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        They weren’t looking for anything serious, only a sizzling one-night stand. But once ignited, their hearts didn’t listen.

      

      

      
        
        Sydney

      

      

      To match his legendary father’s record on the track, Sydney McKinnly needs a third world championship win. But after a dreadful year in and out of the cockpit, the only way he’s keeping his driver’s seat is by agreeing to have his biography written.

      It wasn’t supposed to challenge his decision of not getting distracted by love this season. Harder said than done when the biographer is none other than his Rockies holiday fling. And the sparks are still flying high.

      Can he keep to their no-strings-attached deal? Or is their chemistry putting everything he’s been working for this season at risk?

      
        
        Heather

      

      

      Heather Everett-Fortier is a successful biographer, yet each new book brings her further away from her dream of writing romance novels.

      After a bad breakup, travelling the world with the St-Pierre Racing team provides Heather with unparalleled opportunities for gathering romance story-setting inspiration. But it also brings Heather closer to her one-night stand. As strangers, they weren’t supposed to see each other again, let alone work together! And yet, when they meet again, they can’t pull away. Writing Sydney’s biography brings Heather closer to her dreams, but will their steamy attraction steer her off track?

      
        
        Can Heather and Sydney keep their passion in check long enough for them to finish this biography?

      

      

      

      The Unwritten Rule is book #1 in the Racing Line Series. Each book can be read as a stand-alone, but they are interconnected. This is a high-octane contemporary sports romance filled with open-door spice, swoon-worthy moments, and a guaranteed happily ever after.
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      This story is meant for readers aged 18+ as it contains explicit sexual content, profanity, alcohol consumption, and topics that may be sensitive to some readers.

      

      For more detailed information and a full list of triggers, please visit: www.annenikolaiken.ca/content-warnings

      

      Please note that the list contains spoilers to Sydney and Heather’s story. If you decide to read on, proceed with caution.
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      Bonjour Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you for picking up my book! Before you settle into the paddock, I wanted to let you know that The Unwritten Rule is written in UK English for Sydney’s chapters and in Canadian English for Heather’s chapters.

      Canadian English combines UK English (flavour, travelling, grey), US English (realize, tire, aluminum), and sometimes non-English words, like the French-Canadian word toque (a knitted hat). Spelling variations don’t necessarily indicate a misspelled word; though sometimes typos slip through the editing process. Authors and editors are only human, after all.

      Some characters, being Scottish and English, use words and phrases more commonly heard in the UK. While I aimed for authenticity with these terms, a few might be inaccurate or missing.

      A glossary is available on the next page and on Anne’s website: www.annenikolaiken.ca/glossary-terms-and-slang

      Welcome to the Formula World Elite Series One (or Series One) grid! For trademark and commercial licensing reasons, familiar names like Formula One and NHL aren’t used in The Racing Line series. Instead of the Stanley Cup, the North American Professional Hockey League awards the Lady Goodheart Trophy.

      This story follows fictional racing teams within a fictional international motorsport racing organization. Changes to Grand Prix circuits and schedules are deliberate creative choices.

      Please don’t let this pull you out of this high-octane romance—Heather and Sydney’s story is well worth it.

      
        
        Bisous,

        Anne

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GLOSSARY: TERMS & SLANG

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Motorsports Terms

      

      

      
        
        Apex: the midpoint of a corner driver’s target for the fastest lap time.

        Balaclava: a lightweight and fireproof head covering worn under a helmet.

        Box: short for pit box, a term used to tell drivers to come into the pits (as “Box, box,” has a distinctive sound that is easier for the driver to hear over the sound of an engine).

        Chicane: a series of corners (either S or Z-shaped), taken at slow speed to make the circuit safer, also offers great overtaking opportunities.

        Cockpit: where the driver sits in a race car.

        DRS: Drag Reduction System, an adjustable rear wing that can open for faster speed (must be within one second of another car during a race to use it).

        Flags: yellow = danger on track, red = session suspended, chequered = end of a session, be it practice, Quali, or a race.

        Formation Lap: the lap right before the race starts, to allow mechanics and teams to leave the grid safely.

        Halo: a safety structure protecting drivers inside their cockpits, resembling a horseshoe.

        Marshals: volunteers who make sure the sessions run smoothly on the track.

        Paddock: a restricted area behind the pits. It houses the teams’ motorhomes or hospitality units, technical staff, catering, and media.

        Parc Fermé: a French term meaning “closed park.” An area where officials keep cars after qualifying to prevent any pre-race modifications.

        Pit Wall: a section of wall in the pit lane where teams monitor their drivers’ and cars’ performance on track.

        Pole Position: first spot on the grid at the start of the race.

        Practice: sessions during race weekend allowing teams and drivers to understand the circuit, track conditions, and set up their cars for qualifying and the race.

        Qualifying (or Quali): a three-part knockout session that determines the starting order for the Grand Prix. Known as Q1, Q2, and Q3 for short.

        Reconnaissance Lap (or Recon Lap): a lap before the race starts where drivers test their cars and verify everything is functioning.

        Race Engineer: a team member responsible for monitoring the technical aspects of the race car and liaising between the driver and the team during a race.

        Safety Car: an official vehicle sent onto the track after an incident or poor weather conditions. Making the race cars slow down and the track safer for marshals and medical teams to do their jobs.

        Team Principal: the boss of the racing team, in charge of daily operations, overseeing the team’s factory, and ensuring that everything runs smoothly on race weekends.

      

      

      
        
        Scottish Terms

      

      

      
        
        Soraidh leibh (SO-ri lev): Scots Gaelic for goodbye (as in farewell, formal).

        Caidil gu dòigheil (CAHchill goo DOY-el): Scots Gaelic for sweet dreams.

        Tha gaol agam ort (Ha geul ah-kum orsht): Scots Gaelic for I love you.

        Oidhche mhath (OY-hyeh vah): Scots Gaelic for good night.

        Sláinte Mhor (Slan-jay-voh): Scots Gaelic for good health or cheers.

        Naw: No.

        Aye: Yes.

        Am pure done in: a Scottish expression for I am very tired.

        Bampots: someone who is foolish.

        Bawbag: Scottish slang for balls.

        Blether: to chatter away.

        Boak: to puke.

        Bonnie: Scots word for beautiful.

        Braw: used to describe something brilliant or wonderful.

        Dinna: Scottish slang for don’t.

        Eejit: Scottish pronunciation of idiot.

        Hoachin’: Scottish slang for very busy.

        Ken: know.

        Lad (laddie): young man.

        Lass (lassie): young woman.

        Motor: Scots use it as another word for car or vehicle.

        Peely wally: Scottish adjective for looking ill.

        Tassie: Scottish slang for a cup (as in a cup of tea).

        Uch: Oh!

        Wee: a Scottish word for little or small.

      

      

      
        
        British Terms

      

      

      
        
        Bevvy: short for beverages, usually referring to alcoholic ones.

        Bird: a woman, North American equivalent is chick.

        Blimey: a word to express surprise at something.

        Bloke: North American equivalent is guy.

        Boot: the trunk of a car.

        Brekky: short for breakfast.

        Bugger: a rude word for a silly or annoying person or thing.

        Chap: North American equivalent is a man.

        Choccy: short for chocolate.

        Chock-a-block: a very busy place, jam-packed with people.

        Chuff: being very happy or delighted.

        Daft: something foolish or silly.

        Football: North American term is soccer.

        Lolly: North American equivalent is a popsicle.

        Loo: North American equivalent is toilet.

        Mega: a word used to place emphasis on something, like very.

        Petrolhead: British term for a motor enthusiast. (Petrol being the British term for gas/gasoline.)

        Pissed: being drunk.

        Quid: British slang for a British pound.

        Shag: North American equivalent is to screw.

        Snog: a kiss.

        Tyre: British spelling of tire.

        Wanker: British slang, a general insult, equivalent to jerk.

      

      

      

      
        
        Canadianisms

      

      

      
        
        Canuck: a nickname to describe a Canadian (but some Canadians might take offence if non-Canucks use it).

        Eh: usually put at the end of a sentence or question for emphasis.

        Loonie: a Canadian one-dollar coin (depicts a loon bird).

        Toonie: a Canadian two-dollar coin (depicts a polar bear).

        Toque: from French Canadian word, tuque, a knitted winter hat (outside Canada it’s called a beanie).

        Washroom: the American equivalent is bathroom or restroom, and loo in the UK.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          SYDNEY
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      Canadian Rocky Mountains, Alberta, Canada

      

      As I exit the airport, the crisp air from last night’s snowfall hits me like a tyre barrier at full force. The snow-covered mountains in the distance are my first glimpse of the Canadian Rockies. It would look magical to someone else—romantic even. I used to think so… but now, I like the peaceful isolation my destination provides.

      Away from everything.

      The media circus. The memories. The lies. Her.

      I head towards the line of waiting cars, wheeling my luggage behind me. None of the chauffeurs’ signs have the alias I asked my agent to book my hotel room under.

      I want to lie low for a while.

      Forget this nightmare of a season.

      I breathe in the cold air as I wait, taking deep breaths. For the first time in a long while, the nerves and the stress from my day job ease a wee bit.

      Ross was right. This is the finest place to escape. Good old Canada, eh?

      I smile, picturing my best mate, though I can never pull off the Canadian race car driver’s accent. My Scottish always shines through, despite the hours spent with Fairbrass Racing’s PR to make me sound more posh.

      I’ll forever be a lad from Loch Guirmean, a loch with a blue so deep it looked almost purple in the sunlight. I just have two Drivers’ Championships and a Formula World driver’s salary now.

      Well, once the divorce settlement had gone through, I had a wee bit less money. She might have trodden all over my heart, but Andrea will never take another quid from me.

      Even after everything, I have enough to stay here.

      Across the pond, deep in the Canadian Rocky Mountains, instead of the Italian Dolomites, where I would have gone with the team to train—my old team.

      I suck in a breath.

      How could I forget?

      Adjusting my beanie, I glance at the line of taxis. No one has recognized me yet. I need to be somewhere the media won’t find me. Where they won’t write another article about my love life being in shambles or speculate whether it’s the end of my career.

      Peace and quiet—two things I long for.

      Last year was a shite show of a season; I ken I wasn’t performing my best. The team analysed it…and the fans saw it. But more embarrassingly, they fathomed the reason for it, too.

      My entire Series One season was destroyed by love.

      Scuderia Mariella had paid me a significant amount to ensure I contributed points towards the Constructors’ Championship. Yet, I hadn’t…

      I shake my head.

      This year will be different.

      This season, I’d go after my third championship.

      This time, I would win.

      I won’t crash into the barrier while getting distracted by images I dinna want to imagine. Of Andrea and the cricket player doing the dirty on the newly renovated kitchen island, and all the other places in our Tuscan villa.

      All my energy will now go into driving, not divorce papers.

      We’ve signed those.

      Andrea is out of my life for good.

      This year, the Sydney McKinnly that the fans knew and loved will be back.

      The crunch of snow and ice fills my ears. A black car pulls up to the left in front of the airport between taxi cabs. It’s sleek; the contours glimmer in the sunlight.

      My type of motor.

      The chauffeur comes out and looks at me. “Mr Dougal McCallum?”

      “Aye, that’s me.” Or who I’m going to be for the next ten days.

      Stepping forward, I admire the car’s details. My agent, Oliver, chose well.

      “Sorry I’m late. Roads are icier than expected,” he says, opening the back passenger door.

      “That’s all right, mate.”

      “Is that all your luggage?” he asks, looking at my shiny grey sponsored suitcase.

      “Aye.” As a Series One driver, I travel light.

      “Okay.” He picks it up and goes to the boot.

      The hired car might not be in Scuderia Mariella red or in St-Pierre Racing crimson, but I dinna care. For this trip, I want to stay anonymous. A fancy black motor would do that.

      I slide into the backseat.

      I’m accustomed to driving or having Enrico, my old personal trainer, drive me to circuits or the factory. It feels strange to have someone else drive. The tall pine trees, covered in snow, rush by the window. The crunch of ice gets louder as we approach a curve in the road.

      I’m itching to be in the driver’s seat, but I doubt the chauffeur will allow me to take the wheel. Even if I am a two-time Formula World champion. This chauffeur doesn’t know that. And telling him will go against my plans of staying anonymous.

      The driver was talking about ice hockey. I could hear Rossʼ voice in my head correcting me. It’s not ice hockey; it’s just plain hockey.

      I try to make small talk, but I’ve always preferred football, which Ross calls soccer.

      Thank goodness Andrea shagged a cricket player instead of a footballer. I wouldn’t be able to think about the sport without the unwanted visuals otherwise. And Ross and I had got in the habit of watching games (on replay) during non-race weekends this past year.

      “Come on, Després!” the chauffeur mutters under his breath as we listen to the ice hockey match on the radio.

      Broadcaster: “And the goalie blocks the puck. The Vancouver defenceman lands right on his wallet… And Liam Després gets the puck, picks up speed, circles around the back of the net… He scores with one minute left in the period! Making it two-nothing for Calgary!”

      “Hell yes!” The chauffeur taps his steering wheel, then looks in the rearview mirror. “Oh, sorry!” He turns down the volume a tad while the commentators are analysing the play. “First time visiting the Rockies?”

      “Aye.”

      “Nice. You’ll love it! Where are you from?”

      How do I answer that? I want anonymity, but my Scottish accent gives it away. Even if it has softened by years of racing for English teams in the junior categories and in Series One. Before getting picked up by the Italian racing superforce… and dropped.

      My heart pinches.

      It’s okay.

      My career is not over. Ross, Oliver, and Da made sure of that. My new team’s HQ is in Canada, but the factory is in the UK.

      I have a drive.

      I’m okay.

      Why is this a harder question to answer than the hundreds I get on race weekends?

      My thoughts focus on the scenery outside. I finally settle for… “Originally from Scotland, but I live in London.”

      Having spent a lot of time in London over the years, I ken enough street names and tube stations to answer something in a pinch. And it’s more plausible than saying Monaco. That just gives it away. How many Scots live in Monaco? Not many.

      “Oh! That’s near Toronto,” the chauffeur says, nodding. “I’ve been there for my cousin’s wedding. Nice.”

      Toronto?

      What does Toronto have to do with bloody London? It’s not even in the same country! I quickly go over any conversation I’ve had with Ross over the years. He might have mentioned something when I was driving for Fairbrass Racing.

      “England,” I correct.

      “Oh, that London.” He glances at me in the rearview mirror. “Never been there.”

      “It’s like Toronto, but bigger.”

      I hope that was right. London appeared quite huge when navigating the tube, and I’d never travelled to Toronto for a proper visit. I’ve only ever been to Montréal for the Grand Prix and to Ross’ tiny hometown near a loch.

      Ross had insisted on driving there. That isn’t an experience I want to go through again soon. It was one thing getting driven around by a chauffeur, quite another when it was another professional race car driver. My heart had pounded as if I’d run a marathon uphill while on a roller coaster. Not bloody pleasant.

      “What brings you here?” the chauffeur asks.

      “Holidays.”

      He nods. “Nowhere better.”

      We pull up to the hotel nestled in the mountains. He gets out of the car, opens the boot, and takes out my carry-on suitcase. The lights from the building glint on the surface like liquid mercury.

      The chauffeur hands me the luggage. “Enjoy your vacation.”

      “Thanks, mate.”

      I check into the hotel under my alias: Dougal McCallum. Using Gran’s maiden name is always a risk. But even when I’m staying under the radar, I want to realise when someone is speaking to me. Daft, I ken that.

      The receptionist doesn’t bat an eye. “Here’s your key. Have a nice stay.”

      With the beard I grew in December, no one knows who I am. I hope it stays that way. “Thanks, lass.”

      As I wait for the lift, I review the lobby. The hotel is surprisingly quiet for ski season. Not many guests around. But it is more remote than the bigger ski resorts. I had told Oliver to book somewhere no one would know me. Somewhere private. And if ever the staff do find out who I am, they’d respect my privacy. After looking at other locations, Ross recommended this place—he and Catriona loved honeymooning here years ago. So Oliver booked it.

      This is a bonnie place.

      And better yet, it’s private.

      The lift pings and the doors open.

      Main Lobby.

      After a moment, the doors close.

      The lift doesn’t move.

      I spot my reflection in the fitted mirrors lined with mahogany trim. I look like I haven’t slept properly in weeks. No, make that months. My red hair is sticking out at odd angles from under my beanie. The beard makes me look like a different person. As far away from my photos in sports magazines.

      The lift still hasn’t moved. Why isn’t it bloody moving?

      Jet lag and the gruelling season are catching up with me if I don’t remember how to operate a lift.

      I glance at my key.

      Ninety-five.

      My racing car number.

      I smile and take it as a sign that things will go well in my future.

      It’s always been my dream since I was a bairn to have three championship wins like Da. Seeing my number, I ken next season won’t be a repeat of the last.

      I push the button for the ninth floor, then enter my suite. The room has wood cabin details but with all the luxurious amenities I have grown accustomed to in my field of work.

      Aye, this will do nicely.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      To fight off the jet lag and stretch my legs after the long flight, I head to the gym. It has everything I need. A few people are on stationary bikes. Elliptical and treadmill machines line the windows. The views of the forest and mountains are stunning.

      I pull up a photo of Enrico’s handwritten scribbles illustrating a workout on my phone. Then I put the earphones in and hit play. It might not be the roar of a Series One car engine, but the music’s tempo gives me a similar rush.

      I go through my warm-up routine, then head to the treadmill.

      My old personal trainer at Mariella had always created a plan for my physical health while I was on holidays and during the off-season. So it’ll be easy to follow one of my old fitness routines here. Even if Enrico is in the Italian Dolomites with my best mate, Shawn Marquis, and my replacement, Kaleb Thetford.

      I can’t blame the Scuderia for switching drivers. We are in this sport to win. If someone doesn’t perform, it isn’t a surprise to not see them with a drive the following season. Having mentored a few of the younger drivers when they were still in the junior categories, I ken Kaleb is a skilful driver. He’ll be someone to watch on track.

      Am I annoyed that he is in my race car this year? Aye!

      But I can beat him.

      St-Pierre cars were fast last season—this year won’t be any different.

      With renewed motivation, I increase my speed.

      I haven’t met my new team’s personal trainer in person yet. Adam sounded like a decent bloke when we spoke on the phone. I’ll see the Canadian when I get back to Europe and officially meet all the team at the factory for my first day of work.

      I run to the familiar songs.

      Sweat trickles down my face.

      I want to make sure I keep my fitness level up; driving aerodynamic motors at fast speeds requires work.

      The music on my playlist changes from cool-down lap songs to my ringtone. I decrease the speed on the treadmill, then glance at my phone.

      Ross’ name on the screen.

      I’m forty-five minutes into my run. Not bad.

      Letting my mobile ring, I stop the machine and head to a secluded area of the gym, grabbing a towel on the way and passing it over my brow.

      When I’m out of earshot, I swipe the screen to answer.

      “Finally, Syd! Did you make it?” Ross’ voice fills my ears.

      “Aye, I’m here.”

      “Good! Just checking in on you. Not too much turbulence, I hope? Didn’t get too carried away with the provided drinks on board?”

      My good mood at hearing my mate’s voice fades.

      “I dinna need nannying on holiday, Ross,” I say. ‘‘We saw each other at Christmas. Are you calling me as my best mate or as my team principal?”

      “You are my star driver and cousin-in-law. Triple pressure from the wife, fam, and team owner…” He sighs. “Making sure our assets are behaving themselves.”

      ‘‘So as a team principal.’’ I frown. “I ain’t Jasper.”

      “I know that. Enjoy yourself, but not too much. We have lots of meetings for the upcoming season. I need you to be one hundred per cent focused this year.”

      “That’s always the goal: win a championship.”

      “Good. Don’t make me regret putting your name forward to St-Pierre Racing.”

      “You won’t.”

      “Oh, another thing… Oliver is going to call. You’re to meet another candidate for the biography. Sounds promising.”

      Ugh, I am in no mood for another one of those blasted meetings.

      “They can’t all be bad, right?” Ross chuckles.

      “If it wasn’t in the bloody contract, we wouldn’t be looking for one.”

      “That bloody contract is the reason you have a seat next year.”

      “Aye…” I wipe my face with the towel again.

      “Good chat. Have fun on your vacation.” Loudly, he adds, “Send Cat lots of pictures!”

      Bloody hell! I pull the phone away from my ear. “She asked you to say that?”

      “Promised to bake me some of her famous sticky toffee pudding,” he admits sheepishly.

      My cousin’s voice cuts in. “Don’t forget the photos. And Ross dinna touch the batter! It’s not baked yet!”

      “You dinna need to call me if you want to talk to each other. You bloody live together!”

      “Sorry, Syd! We just⁠—”

      “I’ll see you at the factory.” I hang up on my way back through the gym to the lift.

      Their marital bliss makes me want to boak.

      Despite the motive for the call, I can’t stay mad at my family’s meddling for long.

      From the nearest window, I see a glimpse of mountains. I take a few steps. The unfamiliar peaks stare back at me. They are braw, but they aren’t the ones that I would have seen this year if last season hadn’t...

      I bunch the towel in my hand.

      The first week back in the paddock will be strange. I had mostly been happy at Mariella. Rushing off to training camp with Enrico has been part of my winter routine for so long; I had to stop myself from asking him questions during my workout.

      The few people here would think I was raving mad, talking to myself.

      Shawn had invited me to spend the winter break with him, Alessandra, and the bairns. As nice as spending time in the Marquis household is, I need this time away from everything. It’s not like I hadn’t been home for Christmas—well, not home exactly. The place I had called home for the last two years went to her in the settlement.

      I had visited my parents in Perthshire over Christmas, enjoying a tasty home-cooked meal with a glass of Scotch Whisky.

      Mam had insisted.

      Your first Christmas alone. You must spend it at Loch Guirmean!

      My parents didn’t understand being childhood sweethearts. I didn’t have the heart to tell Mam and Da that my wedding vows hadn’t meant a thing to Andrea. I hadn’t made her see reason…

      I’m not a quitter, but then she told me it had been going on for months and wasn’t a one-time thing.

      A one-night shag after getting plastered with drinks at a pub when I was away on a different continent for work—I could have understood. I would have eventually got over it by proving to her I was the better shag while I was home.

      But months? Naw!

      I push the lift button with more force than necessary.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO
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      Calgary, Alberta, Canada

      

      I am about to land in Calgary after a four-hour flight from Toronto. From the window seat, I watch the snow-covered mountains getting closer. The airplane starts its descent, slowly turning toward the airport below.

      It’s bittersweet not having Stephanie with me on this trip after planning this besties getaway for the longest time… something to look forward to since moving back to Snowy Fields.

      But sometimes, unexpected morning sickness happens, and plans change.

      Stephanie is starting her own exciting journey.

      Having already paid for my ticket and hotel, cancelling felt like a waste. When will this hotel ever have such a good booking deal again?

      Counting down the days on my wall calendar has been a big motivator these last few months, especially after everything that happened in Toronto.

      The unexpected opening for the writer-in-residence position in my father’s English department at Snowy Fields University had come just in time.

      But the contract with the university ended this December. As much as I’ll miss my students, especially Amy MacPherson, it made me realize that teaching isn’t what I want to do full time. Writing is.

      She is a writing teacher’s dream: full of questions and curiosity. Maybe too much for her own good?

      The airplane wheels touch down onto the tarmac.

      Brian, my literary agent, has mentioned a few projects, but are biographies really what I want to keep doing? Or do I want to write something different? I don’t know what the future will hold after this vacation.

      I need to clear my head with fresh mountain air and think of my next move.

      My green suitcase grabs my attention right away at the carousel. It’s filled with chunky knit sweaters to cozy up in at the hotel, plus loads of extra mittens and thermals to keep me warm all day while I enjoy the outdoors.

      Pulling up the text message the hotel sent me with shuttle directions, I follow the illustrated map. A white bus with a large sticker of mountain peaks and a golden sunset, along with logos from other resorts, is waiting to the side.

      I join the line of people waiting to board.

      My luggage goes underneath, the bright green standing out among the navy blues, charcoals, and pearly metallics.

      “Welcome to Alberta! Where are you headed?” the driver asks as I climb the steps.

      “The Golden Sunrise Hotel & Resort.”

      He whistles. “Fancy. Third stop.”

      “Thanks.”

      Finding a seat in the middle of the shuttle, I pull out my phone and quickly type a text to Dad. I am certain he’s waiting with his phone nearby, regardless of the time difference.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Made it! I could spot the Rockies from the plane!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Dad:

      

      
        Glad to hear it, kiddo! Have fun!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me:

      

      
        Okay. Enjoy the Polar Bears’ exhibition game!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Dad:

      

      
        Will do!

      

      

      

      

      

      I look out the window and watch the city fade into wilderness. The shuttle stops at a few hotels before pulling off the main road again. I see the entrance sign for my hotel—the same sun-and-mountain-peaks image.

      The bus drives along an evergreen-lined road. The branches are covered in snow. Then the view opens up to a parking lot.

      “The Golden Sunrise Hotel & Resort,” the driver calls out.

      I grab my bag and step outside. My breath forms puffs in the cold air. The scent of pines fills my lungs.

      After collecting my luggage, I pause to stare at the hotel’s luxury cabin vibes as the other guests walk towards the lobby.

      Ski lifts snake up the mountainside. I glance up, following their path until I see the summit. These mountains are enormous and right behind the hotel!

      I’m happy I didn’t cancel the booking when Stephanie found out she was pregnant, though I had considered it many times while grading papers. This was supposed to be a girls’ trip to disconnect from our busy lives. Sip margaritas and enjoy massages. Gossip about Stephanie’s on-again-off-again relationship with Michael, my time in Toronto, and my many awkward first dates with professors at Snowy Fields.

      I sigh.

      Those disappointments feel like a lifetime ago out here. I am looking forward to a real vacation. No exams to grade and no publishing deadlines in sight.

      I had promised myself I’d visit the Rockies in winter to view the famous peaks and frozen lakes. And Scotland in the summer, to see the sunlight gleaming on Loch Ness. But that’s years away—I need money for that to happen. This trip and the Brodie fiasco have already depleted my savings. Not that I’m complaining. I need this.

      Dore Peak’s snow-covered summit juts up behind my hotel, its crystallized face catching the light. It’s magical. My life needs magic right now.

      I roll my suitcase through the slush, the crunch of ice and snow under my winter boots.

      Say yes to everything, Stephanie had told me at the airport.

      I don’t know how to feel about that advice, but I am going to try. Maybe it will help with my writing. I can treat this like a writing retreat.

      My hand tightens around my travel papers in my purse as I step into the reception line.

      Porters whisk away bags as the other guests finish checking in. People drift toward the ski slopes or stash their gear in lockers before heading into restaurants. Others head upstairs to their rooms.

      It’s still daunting… a solo vacation in a place like this. I haven’t done something like this since moving to Toronto, where the buildings were as tall as mountains.

      And look how that turned out.

      I shake my head. No, I’m not going to think about that. That’s in the past.

      I focus on the Golden Sunrise Hotel & Resort.

      It’s even more impressive in person—and the interior décor explains the price tag. The warmth of the large fireplace is welcome after the bitter cold outside. Stephanie had insisted on this place, rattling off a long list of qualities.

      I glance at the daily activities schedule in the lobby. I’ll explore that later and hope I allocated enough to my travel fund to afford any extras that aren’t included.

      “Welcome to the Golden Sunrise Hotel & Resort,” the woman at the front desk chirps.

      “Hi, I have a reservation.” I hand her the printed pages. I take a breath, calming my nerves; this place is so luxurious! On a writer’s budget, I wasn’t accustomed to this, but I know Brodie would have loved it.

      I close my eyes. Now is not the time to think of him.

      She looks at the reservation, then back at me. “Ms. Everett-Fortier, is it? Room for two?”

      I nod.

      “Is Ms. Brown not joining you?”

      “No. She couldn’t make it.”

      She types away on the computer.

      “Alright, your room is ready for you. Enjoy your stay.” The woman hands me the room key.

      Fifty-eight.

      “Thanks, you too!”

      The receptionist looks at me wide-eyed.

      “I’ll just…” I point towards the elevators. “Yeah…”

      She nods, a tight smile on her face, and returns to her computer screen.

      Great!

      I quickly reach for my luggage with burning cheeks, only to come up with nothing. A porter has already taken my green suitcase.

      I hurry after him through the grand lobby. The stone fireplace, the lavish wood-and-glass décor—it’s everything I imagined a book setting to be. I take it as a good omen for the rest of the stay. It could serve as a backdrop.

      The female lead could meet her love interest at the bar over there… or at this café downstairs?

      The man in line at the café off to the side would do.

      He is wearing expensive tailored clothes. His red curls look freshly damp, as if he’s just come from the shower. Grabbing his drink, he settles into a plush chair by the large windows overlooking the slopes.

      Oh, I’m itching to write. But to write, I need to stay awake. I need coffee!

      “Could you wait one second?” I ask the porter once I catch up to him.

      “Of course.”

      I walk to the café. “Hi!”

      “What can I get you?” the barista asks, distracted. She keeps looking in the man’s direction… He’d make a great inspiration for a main character, given her reaction. And I only saw him from the back!

      “Can I get a large caramel cappuccino?”

      Once I have my coffee in hand, I return to the elevators.

      “Which floor, madam?” the porter asks.

      I push the elevator button… probably more times than necessary. I haven’t been this inspired to write something just for myself in so long; I can’t let the energy fade.

      The porter lifts an eyebrow.

      “Long travel day,” I say. Was I not supposed to press the button?

      “Room number?”

      “Oh! Um, fifty-eight.”

      He nods, trying hard not to let his emotions show.

      I’m off to a great start.

      I follow him down the hallway to my room.

      “Thank you.” I fish out some loonies and toonies from my pocket for a tip, then close the door.

      Stephanie wouldn’t have made this many faux pas in less than half an hour! She is accustomed to fancy places where staff push elevator buttons for her, given Michael’s corporate job.

      Once settled in my room, I place my phone somewhere it won’t distract me—the farthest bedside table. I set my laptop on the desk, facing the huge window. The landscape is so breathtaking.

      After a semester of grading my students’ writing and commenting on papers, my creativity returns. Here, I can write for the bliss of it. I can work on the book I put aside to focus on necessity.

      This project is so different from my normal writing. It’s fiction; I’m known for non-fiction biographies.

      My bestseller is about a female hockey player and her Olympic journey.

      This manuscript can’t be further from it.

      It has mountains and lakes—I mean lochs. A heroic Scottish warrior. And a stubborn, yet charming, English lady who’s set to conquer his heart. And a legend that gets in the way. Just like how Mom loved her stories.

      I click open the document Historical Highland Romance.

      The book that I dream about but never finish.

      Who would want to read this? It isn’t what I’m known for or a serious subject for my colleagues. But this week, I’m on vacation.

      I take a sip of my cappuccino—sweet caramel and whipped cream perfection, then I reread the last few paragraphs. I haven’t opened this document since last summer, before the semester began, before everything changed.

      The sentences are rough, but it’s a first draft.

      I pull out one last thing from my bag and set my little plastic cactus, Reginald, on my desk. He’s really a kitchen timer, but he’s been my writing companion since university—Mom’s last gift to me. I can’t start anything without him sitting beside my laptop, where he counts down my writing sprints.

      “Enjoy the view of the Rockies,” I tell him.

      I set to work, inspired by the chandeliers, the marble floors, the plush carpets—and the man I saw in the café. Too bad I hadn’t seen his face. No matter. I already have an idea of what Iain, the male character, looks like in my story notes.

      Soon, my screen fills up with words. Outside, the mountains begin to cast long shadows. The setting sun turns the peaks a glowing orange-pink.

      I don’t want to finish writing, but my stomach rumbles. So I get up and stretch, then I order room service.

      I haven’t had this much fun writing in a long time. It’s not that I don’t love writing biographies. I’m good at them… but they aren’t why I had gone to school. They aren’t the kind of stories I dream about.

      Order placed, I sit in the comfy armchair and admire the view.

      This trip is worth it, even if my best friend isn’t here with me.

      My phone rings from the bedside table.

      I answer Stephanie’s call on the second ring.

      “How is it?” she asks. “Is it everything the brochures made it out to be?”

      “It’s gorgeous… even better than in the photos!”

      “And you’re not sad I’m not there with you?” Stephanie asks. “It’s almost New Year’s!”

      Not this again.

      “Of course, I’m sad you’re not here! I’ve celebrated New Year’s by myself loads of times. It’s just a day. Besides, it’ll be great to relax here after the fall semester.”

      “Uh-uh,” Stephanie says, unconvinced.

      I try to steer the conversation back to the hotel, but she detours to my finances. She says she feels guilty for pushing this trip. “The hotel is pretty pricey…”

      “Yes, but this place is amazing. I’m glad you insisted on this hotel. Just today, I got so much writing done!”

      “Oh, so you do have a biography gig! Why didn’t you tell me?” The relief in her voice is clear.

      “It’s just-for-me-writing, actually… and I’ve written a new scene!” I smile, remembering how writing it made me giddy with excitement for tomorrow.

      “Not that romance fiction book again, Heather. You write non-fiction stories about other people’s lives. You’re good at that. Stick with biographies. How are you going to spoil your future niece or nephew if you’re not writing non-fiction?”

      “But I like this story—” A knock at the door interrupts our conversation. “Hang on, that’s room service.”

      I open the door for the staff member to roll the food cart inside. “Thanks.”

      “I’m worried about you,” Stephanie says once I close the door.

      I lift the first cloche—salmon on risotto. A glass of Pinot noir sparkles beside it. Under the other dome is dessert: sponge cake with blueberries and a thick maple syrup sauce.

      The smells make my stomach grumble even louder.

      “You were worried about me taking the writer-in-residence position. That turned out fine.” I take a bite of the salmon. So good!

      “I guess I thought one of those professors would have made the cut. You seemed to have enjoyed their company!”

      “It wasn’t like they were looking for anything serious, anyway.” I shrug. Neither did I, but I can’t really admit that to Stephanie.

      Luckily for me, faculty staff members changed often. We all knew what we wanted out of our date nights, and it wasn’t a serious relationship. I had learned my lesson in Toronto about falling in love.

      I suck in my insecurities and focus on the salmon. I won’t let that happen again. I want what my characters Iain and Gwendolyn have. Call it my romantic heart, but—Stephanie cuts into my thoughts. “You don’t know that. You could have been their future missus!”

      “I was there to work and forget about Brodie.” Once his name passes my lips, I know I’ve put my foot in it. So I quickly add, “If I had a bit of fun with certain professors on the weekends, it was mutual.”

      But Stephanie had zeroed in on what I don’t want to talk about. “Perhaps Brodie and you will turn out like Michael and me. Maybe give him a call? It’s not like you’re staying in Snowy Fields once university starts again. You can always move back to Toronto.”

      I groan.

      Getting back together with Brodie is the last thing I want, not after how it ended. I take a long swig of the red wine, the notes of cherries filling my mouth. “You’ll make a great mother hen.”

      “You think so?” Stephanie’s tone perks up.

      “Absolutely!” I take another bite. “Oh, this risotto is so delicious! I wish you could try it.”

      Silence.

      “Steph?”

      “Okay, I’m going to have to hang up. They should call it all-day sickness, not just morning sickness⁠—”

      Beep.

      I glance at my phone. The call has ended.

      Even if I didn’t want to admit it to Stephanie, she had a point. But right now, I’m on vacation. I’ll write as much as I can for this novel during the five-night stay. After that, I’ll go back to reality and try to get a proper writing job.

      Tonight, I want to try out the bath with a glass of wine. I gather some romance authors do that. If I pretend for the week that I only write love stories, I’ll do all the things. That’s what luxury hotels are for, right?

      After relaxing in the lavender bubble bath and washing away my day of travelling, I crawl into the spacious bed. It’s huge—definitely for two people. I look at the other side of the bed, where Brodie would have hogged all the pillows. But I have them all to myself! Sighing, I get comfortable under the soft bed sheets.

      It would be nice to share it with a man who kept his promises… but that’s wishful thinking. No way am I following Stephanie’s advice and calling Brodie. Ever. Since ending my relationship with him, I desired only casual intimacy, free from messy emotions. Of how inadequate he made me feel when he went into accountant mode and listed statistics about our love life.

      Tonight, I am going to enjoy this hotel bed. And all the pillows. They smell of lavender, unlike those in staff housing on campus.

      That reality feels kilometres away. Since finishing the hockey biography, all I’ve written are assignment instructions and class slides for my writer-in-residence workshops. It sold well, which was what the athlete, the publishing house, and I all wanted. A bestseller.

      But at what cost?

      When I close my eyes tonight, I won’t dream about book tours or keynote panels. I’ll dream of the Highlands. Of Iain and Gwen.

      And maybe—just maybe—this will be the story that changes everything.
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      Canadian Rocky Mountains, Alberta, Canada

      
      I haven’t skied in ages, not since I was a little girl. My confidence has increased slightly after graduating from the bunny slopes this morning, though. And being at a ski resort, well… I should at least attempt to go down the mountain—once.

      Before I can change my mind, I get swept up with a group and find myself squeezed between people and ski poles. Anticipation builds as the lift rises higher over the trees.

      “Three, two, one!” someone beside me breathes as they all jump off together.

      A heartbeat later, sensing the lift turning, I push off my seat, clutching my rented skis. I wobble a bit as I step in the grooves left in the snow from skis and snowboards. This is so far from running on solid ground, where I can control how fast I run and slow down with ease.

      I glance toward the bottom of the hill. This is going to be very different from this morning’s bunny slopes.

      I’ve raced in marathons! Surely, I could do one slope that isn’t as long as that?

      The constant arrival of new skiers coming off the lift forces me to follow the group to the top of the trail.

      In the sunlight, everything sparkles.

      Countless skiers have carved the same route down the mountain, polishing the snow to a shine. Evergreen trees and orange fences border the trail before turning towards the resort.

      “Okay, I can do this,” I murmur as I stare down the mountain. It’s like a vertical marathon… and this is the easiest trail.

      With the help of my ski poles, I push off and slide slowly down.

      So far, so good.

      Other skiers zoom past me. The air becomes turbulent and whips my flyaway hairs around my face. Regaining my balance, I angle my skis toward the turning slope.

      I’ve got this!

      I hit a bump and swerve off course.

      Nope, I haven’t got this at all!

      I ski between people yelling at me.

      “Sorry!” I shout to no one in particular, shifting my weight on the skis, but instead, I pick up speed on the steeper incline. My focus shifts to the wall of evergreen trees and orange fencing getting closer.

      And closer.

      Panic clings to my throat. This is nothing like running! I’m going to crash!

      “Out of the way! Get out of the way!” I scream, dispersing disgruntled and startled skiers at lightning speed.

      I’m coming upon somebody in a bright blue coat.

      How do I stop?

      “What in the blazes? Watch where you’re going!” someone shouts in a Scottish accent.

      “Sorry! Can’t stop!”

      Oh no! My panic escalates. Even the people around me on the slopes are adopting the dialect of the characters in my book. Maybe it’s trying to tell me to stick to writing.

      The trees are getting closer!

      Arms flailing, I struggle to regain my balance, and the slope’s angle steepens while I brace myself for impact.

      Then—

      Instead of hitting a wall of snow, I’m pulled backwards.

      I blink, surrounded by snow—but not buried under it. Arms in a bright blue coat are wrapped around me.

      “I’m alive?” I gasp.

      “What do you think you’re bloody doing?” a male growls.

      “Skiing?” I peer at the sky through the trees above.

      I must have hit my head harder than I thought if I’m hearing a Scottish accent right out of my manuscript in the middle of the Rockies.

      He barks out a laugh. A trimmed red beard adorns his strong jawline. “Skiing? That ain’t skiing, lass! That was something about to go terribly wrong. Good thing I was on the slopes, or you’d be a goner.”

      “Thought so too…” I blink. Perhaps he really is Scottish, and it’s not my imagination? “Shoot!” If I wasn’t buried in snow and tangled in skis, I’d be sprinting to my laptop to add his brogue to my story.

      “Hey? You alright, lassie?” He takes off his goggles to have a better look. Red hair escapes from underneath his helmet. My rescuer is none other than the man from the café; I’m certain of it. He’s as attractive as I imagined Iain to be; I just never wrote the eyes right.

      I nod.

      His eyes are so blue.

      What am I doing?

      I shake my head, trying to clear the fog of panic.

      “Ye sure now?” he insists.

      “I think so.”

      “Good.” He extracts himself from our tangled skis and extends a hand.

      I reach up with my purple mitten, and he carefully hauls me up from the snowbank.

      I try to put my missing ski back on my boot, but my hands are shaking.

      He shakes his head, but he helps me with the clasp. “Didn’t they teach you any of this on the bunny slopes as a bairn?”

      “It’s been a while,” I admit. “I usually stick to solid, unslippery ground.”

      “I’ll guide you down. Dinna need any more accidents.” He takes my hands again.

      ‘‘Thanks.’’

      He skis backwards.

      “Won’t you need to see where you’re going?” I ask once we are back on the trail, and he still doesn’t face forward.

      “I’ve been down this piste enough times to know where I’m going. A workplace habit to know where I’m going by memory.”

      “You work here?” I look at him, surprised.

      He lets out a startled laugh. “Work here? Lass, I’m on holiday!”

      “Oh! So am I...”

      “Maybe stick to less dangerous activities then?” he suggests, quirking a brow. “Almost at the bottom now.”

      From the last hill, I see the resort and the promise of flat ground. But my heart beats faster every time I glance at my Scottish rescuer.

      We reach the bottom. I unclasp one ski with shaky hands and take a careful step onto level snow. As a Canadian, I should be used to icy ground… but all I can picture are those trees flying toward me.

      Large hands cover mine as I attempt to get my other boot off.

      “You’re all right now, lass,” he says gently, not letting go of my hands. “Might have a few bruises later, but you’re all right.”

      “Yeah,” I say on a shaky breath.

      “Nothing a hot cocoa won’t fix. Come.”

      He walks me to the ski rental booth to return my gear, then leads me to the resort’s second café—a little outside window, like a drive-through, but for skiers. That could make another meet-cute for a story. A contemporary one.

      The window slides open, and a barista smiles at us. “What can I get you?”

      He places his skis on the rail beside the opening. “One deluxe hot chocolate for the lassie.”

      “And for yourself?”

      “I’ll come back for something later.” He pulls out his phone from an inside pocket and pays.

      The barista hands me a warm mug of hot chocolate without ever taking her eyes off the Scot. I can’t agree more. He’s very handsome. Unfortunately for me, he believes I’m a total klutz if he suggests I stay away from the ski trails at a ski resort.

      I probably wouldn’t have tried it if Stephanie had been here. We’d be relaxing in the spa while enjoying the winter scenery, or
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