drink and took a long, deep swallow. The effervescent orange tang bubbled down his innards to land in his guts.

Stashing the container, he righted his skis and set off again, practicing slalom turns. At one point, his skis broke through the soft powder. Unbalanced, he plunged through the trees into a waist-high snowdrift. Unscathed, he laughed at himself.

Don’t get too carried away.

Further along the trail, he came to an open meadow where undulations in the snowpack allowed him to gather speed and perform small jumps. At first, each landing sent a jolt up through his legs to his spine, but the longer he played, the more his body grew accustomed to the impact. Every small hill provided a unique test. Some were steeper, forcing him to get more air and land harder. Others were longer, letting him build more speed and jump further.

Fletch focused on the moment, on the sound the skis made as he whooshed over the snow, on the tension in his muscles, and on the cold air in his lungs. He found himself grinning like a madman, looking for progressively harder tricks to try.

He fell half a dozen times, but the art of success always lay in the getting back up. And get up he did, each time more determined than the last to do better. The rekindling of his competitive spirit lit a spark in his soul and before long, he was out of breath, his brow damp with sweat, and enjoying the effects of an adrenaline afterburn.

~
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QUINN ARRIVED AT THE ski resort just after nine to find the parking lot almost barren. Considering the near-perfect ski conditions, she was surprised to see just two other cars. The one she knew belonged to the manager Estelle, was almost completely snowed under. The other was unfamiliar but the light dusting of snow suggested it hadn’t been here that long.

She glanced up at the heavy clouds above and took a deep breath of fresh, mountain air. This was what she needed
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