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Dedication

For Operation Margarita. You ladies have inspired me, supported me, made me laugh, and altogether made my life brighter.

Chapter One

Six Weeks Before the Opening Ceremony

Miles

“I’m not here to be a goddamn babysitter.”

“Yeah, well, neither am I. And he’s your fault.” Ted jabs a finger closer to my face than I care for. I don’t flinch, but I do wrinkle my nose.

Okay, he has me there. But that doesn’t mean I’m not going to try to get out of this. If anyone else on the team were around, I wouldn’t, because I set an example. It’s what I do as the most senior member of the team—hell as one of the most senior members of the entirety of Team USA, never mind just the small corner that is downhill. But I’ve known Ted a long time and we have an arrangement: I can speak to him as frankly as I’d like in private, as long as we present a united front in public. We’ve had a while to perfect this arrangement, and it works well.

Except when he’s driving me crazy. I’m far more comfortable being the one who drives him crazy. Aren’t athletes supposed to be the temperamental ones?

I try to look puppy dog–innocent, but just like you can always tell when the damn dog ate the shoe, I’m sure he can see right through me. But still, I say, “I wouldn’t go that far.”

Ted’s eyes bulge wide. “I would. I wasn’t going to take him because he’s too much of a wild card, but you were all, ‘He’s unpolished, but he’s a phenomenal raw talent. Think what you could do with that.’”

His Miles impression is getting better all the time, and I don’t know whether to be impressed or throw something in his self-satisfied face. I suppose both isn’t out of the question. “Yes, and the key word was you. Not me. I just ski. That’s the only thing I’m good for. And to be fair, you have done a great job with the kid. He’s improved his times, his technique is heading toward better, he shows up—”

Ted gives me a dark look. I was going to say “on time,” but would’ve had to add too many qualifiers so instead, I extend a defensive finger, daring him to argue. “He does show up now.”

“Yeah, but this is the Snow and Ice Games we’re talking about, not some bunny slope competition where everyone gets a participation trophy. At this level, we pretty much expect you’ll not only show up but that you do it on time and ready—to train, or do press, or do whatever it is that you’re supposed to be doing, and this kid . . .” Ted shakes his head and blows a frustrated breath out of his mouth, his cheeks puffing with the effort. “When he shows up and when he listens, he’s great, but otherwise . . .”

Yeah, I know. Crash Delaney is a royal pain in my ass.

“I guess what I’m saying is that I’ve got six other skiers I have to deal with, and I don’t have time for this shit. So you can step up and take responsibility for him, or I’m saying to hell with it and trading him in for Sully.”

Sully? Ugh, Sully. Brett Sullivan is a perfectly respectable skier. He’s also perfectly dull. No style, no flair, no oomph. The guy somehow manages to make hurtling down a mountain at eighty miles per hour look boring, which is a talent in itself, but not one I’d ever want. He’s technically good, but god is he ever like the Red Delicious of downhill. Mealy and bland.

“Ted. You know Sully’s—”

Ted interrupts me with a hand up. “What I know is that Sully is reliable, consistent, and he’s decent with the press. I know he doesn’t set the place on fire and he’s never going to end up on the cover of any magazines. But he’s not going to embarrass us. He shows up on time, works hard, and takes instruction well. All things being equal, he’s never going to beat Crash on the slopes, but things aren’t equal. Crash is a maverick, which is all well and good on his best days, but on his worst I’m lucky if the kid can find the damn mountain. I can’t take that chance during the SIGs, because the committee will have my ass. So it’s up to you, Palmer. Either he’s yours or he’s out. Your call, because I’m not making it.”

I hate it when Ted does this. This is what he gets paid the big bucks for: making the tough calls. But I guess when you’re as old as I am and have been doing this for longer than some of your teammates have been alive—Christ, that’s disheartening—you ought to have figured out your priorities. What comes first for me, what always has, is the good of the team. The good of the sport, the good of the Games, and in my own small way—because I’m never going to be a politician or join the military or really contribute to society at large in any other way—the good of my country.

Of course the calculations are more complicated than that. I never wanted to be a coach, and this is why. Not only would considering this shit be the right thing to do, it would also be my job. Also, athletes are temperamental, I don’t want a piece of that. Right now, though, I still have to make my call about Crash because Ted is making me. Bastard.

Will managing Crash be so consuming I tank my own chances at medaling? Will his presence on the team mess with other people’s mojo? Will he set a bad example that some of the younger, more impressionable team members will be inclined to follow? Will his idiotic behavior and frankly poor personal grooming habits present an unfavorable picture of alpine skiing to the world?

Or will his unconventional style and rags-to-riches story be inspiring to kids who don’t think they can afford to ski? Maybe win us back some of the youth who would’ve switched to snowboarding because it’s “cooler”? I know he’s a better bet for a medal than Sully.

My brain isn’t going to be of much use here, because there are as many tally marks in the pro column as there are in the con. So I tell my rational self to take a hike and for once I listen to my gut off the slopes. After all, that’s what’s gotten me down mountains in one piece for twenty-eight years and with six gold medals around my neck to boot. I hope I don’t live to regret it.

Plus, while my gut has feelings about this, my heart has more. So many feelings, and my skier’s heart, the athlete and showman’s heart, beats only for one man right now. One irresponsible, shaggy-haired, walking disaster of a man.

“Don’t move Sully up. I’ll deal with Crash. I know he’s supposed to be bunking with Hollingsworth, but now he’s rooming with me. You tell him I’m not going to take any shit and he better listen to every word I say because I can have his ass kicked back to Utah or Wyoming or Montana or whatever snow pile he climbed out of.”

I am so, so going to regret this.

Chapter Two

Crash

I am regretting this so hard.

Skiing on a team only vaguely resembles skiing, and anything that doesn’t have me on my skis makes me want to pack up and go home. Or smoke. Jesus could I use a joint. Actually, if everyone around me could take a few hits, I wouldn’t even need to. They’re the ones who need to chill out. It’s like they never learned skiing is supposed to be fun. They’ve made it their mission to make it boring as fuck. Maybe faster, yeah, which is cool, but still.

I’m not supposed to be here.

In a larger sense, it was a stupid idea to try out, it was stupider to accept the offer to be on the team, and stupidest to agree to Coach Miller’s ridiculous conditions for getting to keep my place on the SIG roster.

In a smaller sense, I’m not supposed to be in my room at the village right now, chilling on my single bed. I’m supposed to be getting made up and mic’d for more press. My stomach pitches at the thought. Press. Lights. Cameras. Me saying stupid shit. And Miles Palmer is so going to have my ass for this. . . . Which, if Miles Palmer actually wanted to have my ass? He’d be welcome to it. My ass, my mouth, my dick; anything he wanted, anytime he wanted it.

My devotion to Miles Palmer started out as pure and chaste hero worship. And since then has become . . . something else. Which is probably because when it started, I was a kid and he was a gold medal–winning SIG athlete. I had a poster of him on my wall that I ripped out of a magazine at the gas station in town because I couldn’t afford the actual magazine. Also a cardboard portrait I cut off the front of a box of Wheaties after begging my mom for the box for weeks, tearing my hair out in the grocery store when she refused at first because they might sell the last box and my life would be over. Over. The worst part was I had to actually eat the Wheaties because no way were my parents spending money on a cardboard box. Gross, but worth it to have another picture of my idol.

At some point, it started being less like hero worship, and more like the bikini girls that were up on most of my friends’ walls. Because the man is . . . hot. Like drool-worthy, boner-inspiring hot. Not to mention a badass on the slopes. I copied his technique as best I could on my own, but clearly didn’t do a great job because he crits my runs like I fall down the mountain instead of skiing. I have to admit his suggestions have been helpful, even if he can be kind of a killjoy when he’s delivering them.

I still want to hook up with the guy worse than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life, but it’s become abundantly clear he thinks I’m a jackass. Which is fair. Because I’m being a jackass. Not that thinking someone’s a jackass is always grounds for not fucking them, but I bet it is for squeaky-clean Miles Palmer. I would not be surprised if the man were saving himself for marriage or at least his true love, so a scruffy-ass screw-up who ticks him off on the regular isn’t going to tempt him.

Checking my cell, I see Miles has called, texted, and emailed me. Coach Miller and my other teammates have done the same, and it sets my stomach to churning even more.

If I leave this second, I’ll be in time for the whole interview, which means too damn soon. So I wait, and wait, and wait, until the messages stop coming, and I know I’m going to get reamed out by Coach Miller and Miles. There’s going to be yelling. And lots of snappy dudes telling me I’m the worst. Angry faces, fingers wagging, and my favorite: people telling me I’m wasting my potential.

That’s it. The movie I’ve got playing in my head is good enough to finally bring up the contents of my stomach. I book it to the bathroom so Prince Palmer, His Royal Highness of All the Damn Things, won’t have another offense to yell at me for, and pay homage to the porcelain god.

Lunch and bile in the shiny new bowl—I’ve heard some of the other athletes saying the village is a hole, but this is the nicest place I’ve ever lived, everything’s brand spanking new—I flush and wash up, because whatever my teammates think of me, I have some standards.

Now. Now I can go and not humiliate myself. Scratch that. Not humiliate myself as much.

Miles

Finally. Finally the kid shows up. The lights have been glaring in my eyes for half an hour and I’ve been taking questions actively for the last ten minutes. Does Crash think this is a press buffet? Show up whenever, talk as much as you want and then leave with a shitty tip on the table? Because it’s not. It’s really not, and his attitude is seriously grinding my gears.

I’ve tried all the things I know to get him to meet his obligations. I’ve talked to him like a grown-up: Crash, here are your responsibilities. Like a laid-back teammate: Dude, I know it’s not fun, but you’ve just gotta show up. It’s the price we pay, you know? Like a school principal: Young man, if you don’t start showing up on time, there will be consequences which will be recorded in your permanent record. Like a bad cop: Dammit, kid. What the fuck is your problem? Get your ass to these things on time, or I swear to god . . .

I’m out of tactics, and so is Ted. We are desperate. Maybe we’ve aimed too high, assumed Crash has a certain maturity level and we’re flat-out wrong? Maybe we should be going with a sticker chart or a piece of candy every time he does something he’s supposed to do? Hell, I would go farther than that if I had to. Whatever the kid wants, as long as he just starts showing up.

Once he’s sidled up the side of the room chock-full of sports magazine reporters, flashing his ID when people give him dirty looks, he takes a seat at the end of the folding card table that’s been set up for us. He slouches in his chair, and I hope the photographers aren’t capturing this, because what the hell is that headline going to look like? Also, he doesn’t look so good.

His hair’s as reasonable as it ever is, which is to say not very, but his skin is kind of a sickly pale, and his eyes are red. But unless he somehow snuck out and snuck back in again last night without me noticing—unlikely—he’s not hungover.

Then there’s an elbow nudging me from the left. I shoot Anderson a look, because he’s got enough room he shouldn’t be invading my space, but his eyebrows shoot up and he does one of those not-so-slick moves where he’s allegedly scratching his nose, but really he’s pointing to a woman who’s standing amidst the sea of cameras, recorders, notebooks, and harried looking reporters.

Shit. I missed a goddamn question because of Crash. It’s one thing for him to screw things up for himself—one thing I’m still disgruntled about—but it’s another to mess things up for other people by distracting them.

“Yes, sorry, didn’t catch that?”

Ted glares at me from under his brows, his arms crossed and if there weren’t so many people here, I’d flip him off. God forbid I not be perfect for a minute. The reporter offers me a tight, don’t-waste-my-time smile. “Actually, I had two?”

“Sure.”

“What’s it like to be the only black athlete on the American SIG alpine team?”

I’m not a big fan of this question. It gets asked all the time, and I generally try to handle it with grace, but today, I’m fresh out. “I don’t know. I’ve always been the only black guy on the alpine team, so I have nothing to compare it to. Second question?”

She blinks at me, but when she realizes that’s all she’s going to get, she forges ahead. Some nonsense about the new advances the Austrians have made with their suits and whether that’s going to affect our chances at the podium.

I lean slightly forward to take advantage of the microphone, and answer. “I’m not worried. If it’s competition-legal, then there’s no way our engineers and designers aren’t taking advantage of those techniques, too. As far as I’m concerned, the alpine events are ours to lose.” I shoot a glance at Crash to make sure he’s listening, because I want him to hear me. “We have the science, we’ve got the potential, we’re doing the work, and all we need to do is show up and give the performance of our lives.”

Chapter Three

Miles

Even though my blood had been boiling, there hadn’t been time after the latest presser to tear Crash’s limbs off and beat him with them. We had to book it over to the slopes for one of the few times we’ll get practice runs before the event, but now . . .

We’re all showered off, towels around our waists in a shiny new locker room that hasn’t been in existence long enough to have acquired that deep-rooted sweaty-man stench. The towels are still a bright white and there’s no peeling paint from the humidity of the showers, no mildew in the freshly grouted tile floors. It’s not luxurious, but it’s pleasant.

Having a good workout and having been doused in hot water should’ve taken some of the edge off my frustration with Crash, dulled it into prickly irritation or annoyance, made me able to be more rational when dealing with him. Unfortunately, there’s something about Crash Delaney that has crawled under my skin and won’t let go. Everything about him—except the way he makes his way through a course—makes me absolutely fucking crazy.

Including the way he’s skulking around the locker room and dawdling. He was first into the showers, last out. Can the man not do anything quickly except ski? He’s like an arthritic sloth that ate too many pot brownies. I should probably wait until my temper cools off, but I don’t have that kind of time on my hands. Apparently he’s got all the time in the world, though, because he’s toying with his phone before he notices me approaching and drops it.

“You were late. Again.”

“Yeah, sorry.” But he doesn’t look sorry. I know what contrition looks like, and this isn’t it. His shifty eyes are more pleading to get this over with, as if he’d say anything he has to to make it stop already. Which cranks up the heat on my anger again, and maybe makes it spill over. Little bit.

“What the hell is your problem?”

He flinches at my tone and my volume, and a small, primal part of me finds a sadistic satisfaction in it. “Nothing is wrong with me. I’m doing the best I—”

“Fuck you, man. You are doing no such thing.”

“What do you know about what I’m capable of?” There he is. Guy’s young, but not so young he should still be carrying this mantle of adolescent impertinence.

“Anyone who can ski like you do ought to have enough control to get where you’re supposed to be when you’re supposed to be there. It’s not rocket science. Use a goddamn clock.”

Crash is flushed, probably with embarrassment and awareness prickles at my conscience. I look around to make sure the other guys have gone, which they have, so at least I’m not stepping that far over the line. What I should do is step all the way back over. I should let it go, but I just can’t.

I back him up further against the wall with a finger at the center of his chest. “What do you have to say for yourself? I put my ass on the line, took responsibility for you, and you seem to have this intrinsic need to screw up. You’re not only making yourself look bad, but me, too. So what do you have to say?”

He looks to the side, his mouth tightening, and it makes the rage bubble up inside of me. I shouldn’t, but I can’t help shove him in the chest with a hand again. Maybe getting physical will help get my point across. Nothing else has. “You owe me, Delaney. Maybe not an explanation because the truth is I don’t care what your problem is as long as you show up where you’re supposed to be when you’re supposed to be there, but you owe me something.”

For a second, I don’t think he’s going to say anything. He’s still got his face turned away, his wet hair falling in limp waves around his face, his jaw tight. But then he turns to face me, eyes fever bright, and his hands come up. I brace for the inevitable shove and for him to no doubt tell me to get out of his face, but what I get is the most surprising thing in the world.

Crash’s hands come up, but not for a blow. He grabs me by the face, his fingertips digging roughly into my jawline and his thumbs pressing into my cheeks, and then he . . . kisses me. The fucker kisses me.

What the fucking fuck?

Crash

Whoa.

I am kissing Miles Palmer. Miles Palmer, six-time SIG gold medal winner. Miles Palmer whose picture graced my childhood bedroom. Miles Palmer who is possibly—in addition to being the most dominant downhill skier in the world for the past twelve years—the sexiest man on the planet, and I am kissing him.

At least for a few seconds. Then he’s got a hand around my throat, and my dick goes from chugging to a chubby to barreling toward a full-on hard-on. Jesus, don’t tell me this man likes it rough. Because I needed another element to add to my fantasies of him. But that’s not a sexy hand, that is a righteously pissed-off hand. Which I can only tell because of the wrath sparking in his dark brown eyes.

“What the fuck are you doing?”

“I thought you were—”

“Gay? I am. Everyone knows that. It’s the worst kept secret in downhill, partly because I’ve never really bothered to keep it a secret. But just because I’m gay doesn’t mean I want to fuck everything with a dick in my general vicinity.”

He hasn’t loosened his hold on me, and what I’d really like to do is close my eyes, sink into that grip and just forget about everything for a while. That’s not an option with him grinding out more words in my face, his already deep voice gravelly with restrained rage.

“I don’t appreciate being mocked.”

Mocked? Does he think this is some whacked-out strategy to get out of trouble? I mean, I’m pretty good with my mouth, but even I’d need more than a kiss to make someone not angry with me. Drop that towel and let me get on my knees and I might have a shot, but that’s not what I was going for. At all.

“Dude, I’m not mocking you. This isn’t a straight kid trying to get out of trouble by seducing the gay guy who’s ripshit at him. I . . . I am gay. I like the D. I fuck dudes. I’ve had boyfriends.”

Miles drops his hand and some of the fury has burnt out, but it’s still stoking underneath what I’m going to go ahead and say is shock. Yes, dude. For reals. I know I don’t look like the dance club twinks, or the guys who bought brownstones in bad neighborhoods where they’re now pushing around obscenely expensive strollers, or the leather bears, or probably any other gay guy he’s ever run into, like those wax-chested other athletes he’s probably banged at every single goddamn SIGs he’s been to. Not my fucking fault.

“Still not okay. Just because we’re the two gay guys on the team doesn’t mean we’re automatically going to sleep with each other. That’s messed up. I’m not saying a person needs to outright ask before they kiss someone, but maybe you should since you read a situation for shit.”

Dammit, because I need Miles to think I’m more of an incompetent fuckup. Now he thinks I can’t even hit on someone properly? “Hey, I will have you know I am awesome at hitting on people. That just wasn’t my best work, because I wasn’t hitting on you.”

“Then what the hell was that, if it wasn’t a creepy way of trying to distract me from being pissed off with you and you weren’t hitting on me?”

Okay, so maybe kissing Miles wasn’t the worst idea I’ve ever had, because now he’s distracted by the kissing and me being gay instead of being laser-focused on being ticked off with me. Also, even if I go home empty handed, feeling like a let-down because of course some kid from Nowheresville in the Rockies couldn’t hack it alongside people who’ve had their whole lives and ridiculous amounts of resources to hurtle down a mountain just a little bit faster, at least I’ll have that.

I can answer the questions of what Miles Palmer’s skin feels like underneath my fingertips, what he smells like that close up, what his full mouth feels like against mine. The answers are all the same: good, good, and fucking phenomenal.

Not exactly something I can hang on the wall of my trailer, or that’ll get me a life-saving sponsorship, but it could be something just for me, that I can hold close to my heart when I’m lying in my shitty bed in my crappy-ass double-wide, trying not to freeze to death because I couldn’t pay the damn gas bill. I’ll think of kissing Miles, and yeah, probably jack off to the memory, and my life will be a little less sad for a few minutes.

Miles

Crash Delaney is gay? That’s . . . surprising. Not that I had any reason to think otherwise, but even here at the SIGs where people are pretty chill about who wants to hook up with who, everyone’s still heteronormative. But Crash being gay doesn’t change anything. The only thing that will change anything is if Crash gets his shit together.

I’m still waiting for him to tell me what the hell was that about, because kissing me—kissing me—definitely means he owes me an explanation. “So spill. If you weren’t trying to distract me and you weren’t hitting on me, what was up with that?”

“The kiss?”

“Yeah. Unless you did something else stupid I haven’t noticed yet.”

Crash cringes and I have an ounce of regret. Maybe more like half an ounce. Kid really knows how to press every single last one of my buttons.

“I . . .” He sneaks a glance at me and I raise my eyebrows expectantly. I said spill, Delaney. “I panicked. That’s why I kissed you, and I’m sorry. It’s just that I hate press. I get all . . . vomit-y.”

He’s getting green around the gills even now. But that’s no excuse.

“No one likes press. Well, a few people do. That speed skater, Blaze Bellamy? She’s never met a camera crew she didn’t like. There’s Bauer, that Austrian skier who’s been gunning for me for years, and sometimes I think he likes seeing himself on TV better than he likes skiing. Which is messed up. But aside from the odd duck, no one enjoys it. It’s just something you have to do. A case of the butterflies is a small price for being here, right?”

I probably shouldn’t because who knows what that might inspire him to do, but I reach out and chafe his arm. His bare arm, because we’re still standing in the locker room only in towels. His skin is surprisingly soft, and it covers the thick, corded muscles of his biceps. Whatever else I might think of the guy, he’s done a good job keeping himself in shape without a team of trainers, dieticians, and coaches holding him to it.

Crash gives me a look that’s heavy on the puppy-dog pleading and then swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down in his scruffy throat. Listen. Understand me, please. His expression reeks of desperation. “I’m not talking about butterflies. It’s not jitters. It’s . . . Vomiting is not an exaggeration. I literally toss my cookies. Puke, ralph, pray to the porcelain god—”

I swear the kid would keep listing euphemisms for hurling if I let him—he doesn’t seem anywhere near to slowing down. But because I don’t feel the need to hear more synonyms for upchucking, I interrupt him. “You’re literally throwing up before pressers?”

“Yeah, they make me—” His eyes bug, and I can tell he’s suppressing a gag.

“Why didn’t you tell someone?”

“It’s not exactly a fun thing to tell people, you know?” He looks away, and blows a breath out his mouth so that it ruffles his unruly bangs.

I can imagine not. Especially when your whole team, including your coach, isn’t totally sure you should be here. Don’t want to give them another reason to think poorly of you.

“Hey, man, I get it. I do. But showing up late isn’t helping matters any.”

“Oh, I know. I don’t want you and Coach Miller to hate me, and knowing you’re going to yell at me makes it worse, so I’ve got the whole vicious cycle thing going on, you know?”

I do. At least in an intellectual way. Crash hates press, so he avoids doing press. But then Ted and I yell at him, which makes him feel worse, and the next time he has to do press he’s worried not only about doing the press, but getting yelled at. Someone oughta take my captain title away, but they won’t.

“There’s like a million things I’d rather do than do press,” he says. “Ski naked. Ski with only one ski, ski with my eyes closed—actually I’ve done that, it was fucking awesome—”

Oh my god, this man is killing me. I put up my hands in hopes of defending myself against any more of his insanity. “Stop talking. I don’t want to hear any more about the idiotic and possibly illegal things you’ve done. But, I’m glad you finally told me. Now we deal with this.”

“By not making me do press?” He’s kind of cute when he’s hopeful. Not in a baby animal way, either, but in a way that pings a hotspot in my brain which should not be lighting up for him at all. It also reminds me of exactly how freaking young he is. If he tried to grow a beard, it’d probably be patchy, so that little ping or whatever it is needs to take a hike. Also, was I this stupid when I was twenty-one? I don’t think so, but I’ll give him a bit of leeway because I certainly was at least a little stupid.

“That’s not going to happen. You still have to do it, it’s part of the whole package. You get the awesome stuff like sponsors throwing shit at you, and getting to compete against some of the baddest motherfuckers to ever strap on skis, but you also have to do crap like answer inane questions about your runs. Last time I was here, they asked me to bake cookies on a morning show. Can you believe that?”

Crash still looks too close to his insides making their way out, but his mouth curves up at one corner, so I’m calling it a win.

“Here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to put some clothes on, get out of here, and then we’re going to come up with a plan, okay?”

I can practically taste the relief that breaks across Crash’s face. Like cool water after a hard workout, it’s flavored with gratitude. “Yeah, cool. Thanks, man.”

“It’s my job.” Because Ted made it my job. But however I got it, it’s still a fact: Crash Delaney is my responsibility, and I’m not going to let him go down in flames.

Chapter Four

Crash

That could’ve gone better. But it also could’ve gone worse. And now I’ve got my secret off my chest, there’s a chance Miles might actually be able to help me. I’m not so optimistic, but it’s better than what I’ve been doing about it myself, which is nothing. It’s weird that ignoring a problem didn’t make it go away . . .

I’m sitting in a microbrewery near the SIG village, and I was early for once since I basically threw my gear into our room and then headed out, while Miles was looking scrunch-faced at his cellphone and told me he’d see me at eight.

Well, it’s eight o’clock, and there’s no sign of . . .

Ah, there he is. I would’ve ragged on him so hard if he’d been even a minute late. But, of course, he’s not.

He thanks the waitress, throws her one of his uber-charming white-teethed smiles. No wonder the guy doesn’t mind doing press. He’s charismatic as fuck. And of course even though she didn’t recognize me, she asks Miles to sign a coaster to add to her collection. He generously points out that I’m also on the SIG team, and she hands over the coaster with some reluctance, like my grimy paws touching it might make it less valuable. Which it might. But I sign the thing anyway, and try to look charming as I hand it back. The waitress’s wrinkled nose says I’m not terribly successful.

I fidget with my hands as Miles slides into the other side of the booth, and I look for something, anything to say. “Well aren’t you Mr. Johnny-on-the-spot, showing up precisely at eight?”

Miles looks at me from across the table, his sporty and probably expensive zip-up sweater clinging to him in kind of a ridiculously hot way, and with a crease between his brows.

“I . . . was supposed to meet you at eight. I’m here at eight. Why is that remarkable?”

This guy has got a ski pole wedged so far up his ass I’m surprised I can’t see it when he opens his mouth.

“Never mind. So you’re going to cure my press anxiety, huh?”

He gives me one of those don’t-be-an-idiot-Crash looks. It kinda looks the same on everyone, and I know it well. “I never said that. I said we’d try to figure something out. But I’m not a therapist, and my understanding is that anxiety is something that takes significant amounts of time, energy, and in some cases medication to overcome. Plus, even if I had the training, we don’t have the time.”

He’s cute when he takes everything so damn literally. “Okay, Freud.”

His whole face crinkles in a frown. No, crinkle isn’t the right word, more like his smooth brown skin forms lumps and ridges where there shouldn’t be any. Like when you’re on a slalom course and suddenly there’s a mogul in the middle. His face shouldn’t look like that—Miles is never confused. He’s always in control, always knows exactly where he’s going, and how and when he’s going to get there. Uncertainty is for lesser men.

“You understand that Freud was the father of psychoanalysis, and—”

“Oh my god, I was making a joke. Aren’t you impressed I know who Freud is at all?”

He tries not to laugh. He tries so hard. But the thing is, I’d feel better if he laughed. If people are laughing, it means they don’t hate me. I’m used to people thinking I’m not that bright, and maybe I’m not. If people aren’t going to think I’m smart, at least they can think to themselves, Yeah. Crash Delaney, I know him. He’s not a giant ass-muffin. And one of the ways you get people to like you is to make them laugh.

I’m hanging on the edge, hoping he’ll let it go—even just a reluctant bark would be better than nothing—but he swallows it and tries to look stern. Which is its own kind of sexy, but not what I was looking for. Maybe next time.

“This is serious. I’m not sure you understand what’s at stake here. It would be difficult but not impossible for Coach Miller to replace you on the roster. Sully is here, and it’s not for the microbrews.” He eyes my half-empty pint glass meaningfully, and I feel the urge to tug at my collar but resist. He’s not my nanny, though I bet he had one growing up in that big-ass house in Greenwich. Even from pictures I can tell his childhood home is bigger than everywhere I’ve lived put together, and my parents moved around a lot. Though to be fair, we stayed in the van in most places . . .

Then what he’s said hits me. Hard like a kick to the stomach when you’re not expecting it. “That’s why Sully is here? In case I fuck up so badly Coach wants me off the team?”

Miles’s eyebrows quirk in this annoying way that make me want to punch him. But then Sully would really get my place.

“I didn’t realize . . .” I don’t know what’d I’d thought Sully was here for, but never had I considered that it was to replace me.

“Look, kid, you have to follow the rules. You can’t behave like some prima donna. You haven’t earned it yet.”

“Not like you.”

He points a finger at me, which makes his sleeve pull up enough to bare some of his forearm. His sculpted forearm that I’d like to bite. Not hard, just appreciate the muscles. With my teeth and, yeah, some tongue. “I am not a prima donna. I’m staying in the village, aren’t I? I show up on time, do the full workouts if not more than that. I don’t ask for special treatment even though I could probably get it. So don’t pull that shit on me.”

Whoa. Okay then, hit a sore spot. “No, you’re right. You’re not a diva.”

“Damn right I’m not. And this is about you, not me. So let’s get to work. Is this just about press or is it bigger than that?”

I feel like I should be lying back on some leather coach while he jots notes, nods, and asks “How does that make you feel?” But I answer him anyway, because I feel like he really is trying to help. “It’s the worst with the press. It happens other times, too, but I can handle that. It’s not that bad.”

Basically any time I come into contact with people who treat this SIG stuff like it’s second nature. Like they’ve been here before or they’ve been training for it their whole lives. I only decided a couple of years ago that this was something I might be able to do, and there are a lot of people who are not happy that some scrubby upstart has taken their place, or who feel like I haven’t earned this in general.

But the thing is, if I hadn’t earned it, I wouldn’t be here, right? Maybe I haven’t dedicated every waking moment of my life to downhill, but if I weren’t one of the fastest people in the country, I wouldn’t have made the team.

Merit, I haz it.

Most of the time that’s good enough, and I can tell them in my head to shut up and get on, but sometimes that little voice sticks: You aren’t good enough. You’re going to fail. You’re going to get laughed at, because you’re ridiculous. And you’re going to do it all in front of a guy you’ve admired since you were seven years old.

It doesn’t help that my hero is sitting right in front of me, and now I have to confess I’m a head case.

But Miles isn’t wrinkling his nose, or shaking his head. He looks . . . thoughtful. “Okay. Well, I think that’s good. It’s, you know, manageable. Bite-sized.”

That’s not how it feels. It feels like a wave of sick and shame and fear crashing over me. It’s not like a goddamn fun size candy bar or something.

He must be able to tell that I don’t appreciate his down-playing this, because he backpedals. “I don’t mean it’s not a big deal, I mean you’re not dealing with it all the time. It’s discrete, not ubiquitous.”

“All right, Captain Thesaurus, could you cool it with the big words? I know you grew up with fancy-ass tutors, but I barely got my GED.”

Miles has the good manners to look a little humbled. “Sorry. I just meant it only happens sometimes, not all the time. So we just need to figure out how to get you through those times.”

Yeah, sure, easy-peasy. Why didn’t I think of that? The unimpressed sarcasm must be dripping off of me because he hurries on.

“What’s something that relaxes you, makes you feel settled?”

I open my mouth, but he cuts me off. “I swear to god if you say weed, I’m walking out.”

Fuck. I mean, I knew that wasn’t an option, but he’s not even going to let me say it? “Uh . . .”

“Come on, Crash, there’s gotta be something else. What did you do before you started smoking up?”

Oooh. “Uh, fucked?”

Miles plants his elbows on the table, and drops his head into his hands. Clearly, I’m hopeless. Welp, I’m totally screwed.

Miles

“When did you lose your virginity?” Oh, Christ, that was rude of me. But really? He started fucking before he started getting high?

“When I was thirteen.”

Holy shit. I know I shouldn’t judge, because who am I to say what other people should do in their sex lives? He’d probably be equally horrified because I didn’t have sex until I was nineteen. But that’s not the point. I need to tame the look on my face before he walks out. Or hits me. I’m not sure which would be worse.

“And you started smoking up when?”

He grins, which is unexpected. “About two weeks after I had sex for the first time. You don’t even want to know when I got drunk for the first time. There’s not a whole lot to do in Wyoming.”

“I thought you were from Colorado?”

“I am. Sort of. My parents moved around a lot when I was a kid. Montana, Wyoming, Idaho, Utah, even made it down to New Mexico for a bit. But since I was sixteen, I’ve been in Colorado.”

“Parents finally settled down?”

“No, I did.”

His comment and the way his eyes dart to the side stab into my stomach. He’s saying . . . I think he’s saying he’s been on his own since he was sixteen, and that’s just unfathomable to me. I was a disaster when I was sixteen. Could barely keep track of my acne regimen and my training schedule, never mind anything else. And he’s been on his own? For five years? Fucking A.

But one thing at a time. The most immediate thing we need to deal with is the press anxiety and the barfing.

“Okay. I think we’ve gotten a little off track. Back to ways to get you to chill before press events. Meditation?”

Crash makes a face like I just suggested he eat his ski wax.

“Okay, no meditation. Yoga?”

Ditto.

“Breathing exercises? Massage?”

“That would make me want to fuck.”

Christ. “Listening to music?”

He smiles, his grin apologetically lop-sided. “That’ll just make me want to smoke.”

“Knitting? Adult coloring books?” I’m reaching and I know it, but he is not making this easy. “Nothing?”

The look on Crash’s face is blank. Not in that goofy, stoner way either. More like a terrified way. He doesn’t have any more ideas than I do, and we’ve got another press event tomorrow. Twelve hours from now, and he’ll be facing the firing squad again.

Anxiety isn’t something that’s ever affected me. I get pre-race jitters like everyone else, but mostly I’ve learned how to control it, channel it, harness it—use it instead of it using me. But Crash isn’t wired like that, and I don’t have a magic bullet.

“Hey, look. This isn’t the end of the line, okay? We’re going to figure this out together. I don’t think we can solve it by tomorrow morning, but I’m going to do whatever it takes to help you. You’re not alone.”

Crash nods, but he doesn’t look like he believes me. Probably all the yelling and the threats haven’t helped. But as much as he doubts me, I’m completely serious. I take my role to heart, and now I know Crash isn’t just being a dickhead, I’ll do everything in my power to get him through the next two weeks, whatever that might be. I mean, I’m not going to score him pot or anything—he’d know better where to find it than I would anyhow—but outside of that, I will think of something.

“Look, I think better when I’m moving, so I’m going to go for a walk before I head back to the village. Curfew’s in two hours, so I’ll expect you back by then.”

Crash drops his head back against the banquette and groans. “Curfew? Seriously?”

“Yes, seriously. And if I’m going to spend my time trying to help you out, I feel like the least you can do is get back to the village on time.”

I slide my coat on and zip up because it’s freezing out there. Literally, freezing. I spend a lot of time in the cold, but that doesn’t make me immune to it. I also tug on a hat because there’s not so much between my scalp and the air, and then I offer him a hand. “Have we got a deal? I’ll see you at eleven?”

“Fine.” He shakes my hand, and I’m not entirely convinced he’s not crossing his fingers under the table, but that’s a bridge I’ll cross if we come to it. For now, I’ve got a job to do.

Chapter Five

Crash

I make it back on time for eleven o’clock curfew like I said I would, and when I walk in the door, Miles drops a nod, a little smile on his face. It’s not the big, million-tooth grin he gives to the press or the fans, and maybe they wouldn’t even think he was smiling, but I’ve looked at his face often enough to know he is. And that dip of his head, that small sign of approval, makes leaving the brewery before I wanted to worth it.

Tomorrow morning I’ll remind myself how good this feels, how much I like Miles not thinking I’m a complete and utter fuckup. It’s so much better this way.

“I have to confess I haven’t come up with anything, but I’ll sleep on it, all right? I’m not giving up and you shouldn’t either.”

I agree, but the queasiness is starting already and I’m not sure a nod, no matter who it’s from, is going to get me through tomorrow morning without me on my knees in the bathroom. I mean, if I were sucking Miles off, that would be an awesome way to start the day, but he decidedly didn’t offer when it came up earlier. So yeah, if I’m on my knees it will be in front of the toilet, puking up my guts.

It’s hard to go to sleep and even harder to stay asleep, so I spend my night tossing and turning, and when Miles’s alarm goes off and he hops in the shower, I’m tempted to rub one out to take the edge off. But the dude has no hair, so he takes like five-second showers, and while I can get the job done pretty fast, I’m not that fast, especially when I’m on my way to freakout-ville. So I don’t.

By the time Miles has got himself all spiffed up—he’s the only guy I know who can still look fancy in a tracksuit—and I roll out of bed, my stomach is . . . not happy. I’ve got that crawly, jittery feeling running from my fingers and toes, and it all seems to meet up in my gut where it doesn’t just add up. It multiplies.

I clutch at my middle to try to keep the protein bar I downed inside instead of outside, and that seems to help. What also helps is Miles clapping a hand on my back. “Ready to hit the dining hall?”

I want to say no, so badly, but if I do, there’s no way I’m making it to the studio on time for our interview. He knows it, and I know it. The way he looks at me says, “Don’t disappoint me, Crash,” and I don’t want to. So despite even the idea of being near food making my nausea worse, I say okay.

The cold air outside is actually helpful. Maybe it freezes some of the flying fish that are leaping around in my internal organs? I don’t know. By some miracle, I make it through being in a massive room full of food and noise without yakking. Then it’s time to get on the van that’ll take us to the Talk America studios, and I sit next to Miles, trying not to vom in his lap. Because nothing says you want to fuck a guy like laying a technicolor yawn on his junk.

Miles is cool, though. He steers me where I need to go, talks quietly to me so I don’t feel like a total freak even though I’ve basically lost contact with the planet Earth. If anyone asked me something, I don’t think I could answer without blowing chunks all over them. The upside to showing up with the rest of the team is that I don’t have to. Miles does it for me.

Until we’re set to go out on the jiffy pop set and I start to sweat and my knees feel like jelly. Not the good kind of jelly like after a badass day on the slopes that makes you want to collapse in bed with a warm body and have a nice leisurely fuck. The bad kind of jelly. Like . . . tension marmalade or some shit.

The lights are really bright out there, the studio feels like a goddamn sauna and my hair is sticking to the back of my neck. Also, my chest is starting to hurt like I slammed into a boulder. Or a tree. Yeah, I treed myself, and that’s new. Chest pains.

My head is swimming, and I might fall over. Fainting. Christ, that’s just what I need. But before I topple on over, I feel the familiar sensation of my meager breakfast coming up. I try, try, so hard to keep it down, but the second my foot lands on the platform, I lose it, and yodel groceries all over the corner of the set.

Fuck.

Miles

It’s not that I thought Crash was lying precisely—anxiety is a real thing and I’ve known people who regularly throw up before races. But I had a hard time imagining how a guy who doesn’t seem to give a crap about anything could get so worked up about having a chat that he’d blow chunks. Yes, I’d been concerned about him when he seemed to go off into la-la land this morning, but that’s a long way from taking the train to Vomitsville.

He’s pretty well emptied his stomach, and people from the crew are rushing around, trying to get stuff to clean it up. In this one thing, I’ll act like a prima donna—I do not want a piece of that. And poor Crash is standing there—okay, standing is maybe a strong word. He’s hunched over, hands on his knees, face the color of mushy peas.

Dude’s gotta not only feel like his insides have been turned out, but he’s likely also embarrassed. I might go so far to say humiliated. And possibly ripshit with me, since I told him I’d help him and what did he get? Getting sick in public instead of the privacy of . . . wherever he’s been getting sick before. Probably our suite in the village.

Cautiously—because there’s a better than even chance he’s going to deck me or at least aim his next stream of throw-up for me—I lay a hand between his shoulder blades and feel his ribs heaving. Jesus, no wonder he dreads doing press if this is what he’s reduced to. He even feels smaller under my hand.

“Hey, Crash. You okay to walk? I’ll get you out of here.” Maybe to some place in the makeshift TV studio, maybe all the way back to the village, but now that I’ve forced him to do this, I’m damn well going to do what I can to clean up the mess. Other than, you know, literally cleaning up the mess.

Ted won’t be happy, but he won’t argue with me. I’ll make it up somehow, maybe offer to do a one-on-one later in the week or something. But Crash’s breaths seem to be getting slower, steadier, and he holds up a finger before straightening up. He shakes his head, sending his sandy locks swinging around like he’s a shaggy dog. Which he kind of is. A friendly, carousing, hippie-ass mutt—who happens to be one of the finest athletes in the world. He’s like a practical joke in the form of a person.

I walk him back a few steps, away from the cleaning crew and the rest of the team who are gawking. “Seriously. If you need to get out of here, I wouldn’t blame you.”

“Naw, man.” He shakes his head again, wipes his mouth on his sleeve. His color’s improving already. “Boot and rally, right? I mean, that was a major party foul, but if they still want me, I can do it now.”

“Boot and what?”

“Boot and rally,” he says while giving me the squint-eye, like this is an expression people use all the time. “You know, get wasted at a party, puke, and then keep going?”

“That . . . is something people do?”

Other than when my events are over at the SIGs and other competitions, I don’t do a lot of partying. Or really any. It doesn’t particularly appeal to me, and even at my first SIGs, I got teased as the dad of the group. I was the youngest at nineteen and we were in a country where the drinking age was basically “whenever,” but still, while I had a glass of champagne to celebrate, that was about it. I’ve loosened up some, but not enough to have acquired knowledge of the boot and rally. Can’t say I’m sorry about that.

Partying hasn’t been a part of my world. I’m either training or . . . getting ready to train. I’m long done with school, but I think sometimes about going back when this is all over because I have to face it—it’s almost over. Which is not the delightful panic-inducing thought I need to be having right now. I’m supposed to be the calm, cool, and collected one, and dammit, I will be.

“Anybody ever tell you you’re a giant square?”

Crash mocking me is definitely preferable to him upchucking again or sucker punching me. Also, I like the goofy look he gets on his face. He’s a baby, sure, and my responsibility, so there’s no way I’d tap that, but I’ll give him a few points in the charm department. Okay, maybe more than a few.

“Yes.”

He blinks at my deadpan answer and then busts out laughing. It’s a nice sound. “Well, they weren’t wrong.”

Oh, I’m aware. I’m not good for much other than skiing. “Were you serious about being able to get up there?”

I gesture to where the team is chatting with the anchors with my chin and Crash nods. “Yeah. I mean, it won’t be fun, but I’m not going to toss a sidewalk pizza again or anything. I’ll be all right.”

I’m very much hoping that the number of euphemisms Crash knows for puking doesn’t correlate to how often he throws up, but I wouldn’t be surprised. “Then let’s go.”

“Uh . . . Anyone got an Altoid or something?” It takes an immense amount of willpower for me not to smack my palm into my face, but I manage, and luckily one of the crew members produces a box of Tic Tacs and shakes a few into Crash’s open hand.

While I’m resting my hand between his shoulder blades again as he crunches the mints between his teeth, we walk back to where the producer looks surprised, but glad, that we’ll join the interview. Crash and I are the two biggest stories on the team this year, so I’m guessing he’s happy the ratings won’t tank completely. It’s not fair, and I’d rather it not be true, but what’s not for the media to love about Crash’s ridiculous road-to-the-SIGs story, and people get kind of nostalgic when they see me. I’m one of the few people who’ve been part of the SIG landscape for the past twelve years, and they’ve got to know this is probably my last shot.

Even though I’ve been trying my best to push the thought from my head, I’m all too aware of that as well. I’ve been lucky to avoid any serious injury, but this sport has a price to pay. At this point in the game, it’s taking that toll out of my knees. It’s not having any effect I can’t compensate for as of now, but that won’t last forever. The event horizon is coming up in a way I have to stop ignoring. However, that would mean thinking about what life will be like when I’m not skiing professionally anymore, and right now, that canvas looks blank. Completely, utterly, and petrifyingly, blank.

Chapter Six

Crash

It is a goddamn treat having as much food as I could possibly eat at my disposal twenty-four hours a day. And from the disturbed way Miles is looking at me from across the table, disposal might be the right word. Whatever. Dudes in their teens and twenties are supposed to eat like pigs, and that doesn’t even include the thousands of calories we burn during our workouts every day, so he can turn up his nose at someone else. I’m just going to keep horking down this pasta like there’s no tomorrow, because really, there aren’t so many more.

When this fairy tale is over I go back to real life, and real life for me doesn’t look as pretty as it does for Miles. It’s possible that if I rock the shit out of my events I’ll get some endorsements, but the likelihood of those being significant bank is slim. Although honestly, if I could get one of the ski equipment companies to sponsor me, that would be a vast improvement over what I had been doing.

It’s not something I’m proud of and it’s not something I like to talk about, but it makes good copy so the media’s been all over it. Suddenly my spaghetti and meatballs doesn’t taste so good.

Miles is yammering on about his experience doing press, and while I appreciate his efforts, it’s just not the same for him.

“Look, as much as I’d like to be, I’m not you, Miles.”

I rarely say his name out loud and I’m reminded of why. It’s because I get a little hard just from those smooth letters rolling off my tongue, and makes me start thinking about what else I’d like on my tongue . . . At least we’re sitting down so he won’t notice the growing bro-bone I have for him.

“They don’t expect you to be me, just be yourself.”

“Yeah, but myself is kind of a roughneck asshole.”

Miles opens his mouth to counter that, but I give him a go-ahead look and he shuts it. Yeah, that’s what I thought.

He takes a bite of his own food and washes it down with a swig of water, and when he’s done, points his fork at me. “You can be charming.”

I almost choke on the meatball I’ve been chewing. Miles Palmer thinks I’m charming? I want to record that and broadcast it all over the damn place. But more so, I want to tease him. So up my eyebrows go, and I give my best coy smile, which isn’t very good, because coy isn’t really my jam. “I can?”

Miles glares at me and stabs another bite of food. Heh, got him. “You know you can.”

Oh, this is fun. I wish I could tell if he were blushing. I bet he is. I want to lean over and put my cold hands to his cheeks to find out, but he’d smack me away, no question. So instead I have to sit here practically squirming with covert pleasure—Miles thinks I’m charming. “Yeah. I can be charming as fuck.”

He rolls his eyes but smiles, and nudges my foot under the table before slipping more tofu off his fork and into his mouth. “Well, do that. Pretend you’re on a date.”

“I don’t think you want me doing that exactly.”

All of his considerable attention turns to me, and I feel pinned to the dining hall chair by his dark eyes. Is he wondering what it would be like to be on a date with me? He’d probably be disappointed.

I’d try hard—like plan an actual date and not just take him to some party in the woods I know about—and it wouldn’t be good enough for him. Hard to see a guy like that at the movies, or god forbid bowling. I think Miles would rather die than wear a pair of shoes hundreds of other people already have. Or maybe he’d plan it, and I’d end up embarrassing him. Either with my terrible table manners at some fancy-ass restaurant or by falling asleep at the opera or some shit.

He’s still staring at me when he asks, “Why not?”

I’m not an expert at reading people—usually it’s better for people to use a sledgehammer than words when trying to get something through my thick skull—but the slow, deliberate way he says it is . . . kinda sexy? Did he mean it to be sexy or is it just me thinking he’s walking talking sex and that clouds my judgment?

So instead of answering in a sexy way, or what passes for sexy for me at any rate, I make a joke. Because even if he laughs at me, it’ll be because I meant him to, and not in a mean way. “Because that pretty much always ends with boning.”

Everything about him goes stock still. He’s good at staying still, Miles is. Not like me. I can’t sit still to save my life, but even so it’s weird. How still he can stay and for how long. Dude isn’t even blinking. It’s starting to freak me out.

Finally he takes a breath and his eyebrows sort of crunch in the middle, like he wants to say something but doesn’t quite know what. Before he can decide, he shakes his head and takes up another forkful of kale. “Does anything involving you ever not end in sex?”

“Only stuff with girls.”

Miles rubs the bridge of his nose. I wonder if I could make him do that after every conversation we have? My track record so far isn’t bad.

Miles

“Jesus, never mind. We need to focus.”

“I was focusing.”

“Not on sex.”

“Oh.”

This kid . . .

“Yeah. So, the next press event is day after tomorrow. The good news is, it shouldn’t take long.”

We’re not a big enough deal to rate a lot of time, not like the figure skaters and the men’s hockey players. But more than some. I don’t know if the biathletes were even invited . . .

“And the bad news?”

Is there any way to soften this blow? Not really, and I don’t think Crash would appreciate it if I did anyhow. “The bad news is that everyone and their grandmother will be there. All the major media outlets and some not-so-major ones. Lots of lights, and you’ll probably get a lot of questions.”

He’d been ferrying yet another fork dripping with sauce-covered spaghetti to his mouth, but at that, he stops and puts it down. “There’s no way I can get out of it?”

I shake my head. It’s not like Ted is unaware of Crash’s difficulties, but if Crash were to just stop showing up? It would raise some serious red flags with the US SIG committee, not to mention the international, and that’s not something you want. Plus, kid needs all the exposure he can get if he wants those sponsorship deals, and I know he needs them.

I’ve read the stories like everyone else. I wouldn’t call Crash’s a rags-to-riches story—he’s nowhere near riches, but the rags part is accurate. The thing most people know about him is that he used to pick through the Lost and Founds at ski areas for equipment. Not mentioned as frequently is that he outright stole from a few resorts and sports shops.

The law-abiding citizen in me clutches his pearls, but the athlete in me wants to give him a round of applause. How fucking hungry do you have to be to ski on mismatched skis and risk being arrested for shoplifting equipment? I don’t condone it, but who am I to say I wouldn’t have done the same thing in his spot? I can’t. I’ve never even been close. SIG athletes are a special breed. You don’t get here because you decide one day to be the best. You get here by being obsessed by it, by being willing to give up every other goddamn thing for it. He would’ve paid a different price than I have—likely jail time instead of a life consumed by training and competitions—but we both have paid.

Crash’s elbows are on the table, and he buries his head in his hands, his fingers twisting in that sheepdog hair of his. I want to reach out and use a fistful of it to bring his head up and away from the mess of pasta on his plate, but touching him like that could be like making promises I have no intention of keeping, even if in some other situation I might like to.

When he looks up, it’s with desperation in those hazel eyes. “What am I going to do?”

For some reason, it hits me square in the chest. Being an athlete doesn’t make you heartless, but it does put a weird barrier between you and your competitors at the same time as it makes you closer to them than almost anyone else in the world. No one else understands what you go through with your obsessive training, no one else knows what it feels like to face the bizarre challenges of being the best at something in almost any room—hell, any country you’re in. That builds camaraderie. At the same time, you’d probably sell your grandma’s walker to be a tenth of a second faster than those chumps because you deserve it.

That’s the situation I find myself in right now. The person in me, and the leader of this team, wants to fix everything for Crash. Give anything I’ve got to ease his way and to help him succeed no matter what it costs me.

But the sad fact is, it does cost me, and I’m not sure how much I’m willing to give up. I want those fucking medals. Yeah, I’ve got six hanging in one of my trophy cases at home, but fuck, I want all eight.

I’ve given up any semblance of a normal life, worked my ass off, broken bones, gotten frostbite, and more, just to have a chance at it. It’s maybe a ridiculous attitude to have, but at the end of the day, if I don’t bring home the last two medals, what was it all for?

The glory of sport, patriotism, self-actualization, blah blah blah. The greedy asshole who lives at the bottom of my soul doesn’t give a shit about any of that. It just wants to be acknowledged as the best and it needs big, shiny external validation to prove it. Medals, magazine covers, my face on a goddamn cereal box, kids lining up to meet me because they want to be like me when they grow up. I want all of those things as a counterweight for everything I don’t have.

But even if I don’t feel like giving up anything else, I can give him the feeling that I’m right there with him. Which is what makes me say, “No, Crash. What are we going to do?”

Relief breaks over his face like an avalanche down a mountain and something that tastes like guilt sours at the back of my throat.

“Yeah, okay.”

Chapter Seven

Crash

On the one hand, I’m grateful that Miles told me. He didn’t treat me like some dumbass kid whose strings he can yank on and I’ll dance like a puppet. I mean, for him I’d do damn near anything, but it would be entirely different to have him know that and then take advantage. Or try. Because as much as I appreciated Miles’s efforts this morning, we all know how that ended: I liquidated my assets, almost all over his shoes.

On the other hand, I can’t sleep. Images of being in front of that many people, asking me questions, flood my head and I hate it. The things they want to talk about are the things that embarrass me the most. Yes, I get that America loves an underdog, but could they leave it alone? It’s like picking at a scab and not letting it heal.

I roll over again and try to think about something good. My happy place. The happiest I’ve ever been was one morning a couple of years ago when I was working at a resort. I got up at the asscrack of dawn, even before the lifts were open. It had snowed all the night before, and there was a good base laid down since it was later in the season. I hiked all the way up the goddamn mountain, my shit strapped to my back and using some duct-tape snowshoes I’d rigged up, and got to the top when the mountain was empty.

The view was killer, but more than that, the mountain felt like it was mine. Sure, maybe the people who were paying for their tickets and the corporation that actually owned the resort had more legal claim to it, but in that small slice of time, the whole place was at my feet.

I only got one run because it’s a damn big mountain and I didn’t have time to hike up again, but it was the most fun I’ve ever had on a pair of skis my whole life. Why can’t they ask me questions about that kind of stuff? Instead, it’s always about shit I don’t want to talk about.

How I don’t belong here. Yes, thanks, got it. That’s been made abundantly clear by . . . everyone. And I’m about to face the biggest press event of the competition having no more of a clue how to manage this than I did yesterday.

Miles

Last night, I did not sleep well. I blame it partly on all of Crash’s tossing and turning, and the rest on my brain churning through ways to keep the poor kid from puking his guts up before every damn press event. If he keeps it up, he’s not going to be in any shape to race. He needs to be 110% for a shot, and if he’s any less than that . . . I don’t want him to beat me, but I don’t want him to be the big disappointment of the Games. There’s always at least one, and hell if it’s going to be someone on my team.

I’ve gone through all the possibilities, and even after making him try my earlier suggestions like meditation or listening to music, nothing has helped. The one thing that might have a legit shot at working isn’t possible; medications aren’t an option because a bunch of them are regulated by the international SIG organization, and even the ones that aren’t are a no go because either they take too long to kick in or maybe kick in right away but who knows what the hell effect they’d have on his performance. No matter what, that has to be left intact.

By the time my alarm goes off in the morning, I feel like I’ve been running into brick walls all night, and it’s made me tight and irritable. Not to mention tired. Which is another reason I have to help him figure this shit out—so it doesn’t start having an impact on my racing. I am not throwing away my last shot on this kid. Rolling over, I see a lump of Crash over in the other twin bed. I can tell he’s not actually asleep even though he’s facing away from me—his breathing gives him away.

I should call him on it, but I take a few minutes to make up my mind and formulate a plan. Crash may do things by the seat of his pants, but that is not my way. I’ve come to some conclusions, and though I’m not wild about what I have to do, it’s what has to be done, so I’ll do it. Now I just have to inform Crash.

“You’re not sleeping.”

The lump moves, and he draws the duvet down. First it reveals his crazy hair—how does he even fit that stuff under his helmet?—and then his face. Pale, and with dark smudges under his eyes, looks like the kid slept even worse than I did. Probably fretting about the presser this morning. I could’ve saved him a few of those hours, but no taking it back now. Only forward.

“No. Couldn’t really.”

“Worried about this morning?”

His face goes from fish-belly pale to a green that resembles the hydrangeas in my mom’s garden. Apparently so.

Note to self: don’t remind Crash about the shit he doesn’t want to do.

“So, here’s the thing, I haven’t really come up with a solution—”

He groans and pulls the covers back over his head. It’s kind of adorable in its childishness, but I need him to listen to me. So I haul out of bed, settling my pajama pants that have gone askew so they sit right on my hips. It’s stupid to bother with a shirt, because hell, he’s already seen me naked in the locker room, but I feel like I could use even a thin layer of protection from the all kinds of awkward this is going to be so I pull on the one I’d left folded on my nightstand.

The floor is cold against the soles of my feet so I don’t take my time to mosey on over to his bed, but more skitter and then plop myself down beside him, drawing the covers down from his head again.

“You didn’t let me finish my sentence. Patience, Crash. You need to develop some patience. Sometimes going fast is about going slow.”

He looks like I’m spouting some psychobabble bullshit, but I’m not. In this one thing, I know what I’m talking about. But this isn’t a lecture about technique. That I can do in public, and what I’m about to say can very much not.

I expect Crash to shove me off the bed, or wrestle me for the covers, but he doesn’t. I’ve bared his shoulders, and I study the slope of them, the way his pulse beats hard in his throat, the angle of his jaw. He’s not a bad looking kid, but he needs to fill out more. If he hit a tree, he’d snap like a twig.

“What I was going to say is that I haven’t come up with a solution, but we have to do something, because this is not tenable. You can’t keep puking your guts up before pressers. It’s not healthy and it’ll impact your race performance sooner or later, and I won’t let that happen.” When I beat this upstart of a kid, it’s going to be fair and square, not because I let him make himself sick over this shit. “So I’ve decided we’re going to try it your way.”

“My way?” he echoes.

“Yes.”

“You’re going to let me smoke?”

“No. That’ll get you thrown out of here, and I’m not taking that chance. We are not taking that chance. I’m not going to have one of my teammates, maybe the best raw talent I’ve ever seen, get booted off the team because he smoked pot. That would be stupid.”

“Okay. But that only leaves—” His eyes go wide, so wide I can almost see the whites all the way around. It makes him look like a goddamn Muppet. Which he sort of is. Crash the stoner alpine skier, with his crazy hair and his drawly but still somehow fast way of talking. Somehow, I don’t think that’s flying with Disney.

“Sex. Yes.”

His mouth gapes, and it’s all I can do not to reach out and use a finger to tip it closed. That foolish look does make me feel better about one element of my plan at least.

“We’re . . .” He swallows, his eyes still bulging. “We’re going to fuck?”

“No! No, no, Jesus, no. I was hoping maybe you could just, you know, take care of yourself?” That was about as delicately as I could’ve suggested the guy masturbate, right? It’ll be bad enough that when he’s taking an extra-long shower I’ll know what’s going on, and . . . Ugh. I only have to have a roommate once every four years for like a month. How do people who go to college deal with roommates who rub the occasional one out? Because they totally do.

“I mean, I guess I could try walking my own dog.”

“Are you kidding me with this?”

“Dude, it makes as much sense as “spanking the monkey.” Maybe more. I mean, who actually spanks monkeys?”

We do not need to discuss this. In fact, I’d really rather not. So instead of responding, I glare at him. Even Crash can’t be so thick as to not take that hint. I’m hoping that’ll be it, that he’ll go on his merry, jerking off way, but no. Crash looks at me, the corner of his mouth tugging to the side. He doesn’t look relieved.

Why doesn’t he look relieved? This should help.

“It’s uh . . . it’s not as good. By myself. When I’m really anxious, I have a hard time . . .” He flushes this absolutely brilliant red then and I’ve got to know what he was going to say. Crash has very little shame so if he’s roughly the color of a tomato right now, it’s got to be for a damn good reason.

Kid doesn’t look at me and stammers but I can be patient. “If it’s just me, and I’m all twisted up inside, sometimes it’s hard to stay, you know, hard.”

He scrubs hands over his face and into his hair and mutters some curses. Yeah, I can see why he wouldn’t want to say that. Not being able to keep it up is something no man ever wants to admit to.

“I think too much, and then I get distracted, and then all of a sudden, I don’t have . . . I’m not . . .”

Then his hands flail all over the place in a floppy, sad way, and I get it. Yes, unfortunately that provides all too vivid a picture. This is so far above and beyond my responsibilities as team captain it’s not even funny. I should ask Ted for hazard pay.

I can’t say I’m entirely shocked though. If a guy gets so worked up that his last meal makes an encore, it’s not surprising that he’d get so preoccupied with his worries that he wouldn’t be able to keep an erection, never mind beat off. But if a twenty-one-year-old dude can’t keep a stiffy? This is serious business.

Why can I not be one of those athletes who will take every advantage, win by any means necessary, even if those means are less than honorable? Why must I have a conscience, and why must my parents have drilled morals and sportsmanship into my brain? Could I not be unscrupulous in this one thing? But no. It may be a curse, but it’s mine and I know every time I look at those medals, knowing it wasn’t a fair fight, that I’d get a sour taste in my mouth and they wouldn’t be worth as much to me. It’s not worth anything if you didn’t come by it honestly. It’d be worse than outright stealing them. So though it is so wrong, wrong, wrongity wrong, my moral compass is pointing me to this as the only solution.

“Well, that’s not going to work.”

Crash mutters a “no” from under his arms which he’s folded over his face.

“Then I guess there’s only one remaining option.”

Those slim, sinewy arms of his shift enough to let his eyes peek through. “What’s that?”

I shrug, feeling self-conscious because what I’m about to suggest is patently ridiculous. And yet it’s the only solution that I can see, and I’m not a stupid man. In the long term, yes, we will figure something reasonable out but for now . . . emergency measures are called for. Emergency measures which I have to say out loud, and I don’t know if I can look at the guy as I do it. My skin is already burning up, and my insides are feeling all squirrely.

However, I’m the adult here, clearly. Which means I need to man up and present this as a, you know, think of England kind of moment. If the kid was willing to steal equipment to ski, is it really all that much more scandalous to accept some, oh - god - is - it - my - turn - to - puke, aid from a teammate to get the job done? My sense of decorum shrivels up and dies a torturous, dramatic death but I press forward even so.

“You need help, and I’m going to give it to you.” Who would’ve thought a person could feel so righteous and so mortified at the same time? But it’s about equal parts in my brain.

Crash’s arms come the rest of the way off his face and his eyes have gone big and impossibly round. “You’re going to fuck me?”

Interesting. Crash’s first impulse is to bottom. Which—Fuck, Palmer. Not okay. It doesn’t matter. This is just one teammate helping another teammate out by . . . any means necessary.

“No. Here’s the thing. I don’t fuck before races. It’s maybe a stupid superstition, but it’s worked out for me so far, and I’m not going to change it now. So, I’m not going to come.”

“Okay . . .” Crash’s eyes have narrowed, and he’s tipped his head like one of my mother’s confused corgis. Say it, say it, just fucking say it.

“But I’m going to, uh, assist you. If that’s okay.”

Chapter Eight

Crash

Miles Palmer has just offered me his . . . services. Holy. Shit. He’s like a stud horse. Except the exact opposite of a stud horse, because he’s not going to give up his spunk. God I’d love to make him spurt into my hand, my mouth, my ass, pretty much anywhere. But no. That’s not allowed.

“I . . . I don’t understand.”

“Haven’t you ever gotten someone off without getting off yourself?” Miles is looking at me like I’m some kind of alien life-form.

“No? I mean, what’s the point?”

His eyes narrow, and his perfectly arched eyebrows crunch in the middle. “That . . . is a conversation for another day. And not something you need to worry about anyway. I’m the one who will be depriving myself, not you. You . . . you’re supposed to, you know.”

Blow my wad. Shoot my load. Get my rocks off. Bake a cream pie. Show my O face. Spurt. Splooge. Bust a nut.

But I can’t say anything remotely like that to Miles - stick - up - his - butt - Palmer, so I settle for “Yeah.”

“Worth a shot, right?”

“Yeah.” My mind’s gone blank of just about everything, because now I’m picturing getting down and dirty with my childhood hero, and it feels . . . weird? Better than it should, but still weird. I mean, I should be grossed out by this, right? But the thing is—and I’ll never ever tell him this, because I’m pretty sure he’d be freaked out by it—Miles is the guy who made me realize I was gay. At some point, my hero worship of those box covers and newspaper clippings became less a fan shrine and more a spank bank.

None of the girls I knew, or any of the bikini spreads my other friends posted on their walls, made my dick react the way my pictures of Miles Palmer did. I didn’t even try to fight it. My parents may have had a lot of faults, but one thing they always made clear to all of us was that it was cool to be who you were. Love who you want, how you want. Wouldn’t matter to them.

So here he is, come to life, and planning to play, I don’t even know—gigolo? That seems wrong. So very, very wrong. But he’s right. We’re out of options. And who knows if this will actually work—please let it work, please let it work, for so many reasons, please for the love of Pete, let it work—but as he’s said, it’s worth a shot.

“All right then.” For the first time, he seems uncertain. To be fair, this probably isn’t something he does every day. Does he? Nah, he’d be way smoother about it if it were. This is the least smooth I’ve ever seen him. He’s like a goddamn moguls course.

“So, uh, how do we do this?” Because I’ve got no experience with this kind of thing. Either I’ve been trashed at a party and hooked up with someone, or I’ve been with a boyfriend, and half the time we’d be fucked up, too. I’ve definitely never had someone get me off as a . . . service, or whatever this is. Is he going to like pull on gloves and be all clinical about it? Because I don’t think that would help matters. Maybe make it worse. Yep, a lot worse, because at least if it was just his hands—oh my god, his hands—on me, then I could pretend that it’s more than it is. It’ll take me about three seconds to lose it, because Jesus, this is Miles Palmer, who I’ve had a crush on for as long as I’ve had crushes, and I get to have any kind of sex with him whatsoever? My pulse is beating so hard, I swear I feel it in my toenails.

“I hadn’t really thought it through that far to be honest with you.”

Cool. So neither of us have any idea what the fuck we’re doing? Excellent.

One side of his face scrunches up, and his mouth makes this weird shape, like an apple left out for far too long. Even so, I’d kiss him. He speaks before I can think much more about that. “In the shower maybe? I mean, we haven’t got a ton of time anyway, so multi-tasking?”

This is crazy messed up. I should say no. But somehow, even though I know it’s wrong, I can’t. It’s not exactly a story I’d tell my grandkids, because ew, but someday I’ll have someone who I can tell this story to and they’ll laugh.

Miles Palmer jerked you off in a shower so you wouldn’t boot before a press conference? For real? Six-time SIG medalist and fucking GQ cover model Miles Palmer? You’ve got to be shitting me.

And whether he believes me or not, I’ll know it happened. Miles will know it happened. That’ll have to be good enough for me. That, and hopefully not honking Smurfs in front of the whole damn team again.

“Sure. Easy clean-up, too. Shower makes sense.” As much sense as any of this does at any rate.

Miles

Following Crash into the bathroom for our assignation, or whatever other kind euphemism could be assigned to this madness, is strange. He looks delicate somehow, which is ridiculous. Guy might be skinny, but he’s strong. Wiry, lean, all sinew and bone covered with the bare minimum of muscle to keep him from looking like a skeleton. There goes that tweak in my head again in that inappropriate region of attraction. Shut that shit all the way down, Palmer.

How can he look like that and ski like he does? At the very least, I’d think he would’ve frozen to death by now. It’s often freezing on the slopes and it’s not like we’re out there for a couple of runs before we head back to the lodge for a mug of cocoa or a hot toddy, or bundled up like the little marshmallow kids you see bombing down the slopes. Or maybe Crash has been. Who the fuck knows how he trained. If he trained.

Maddening. Yes, it’s possible I resent him for having done essentially nothing and still being able to compete at a world-class level. I’m not the only one. But I don’t need to think about that right now. What I should be focusing on is that Crash is getting naked. He’s pulled his shirt over his head and it’s on the floor, and now he’s shucking his ratty-ass sweats. No underwear. And now I have a chance to look more closely at something I’ve wondered about. He’s got some ink, a small splash of it on his right hip, just below where the waistband of his pants would be.

I’ve seen it in the showers, but never for long enough or close enough to discern what it is. Nor have I wanted to ask about it. No one on the team has ever given me shit about being gay, but I’m not going to do anything that would encourage any closet-homophobe to become less closeted. Asking about someone’s tattoo that’s basically on their ass would be a good way to do that.

Except now I have the time and the proximity and the assurance that Crash is just as queer as I am, so I take my time and lean down to see . . . a bear. A bear with skis and a little jagged collar or bib or something around its neck. Which, what the hell is that? But then it dawns on me.

“Do you seriously have a skiing Grateful Dead Bear tatt?”

I see the flush gather on Crash’s neck before he turns half-toward me. “Yeah, I do. Why, what’s wrong with it?”

His cheeks are pink, and I don’t want to embarrass him. Sometimes I can be kind of a dick, and I should be less of a curmudgeon about stuff that doesn’t matter. Like what Crash has indelibly drawn on his butt. Other stuff I will come down on like a hammer, but not this.

“Nothing’s wrong with it, it’s just a little . . . on the nose. It’s like a fucking self-portrait.”

His eyes get big for a split-second, and it’s possible I’ve done the very thing I set out not to do. It’s supposed to be a joke. Ted likes to tell me I’m not funny, but I know better. It’s just that not everyone gets my sense of humor. Instead of turning some crimson shade of humiliated like I’m worried he might, Crash laughs.

“You know I never thought of it that way? But you’re right. Man, I am an asshole.”

Which in turn makes me laugh, and this whole thing seems less awkward. By a little bit. Fundamentally, I will still be jerking off a dude who I’m neither dating nor hooking up with so he doesn’t throw up before a press conference. In theory. We don’t even know if this will work. Because sure, what the hell else do I have to do on a Thursday?

Crash runs a hand through his hair and then turns on the shower, the spray coming down hard and flattening his hair as he steps in. My turn to strip. All I’ve got are my pajama pants and my tee, so off they go. It occurs to me while I’m stepping into the shower that the logistics of this are less than ideal. It’s weird that the architects of the village didn’t optimize for having two people in the shower at the same time . . .

We both wash our hair, muttering apologies as our elbows bang against each other and we have to switch places to get under the stream, and then soap up our bodies. Soap’s a good idea. I’ll be taking advantage of that.

When it’s clear we’re both clean and really have no excuse to be hanging out in the shower anymore, we just stand there. Awkward glances and shuffling movements pinging between us, because seriously? Are we really going to do this? Though I don’t see any alternative because if there’s another way, I haven’t thought of what it is, and neither has Crash. At least that he’s let me in on.

Since I’m allegedly in charge here, what with being the team captain and older and wiser, and so on and so forth, etcetera, I guess it’s up to me to get this thing started. Lucky for me, dudes aren’t difficult.

“Hands on the tile.”

Crash blinks at my snapped out command and his cock—which I’ve noticed has been at least semi-hard for our entire shower though I’ve tried to ignore it—jerks. And doesn’t go down, not in the least. Gets thicker, harder, more erect.

Like that, did you?

Fucking A, it’s not just a ping like the single pure note of a triangle sounding in my head anymore. It’s more like a gong. He liked that. A lot. That is not the point. This is a . . . transaction, nothing more.

He hesitates for the barest second before he turns his back and his taut, rounded ass to me, and does as he’s been told, putting his hands on the tiles and standing with his arms bent comfortably at his sides. I could tell him to step back until his palms and fingers just barely pressed into the wall, but what for? Yes, I like to play those kinds of games—and from what little I’ve seen, Crash does as well—but we’re not here for games, we’re here for getting this done and dusted. Besides, this gives me more room to maneuver.

I stand behind him, my dick more interested than I would like for it to be, and reach around. He’s hard. Really hard, and hot. When I wrap my hand around him, he sucks in a breath and a shudder runs through his body. If the circumstances were different, I’d step in behind him, cover the back of his body with the front of mine, lend him the heat of my body and the hardness of my cock against his crack in hopes that it would make him relax. But I’m not his boyfriend, not even a date, so I’ll stick to formalities. As formal I can be when I’m standing in a shower about to jerk off a near-stranger at any rate.

How the hell did this get to be my life? I took a very wrong turn somewhere, but backtracking isn’t an option anymore. The only way is through.

“You okay?”

“Yep.”

His clipped off word is an answer, but it doesn’t exactly inspire confidence.

“If at any point you change your mind, say the word and we’ll stop. This is supposed to be helping you, not stressing you out even more.”

His head bobs as he nods, his wet hair plastered to his scalp and reaching partway down his neck. Never realized exactly how fluffy and curly it must really be until now. But back to the more important things at hand. Or rather, in my hand.

If this were a romantic thing, I’d A, kiss the back of his neck because it’s just begging for it, B, murmur filthy sweet things in his ear, and C, press into him from behind. But it’s not even vaguely romantic even if my erection thinks there’s potential, and there will be no kissing involved in this ridiculous scheme, and I don’t want him to get the wrong idea. From my dick. So I keep my distance—except for my hand wrapped around his erection, obviously—and start to stroke. Which brings on more gasps, more shudders; even a bitten off moan. But I can do better.

It’s probably messed up, but even in bed I find myself being competitive. I want to be the best they’ve ever had, make them come the hardest, torment them the longest, scramble their brains so hard they forget their own names and cry out mine. Not as good as a cheering crowd, but having some good-looking guy gasp your name during an incredibly intense orgasm? The most fun you can have not on skis.

I stop long enough to squeeze some shower gel into my hand and then go back to work, slicking from the base of Crash’s cock all the way up to the head and doing a double-pump right around the crown that makes him set his forehead against the tiles, and mutter what sounds like a prolific stream of curses.

“That’s it,” I urge, although he hardly seems to need any encouragement. But the sooner this is over the better, for everyone involved. I won’t be having inappropriate thoughts about my much younger teammate—god, I’m a perv, and even if Crash has agreed to this, and seems into it, this can’t be the most fun for him either. I mean, the reason I’m doing this isn’t something that’s going to fuel his wet dreams. “Give it up, Crash. I want you to come for me.”

As far as dirty talk goes, that’s barely making the scale, but it seems to do something to Crash because with my last stroke, I feel it. The extra stiffening and the throbbing that seems to go from the base of his dick all the way to the tip, and then I get what I asked for: the first spurt is accompanied by a shout and hits the wall, dripping down from where it’s hit. The second also makes the tile, although the third viscous rope falls short and drops right to the floor. The fourth pulse is significantly weaker, and most of it ends up on my hand where I’m still holding him. Not stroking, because ow, but grasping firmly, waiting for him to ride out the way he’s shaking.

Finally he shifts and I let go, reaching again for the shower gel because I definitely have to wash my hands after that. Crash has still got his forehead against the tiles, and when he stands he turns to look at me. Seems dazed.

“Okay?”

“Oh, yeah.”

He smiles at me then, this big goofy thing, and I can’t help but chuckle as my heart warms in a way I’m not entirely comfortable with. Hopefully this will do the trick.

Chapter Nine

Crash

A little hard to believe, but it actually worked. Miles Palmer jerking me off kept me settled enough that though I felt like I might yak, I never actually did. It wasn’t fun, but even when they started picking at those old sore spots, I didn’t lose it. Never thought I’d be so proud of not vomiting in my whole life. I mean, yeah, I’m at the SIGs, but whatevs. Not chumming before I have to talk in front of some people, though? That’s the real accomplishment.

We’ve got another press event this morning, though not nearly as big as yesterday’s, and my stomach’s started churning. I get out of bed to hit the head, and when I’ve finished up washing my hands, there’s a knock.

“Just a sec.”

But when I open the door, it’s Miles standing there in those pajama pants that show off his sick hip cuts, and no goddamn shirt. I’d been cold when I got out of bed, but now I feel flushed. “I’m done, you can—”

“Oh, no, I thought we were going to, uh . . .”

Right.

I size Miles up. He doesn’t seem exactly eager, but he’s here, right? He couldn’t have been all that disgusted. I wish though, that he’d get even a fraction as hard as I’m getting right now thinking about it. I hadn’t felt a damn thing on his end last time. But on mine? Holy shit tarts, and it’s starting again. How can I not when he’s got those super dark eyes, that ridiculous body and a smile like fresh powder on the slopes? Being that attractive seems rude somehow.

“I guess?”

His mouth tightens slightly, his eyes flicking over me and I wish to god it were his tongue instead. What would I give to have Miles kiss me? Lick me? But this isn’t romance, there’s no room for foreplay. It’s a bare minimum kind of deal.

“Do you not need to . . . today?”

My hands go to my hips, which is not even voluntary, and I stare at the tiles at my feet. Could this be less embarrassing? Because that would be awesome. I need something to hold onto while I say this, so I take a couple of steps back, grip the edge of the countertop, enjoy the way it bites into my palm. “I do.”

I look up at Miles, and he’s studying me. Hard. Brings to mind the way people are going to be staring at me in a couple of hours and a mass forms in my throat. I’m expecting a crisp nod and a go-ahead shooing motion to get me into the shower, maybe a condescending pat on some innocuous part of my body, just to press my humiliation buttons a little harder. But what I get is Miles’s narrowed eyes digging into my very soul.

“What are you so afraid of anyway? That’s what this is, isn’t it? You’re worried about what’s going to happen when you get up there. And I don’t think it’s just about press in general. I’ve seen you give interviews after big races and you’re fine. So what is it about this that makes it different?”

I swallow hard to keep the lump from making its way further up my throat. Do we have to talk about this? Isn’t the fact that we’ve temporarily solved the problem of how to get me not to upchuck before every single press event good enough? What does he want from me?

“After races, I have something to talk about.” How I raced. That’s all they care about. My time, how I did on my run. I could get in, give them a few positive soundbites and then get out before they could dig any deeper, and figure out that yeah, those were indeed soccer shin guards I had strapped over my pants because real slalom ones cost a fortune. For a reason; those shin guards didn’t do shit against the poles whipping against my legs in every turn. I’d come home with my legs striped with bruises.

“You’ve got an awesome story. People love to talk about it, they can’t—”

I glare at Miles from under my eyebrows, shoving my hair out of my eyes so he’ll be able to see exactly how hard I’m warning him off. He takes the hint, snapping his mouth shut. But only for a second.

“That’s it, isn’t it? You don’t want them asking about—”

“No, I don’t, and I don’t want to talk about it with you, either.” I shove away from the counter and back out to the bedroom. Fuck it. I’d rather blow chunks than have to talk to Miles about this. He wouldn’t understand, fucking rich kid. He wouldn’t get it at all.

But he’s hot on my tail, catching up to me but not touching me. “Hey, Crash, I’m sorry, all right? We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to. We’ll just . . . do the thing.”

Sometimes I thought spending my childhood as a nomad living out of a van would be the weirdest thing that would ever happen to me. I mean, after I realized living out of a van was, in fact, weird. Which took longer than you might think. But no. Turns out getting hand jobs from Miles Palmer so I don’t boot all over reporters might be numero uno.

“Whatever.”

Miles tips his head back toward the bathroom and that’s my cue. I could tell him to fuck off, but the truth is, it’s helped. Even if Miles doesn’t really want to be doing this—and why would he? Guy could have anyone he wants but he’s in a bathroom with me—he is, and I can fantasize myself into the rest.

I can fantasize that he’s madly in love with me, that we’re going to go live on a ski slope in a quaint lodge somewhere and when he gets old, he’ll get hip replacements so he can still ski. We’ll work on getting him settled into a world he hasn’t lived in since he started skiing competitively, and he’ll learn how to cook because he’d look pretty great in an apron and nothing else. Miles would totally wear an apron. I’ll show him how recreational weed can increase a person’s enjoyment of life exponentially. I bet Miles would be awesome if I could get him stoned. Or would he just be lost?

Is he always like this? So tightly wound and scheduled to within an inch of his life? Or is this a SIG thing? A competition thing? Suddenly I desperately want to get a peek into his sock drawer to see if he pairs his socks and folds them, or just throws them all back in the drawer. I bet he folds them. Maybe makes them into those little balls. Something in me wants to shake him, loosen him up, see what he’s like outside this life, but it’s possible he doesn’t know that himself. He’s going to be staggering around trying to figure it out in a few weeks.

No time to worry about that now, because we’re going into the bathroom, a.k.a. the Whack-A-Crash Spurtarium. That would be awesome. If on those plaques they have at historical sites they included where famous people had blown their loads? It would be hilarious. “On this spot in 1779, Alexander Hamilton busted a nut.” Sure as hell would’ve made fieldtrips more interesting.

When we get into the bathroom, I strip and head for the shower, but Miles has something else in mind. He lets me get naked, but before I can turn on the water and duck under the spray, he herds me over to the door, and backs me up against it, bracketing his elbows on either side of my head.

He’s standing . . . so close. So goddamn close, it takes my breath away. Almost as if he were actively pressing against me, crushing me into the door instead of carefully keeping his body from touching mine. I want him to. But when I go for him, he shakes his head from so damn close and tuts at me. “Ah. No. No touching.”

“But—”

“I said no touching.” His tone is stern in a way that makes my breath catch yet again and my cock fill. Fill faster anyway. Whenever I get near Miles and think even vaguely sexy thoughts, my dick is half hard. And when he gets all . . . bossy? Yeah. Not that I will ever tell him that, because he’ll use it against me in ways that I don’t want him to be bossy. But in this case, my shoulders drop from where they’ve been climbing up to my ears, thinking about all the cameras and microphones and lights and people and questions, so many fucking questions—

“Hey. Knock it off.” Miles still hasn’t touched me but fuck if it doesn’t feel like he’s taken my chin in his hand and forced me to look at him. “You were here, but then you were gone. I want you here. Make this worth my while, Crash.”

Oh. The fact that he thinks I could ever make it worth his while is maybe one of the nicest things anyone’s ever said to me. He doesn’t think he’s wasting his time with this head case of a kid. At least he won’t be if I give him my attention, and I can do that much.

So I study his face, his black hair cropped so close to his scalp, his eyebrows that are arched just so, his broad nose, his brown skin. His bottom lip is fuller and pinker than his top one, and even though it’s been about twenty-four hours since he shaved, he’s barely got anything to show for it. I guess I’ve never noticed before, in all my time looking at pictures of him or seeing him on TV, but he’s got this divot in his chin, at the very bottom, like someone was looking at his face, went, “Aw, crap, this one’s too perfect, no one will ever think he’s real,” so took a little nick out. Which, weirdly, makes him even more perfect.

In the face of that, that face, all I can do is stare.

“Good,” he says, staring at me so hard I’m pinned by nothing but his gaze. Then he leans forward, still without touching me, and so close there’s like a disturbance in the force or something, blows a thin stream of air over my neck that nearly makes my knees buckle.

Miles

Last time with Crash was not anything special. Nor was it supposed to be. It was simply a means to getting him to not be so goddamn uptight about doing pressers that he makes himself sick. And sure, it had been satisfying to watch him spill some of that stress all over the white tiles of the shower, have some of it drip over my hand. While he’d still been nervous when he had to talk, he hadn’t thrown up. Not even a little bit. Unless it was in his mouth. Which would be gross. But, whatever. At least it wasn’t all over, and he’d seemed much more functional.

And okay, perhaps I’d enjoyed it in more than a purely professional way. He was so . . . easy. Not in a like “giving it up” kind of way, because that’s an idiotic way to think about it anyway, but in a “yeah, this is what I enjoy and I’m not going to be secretive about it, because what the hell purpose would that serve?” kind of way. Which was . . . refreshing. Made my job easier for one, that he was so shameless. And what does he have to be ashamed of, that long, lithe frame, and those noises he makes, and Jesus, the way his whole body shudders when he comes?

Crash was made for pleasure. Some people are prettiest when they’re frustrated, some people make you want to rip their clothes of when they’re angry, some actually do coy very well, but there’s something about seeing Crash surrender to the pleasure I was giving him, that was just . . . that. I would like to do that again. But better. Make him crazier. Make him beg for it. Because I bet he’s very pretty when he begs, too.

Instead of just getting him off with a serviceable hand job, tease him. Taunt him. Show him what I can really do, because, yes, okay, I’m a competitive jerk. If it’s worth doing—and Crash is worth doing—then he’s worth doing right. It. It is worth doing right.

Plus, and maybe this is weird, but I almost don’t mind not coming myself? Yes, I like reaching climax. Who doesn’t? But there’s also satisfaction in holding off. In having a mastery over myself that Crash doesn’t even try for. Did I get hard from jerking him yesterday? Yes, I did. But I didn’t break my own rules, and the gratification from that made the blue balls less painful. Slightly.

He’s pressed up against the back of the bathroom door, and slumping because he trusts me and also because he’s starting to get that intoxicated look on his face. Like I’m a drug he’s taken and I’m already spiking his blood, running through his system, and bringing euphoria to every part of his body.

His neck is so close I could lick him, and, god help me, I want to. But I won’t. I’ll just croon in his ear, blow hot breaths on his skin, watch his hands curl into fists by his side while his dick fills to bursting. It doesn’t take much to make his cock thick and heavy, bobbing away from his body and toward mine, as if it’s seeking its own pleasure because Crash isn’t going after it hard enough. That’s what I have to be most careful of as I get as close as I can without actually touching him.

But I’m careful, controlled, and getting so close, I can not only smell him but taste him. Salt. Musk. Something vaguely sweet I can’t quite name. How close can I get? My tongue, my lips, my cheek, but just as I’m about to brush the tendons straining in his neck, I stop. Laugh.

He flinches, his whole body tightening convulsively, and then letting go, his fists pulsing. But I don’t think he’s afraid. There’s certainly no reason for him to be afraid. All wound up, his muscles taut with want because I’m teasing him to within an inch of his life, sure, but there’s no threat here, only promise.

“Are you ready, Crash? What do you think it would take to get you off right now? I doubt I’d even have to touch your cock.”

There’s a faint groan, and even from my place in the crook of his neck, I can picture his face, the way he must be squeezing his eyes shut at the same time his mouth is falling open, and the back of his shaggy head hits the cheap plywood door.

“Maybe if I just . . . kissed you. Here.” Stupidly, I lean in, close the gap, and let my lips touch his skin.

Softer than I was expecting. It’s all I can do not to part my lips and let my tongue slick over him because I want the quintessence of the tempered, muted version I’ve been inhaling.

I’m only a little disappointed he doesn’t spill. That just means I get to tease him more which I’m enjoying more than I ought. “Or how about if I . . . bit?”

I let myself indulge then, open my mouth and sink my teeth into his flesh. Not hard, not nearly as hard as I’d like, but hard enough that he whimpers, and his cock jerks. My mouth and the rise of his trapezius are the only point of contact between us, and it’s as if because it’s the only connection that the intensity is out of control.

“Miles . . .”

The sound of my name coming out of his mouth, the way his lips would have to wrap around his teeth to hum the first beat, the same way he’d have to cover the sharp surfaces in order to suck my cock, it’s . . .

That thought’s out of control. It’s too much. That’s not what this is about. That’s not the relationship we have. I’ll get Crash through his press obligations without spilling his breakfasts on any more sound stages, and then it’ll be over. I’ll find someone else to celebrate with when all of my races are over, and no doubt he’ll do the same. Probably multiple partners if the looks he gets around the village are any indication. There’s one German slider in particular who eyes Crash’s ass like he’d like to sink his teeth into it, and I can’t blame him.

But at the moment, my name is the one dropping from Crash’s mouth, and it’s a prayer. One I’m willing and able to answer. One that also feels like it’s creeping toward far too personal. So I grab him by the shoulders, turn him around and use a grip on his neck to press his cheek to the door. With my other hand, I reach around his hip and wrap my fingers around the base of his dick. Squeeze. Pump a few times, none too gently, and that’s all he needs.

Crash lets out a small cry at the same time the spurts of come are leaving his body. I can feel them through the smooth skin and hardness of his erection which is pulsing in my hand. After a few beats, the vigor of his orgasm diminishes. He’s still coming, but not in hard sprays against the wall—yeah, that’s going to leave a mark—but throbbing weakly in my hand, his come sliding down the side of his dick and onto my hand. A hot, sticky reminder of what I’ve done to him. How I’ve made him feel.

In that moment, there’s a warmth in my chest, and I have to resist the urge to lean in and rest my forehead against his neck. The only thing I allow myself is a small rock of my stiff-as-hell dick against him, pressing into the cleft that divides his shapely ass.

It’s not enough. I want to do more for him than this one fleeting moment, this transient, ephemeral pleasure. So while he’s still in my grip, under my care, I lean in one more time.

“Listen to me very carefully. I know you get twitchy about people talking about how you used to steal stuff. Which I get, I do. It’s not something you’re proud of, it’s not something you’d do again, and it’s not something you would’ve resorted to if you’d had any other choice. But the thing is . . . if this is how you got to be one of the best people in the world—and you are, make no mistake—don’t be ashamed of how you got here. Like, yeah, donate to a foundation that helps kids learn how to ski, drop off a check or offer to do some promo spots gratis for those places, but it’s over now. Over, and you don’t need to feel guilty or embarrassed anymore.”

He’s been listening to me assiduously, not speaking, not moving. His cheek that’s not pinned to the door has gone a more saturated pink than it had been solely from his climax. Hopefully I haven’t undone the work I just did and he’ll still be able to get through this press gauntlet intact. I’ll feel crappy if I’ve made him feel worse, but I think it was worth a shot. Let him hear me say that in his ear when someone no doubt brings this up sometime in the next few days. Let him hear it and believe me.

“Do you understand me?”

Crash opens his mouth to speak, then thinks better of it and nods before closing his eyes and nodding again. The thing is, I believe him.

Chapter Ten

Miles

Standing there with my arms crossed over my chest, I watch as Crash practically charms the pants off Eric Colton, who I’m pretty sure is straight. Or was, before meeting Crash and his sheepdog magnetism. Kid is doing really well, and I take some pride in knowing some of that was my doing.

Ted’s been watching all the one-on-ones, making sure none of us fuck up too badly, and making sure time limits get respected so we don’t miss any of our time on the slopes. He’s been standing aside and only tossing the occasional glance to the stage, but his attention is more focused now that Crash is on. Don’t blame him, Crash is the one most likely to bring trouble down on his head. Or all of our heads.

Ted sidles up next to me, leans back against the wall and crosses his arms same way mine are. Our elbows practically touch. Normally I wouldn’t think anything of it, but he’s giving off this air of having something he wants to poke me with. What’s he got to say?

“I don’t know what you’ve been doing to Crash—” No, Ted, you really don’t. And you really don’t want to. “But whatever it is keep doing it. With gusto.”

Oh my god. With gusto? The only way I could do Crash with more enthusiasm is if I were actually, you know, doing him. Which I can’t. Because I don’t.

I don’t do that before races. No matter what. No matter how hot the guy, no matter if it’ll be a missed opportunity. I don’t do that, I’ve never done that, and who knows if that’s been the secret to my success? Keeping all that pent-up . . . energy . . . pent up. And if it has been—really, Miles? The secret to your gold medals has been not blowing your load before races? Going to tell that to Sports Illustrated? That’ll make fabulous cover copy, moron—then I’m not going to risk it all for a roll in the hay with Crash.

Yes, I’ve come to want him quite badly, and yes, I’ve laid awake at night wishing I could jerk off because orgasming is a good way to relieve stress and get to sleep, but fucking Crash is not the answer. If he wants to fuck after this is over—and it wouldn’t be at all surprising if he did—then we can fuck each other for all we’re worth. But for right now, I’m going to keep my cock where it belongs—in my own pants, and achy with having been slightly hard for days now.

Never has my self-imposed celibacy bothered me so much. If I’d known this was going to become a superstition, I should’ve made sure to rub one out or fuck someone before every race. Then I wouldn’t have this goddamn problem. But no, Past Miles was perfectly happy being a monk. Because Past Miles A, was an idiot, and B, didn’t see Crash Delaney coming. But I can hardly blame myself for B. No one saw Crash coming. No one.

Then I do see Crash, waving at me. No, not waving—beckoning me onstage. What the hell? I’m up next and we only have a limited amount of time to chat. He shouldn’t be giving his away to me, especially since he needs all the screen time he can get, and I turn things down because I get offered too much. But he’s flailing pretty good now, and making faces, not appearing like he’s going to stop anytime soon either. I’m already wired up, so why the hell not?

I step out onto the makeshift stage, wave and smile at the camera. I’ve been on this stage already this season, so I have a good idea of the setup, and I give Eric a winning smile and a shake.

“Eric, good to see you again, thanks so much for having us.”

“Thanks for coming on a little early, Miles. It’s great to have both of Team USA’s top alpine medal contenders onstage at one time. Quite the treat.”

“Actually, Marissa Jennings and Tempe Doyle on the women’s team are also good bets for the podium. Don’t leave them out.”

Eric’s eyes bug slightly, and then dart to someone in the wings. Maybe the producer who’s now scrambling to get Marissa and Tempe in here as soon as possible. Do your homework, guys.

“Of course. The ladies are also looking good, and we’ll be talking to them later on.” Sure you will. Now. Jackass. “Anyway, we’re switching things up a little today because we’ve heard some rumors about the two of you.”

He gestures with a finger between me and Crash, and my heart entirely bypasses my stomach and drops straight onto the cheap carpet. What the hell? My head swivels to glare at Crash, and I’m sure my face says it all. What the fuck have you said and why? I didn’t think I had to say to keep our pre-press sexing on the DL, but apparently—

“You have kind of a special relationship.”

Oh my god. My soul has become a gelatinous pile of green ooze, which is now leaking onto the floor into a mortified puddle. My parents will no doubt watch this interview when it airs. I do not need them to learn that I’m . . . fucking around with my roommate, my teammate, and my goddamn mentee. Crash is a dead person. When I get through with him, there’s going to be nothing left but a pile of curly dirty-blond hair and the vague scent of patchouli. That fucker. After everything I’ve done for him, this is how he pays me back? With sex gossip?

But when I look more carefully at Crash, he also looks surprised. He didn’t see this coming. How did the press find out about this? And why are they bringing it up now? Sure they love romance between the athletes or athletes and celebs—our luger Rowan Andrews and some boy-bander have been all over the news because apparently they’ve been k-i-s-s-i-n-g—but if it’s just sex? Everyone here has sex, and if you keep it in the village, no one usually cares. I think our speed skater Blaze Bellamy has banged just about everything that moves in the village and some things that don’t and I haven’t heard a peep about it anywhere outside the village. Isn’t this show supposed to be family-friendly?

But when the screen behind us lights up with something other than the show’s standard SIG backdrop, I turn. It’s a picture of me at a competition just after my first SIGs. Not that I remember it super well, because it was almost twelve years ago, but I know because there’s a sign next to me proclaiming Meet SIG Gold Medalist Miles Palmer! I’m shaking a boy’s hand and smiling. I’m not so hot with how old kids are, but he’s probably ten or so? Kinda scrawny, unkempt, and . . . holy shit.

Eric Colton is beaming at us. “Isn’t that something? Miles, you look the same, but Crash . . . you’ve grown up quite bit since this picture was taken.”

Yes, I’m well aware that I’m older than Crash, and not by a little bit. But we’re still peers. World class athletes who are on the same team, and for the most part that’s what matters. Yes, I mentor him, and yes, I feel somewhat protective of him, but not in a fatherly way . . . Images of earlier this morning flash through my mind, and no. Parental is the last thing I feel toward Crash.

I’m usually good with the press. Great, even. But at the moment, I’m frozen. What am I supposed to say about this? Yep, just twelve short years ago I’d just turned twenty, was on top of the world, and Crash hadn’t even hit puberty. It suddenly adds a whole new layer of pervy to what’s going on between us, and frankly, that was entirely unnecessary. Quite pervy enough, thankyouverymuch. Not to mention the passage of time that this photograph makes unnervingly obvious is making me feel my mortality. Real hard.

On top of all this, is Eric’s unknowingly awkward questioning going to activate Crash’s upchuck reflex? Because that would make this even worse. Your best hope for medals in the alpine events, ladies and gentlemen: a dinosaur whose knees are going to give out any day and a kid who can’t keep his breakfast down. Ted is going to die and then send his ghost back to murder me. Before I can say or do anything, because my reflexes have been dulled by my freak-out, Crash is jumping in.

“Oh, man. Where did you even get that picture? I look . . . Wow, is that a Nickleback T-shirt I’m wearing? That’s embarrassing. Almost as embarrassing as my hair.” Crash punches me in a bro way on my shoulder. “But you, dude. He’s right, you look exactly the same. Lucky you. Nothing humiliating for Miles.”

I look at Crash’s face, and he’s . . . encouraging me. Trying to tell me it’s okay. Which it is. There’s nothing compromising or suggestive in this picture at all. Nothing that’s going to tell the world that I am now jerking off the kid in that photo—and even worse, I want to be doing more than that.

Don’t worry. No one knows. That’s what Crash is saying with his slightly raised eyebrows and his goofy smile. He’s nailing this, and he’s trying to help me nail it, too.

So I dredge up something to say. “That is from . . . let’s just go with back in the day. I mean, I know I’m the old man on the team, but that’s making me feel like I’ve overstayed my welcome.”

There’s a dip of Crash’s head and then he turns his attention back to Eric. “You know, even back then I remember telling Miles I wanted to be just like him when I grew up. Even though I was some random-ass kid, he took a few minutes to talk to me, encourage me. I really appreciated that, and I think it’s part of the reason I’m here today.”

There’s a swirl of guilt in my stomach, because I don’t remember that at all, but it was apparently a highlight of Crash’s peripatetic childhood. I probably said the same thing to a hundred other kids that day, and none of them are here, so I sure as hell didn’t have anything to do with Crash fighting his way to the top. But it’s adorable and touches my heart more than I’d like to admit that he’s giving me some of the credit.

“Now that I’m on the team, I have to say Miles has been the best mentor a newbie could ask for. I mean, he’s answered all my questions, even the stupid ones, helped me improve my technique. Really made me feel welcome on the team. So he’s not just a phenomenal skier, he’s a good guy, too. Now I want to be even more like him when I grow up.”

Crash punches me again, in the same damn spot of course, and I have to grit my teeth so I don’t say ow. Eric seems pretty interested in this line of talking, though, and leans forward toward both of us. “Sounds like you two have developed a great sense of camaraderie. Is it going to be hard to go after each other on the slopes?”

The filthy part of my mind supplies that it hasn’t been at all difficult to go after him in the shower or against the bathroom door, so the slopes shouldn’t be far behind, but the professional in me, the lion’s share of myself that knows I’ve been working toward this one thing for my entire life, shakes my head.

“No. We may be on the same team, but we’re still competitors. Professionals. I may not have knees like I used to, but I’m going to be gunning hard for this one, and I’ve got experience on my side. Wait your turn, whippersnapper.”

I’m only half-kidding as I wag my finger at Crash, and from the injured look on his face, he knows I would push him off the highest point of a chair lift if it meant I could have those last two medals.

“No way, old-timer. Time for you to make way on the slopes for the next generation.”

Outright aggression isn’t the most natural fit for Crash, but he makes it work, and Eric is clearly entertained. “Seems we have a rivalry on our hands, and I for one can’t wait. Makes me wish you were in the parallel slalom so we could really see you go at it.”

Oh dear god. More dirty thoughts, such dirty thoughts of me and Crash not competing head-to-head, but doing other, much less public things. Game on, Crash.

Chapter Eleven

Miles

We’ve got yet another morning show interview today. One of the weird things about being at the SIGs in the US is that some stuff actually happens live. When you’re in Europe or Asia, the networks can’t do that, as much as they’d like to pretend to. Live on tape-delay? What the hell does that even mean?

I’m half hoping Crash will wave me off, say he’s fine and he doesn’t need my special brand of, uh, help this morning. Maybe he’s got it covered? No, that wouldn’t actually help much. I’d just be lying in my bed, cock hard thinking about him beating off in the shower without me, and that would do nothing for my blood pressure or my focus. Christ.

The other half of me is hoping he’ll beg for it. Tell me he needs me, he wants me, and not just in the serviceable - jerk - off way, but in the I - want - you - inside - me kind of way. Because to be honest? This celibacy thing before a race is so much bullshit, and despite my heaps of control and dedication, I’ve been seriously considering giving it up.

Would it be more distracting to be fantasizing about fucking Crash when I haven’t, or perhaps after I have? Though no one’s ever been so good a lay I couldn’t put it—them—aside when I’ve been called to. It should be fine, right? Right?

I’m screwed.

Crash is still asleep and I can tell because the kid is the worst fake-sleeper in the history of sleeping. Like, fooling no one, not even small children, bad. I lie there on my back, waiting for him to wake up, waiting for him to give me some hint of how to proceed. If he’s good, then we’re good, and we don’t have to . . . do what we usually do.

When he stirs though, something doesn’t seem right. His noises sound more fatigued, more worn-out than usual. Yesterday’s training wasn’t all that hard, since Ted doesn’t want us enervated by the time we get to the runs that actually matter. Is he sick? Did he sneak out last night after curfew and he’s hung-over? My mind is vacillating wildly between wanting to soothe him and wanting to shake him.

“Miles?” His voice is kind of croaky, and I can’t even help it. These stupid heartstrings that have started tying me to him yank me out of bed and across the few feet of floor between our twin mattresses. It’s presumptuous, but I sit.

“Yeah? You okay? You don’t sound so good.”

“I’m fine, I just . . .”

My imagination is sometimes too active. I come up with a million possibilities. Maybe he’s already feeling so sick he needs help getting out of bed, maybe, maybe . . .

“Could we maybe do our, uh, thing, here? Instead of in the shower?”

I pull the duvet that’s still covering up most of his face, and there he is, pink-cheeked and crazy-haired. Bastard, making me worry. “Feeling lazy, are we?”

“Not so much lazy as warm. It’s cold out there.”

“Yes, I know. I also used to be in bed, and now I’m not. Because someone made me think he needed me.” I try to locate a piece of Crash to pinch under his blankets, but he’s started squirming, so instead of getting an arm or his side, I think I get his ass. What’re you going to do?

There’s a gasp from where he’s burrowed back under the blanket which I take as an invitation. “On your back.”

He doesn’t bother arguing or even asking questions, just does as he’s told, and when he has, there’s an obvious tenting of his bedclothes. I see.

Crash’s fingers curl over the top of the duvet and inch the fluffy white covers down over his face until it’s just below his chin. “I do need you.”

I raise a teasing eyebrow.

“Did you wake up like this, Crash?” Just in case he’s not crystal clear on what exactly I’m talking about, I palm the bulge in the sheets.

He lets out this delightfully indescribable noise, somewhere between a moan and a squeak. “I mean, uh, yeah. Yeah, I did.”

“And why is that?”

I’ve never noticed that before. Not that it means anything; some dudes just always have morning wood. But I’d like to think it means he’s been thinking about me, about what we’ve been doing, as much as I have been. I hope it’s made him as horny and cocked on a hair-trigger as I have been. That would be difficult though, since he’s the one who’s been allowed to come, and I’ve just been sitting here with my balls heavy and aching because not only am I a guy, and hey, sex, but also . . . it’s not just about the sex anymore. I like Crash? Yeah, question mark, because I don’t quite know how this happened. What I do know is that is has, and I want him more than I would if I were just jerking off some rando.

Part of it is that he’s responsive and receptive in the sack, and so goddamn forthright about what feels good and how good it feels. Which in general, is really fucking good, and he’s not afraid of that at all. Not like me—I always feel awkward about letting too much slip. I also maybe—just possibly—don’t like not being in control of all things at all times.

Eventually he gets ahold of his heavy breathing well enough to say, “Because I was thinking about you. I’m hard for you.”

His gasping confession makes me hard for him, too. Since we’re apparently doing this, I don’t wait anymore. I slide a hand under the blanket until I find his dick, hard through his sweats, and I stroke it. Thick and hot in my hand, I can’t help but think about what it would be like to clasp and jerk him while I pounded into him from behind.

Could I get him to come as I did? Would I have to hold him tight at his base to make him hold off while I thrust into his tightness?

My brain’s begun to look like some pornographic Dali painting because it’s melting. Jesus would that ever be hot. But I’ve got to get my mind off that, because sex isn’t an option for me. I told Crash that, and apparently I need to remind myself. Not acceptable.

To distract myself, I tear the covers from Crash’s body and just as surely wrench his pants off. “Hands behind your head.”

He dutifully does as he’s been told, but he can’t stop moving his hips. Those lean, muscular hips and yeah, his cock that is standing at attention. Wanting. Needing. Practically begging. And what’s a guy to do when faced with something like that? I’ve got a few ideas, but only one I really want to make reality.

In a second, I’m using my knees to part Crash’s so I can kneel between his legs and go to work, taking him into my mouth. His choked-off response sounds kind of like “for the love of all things—” Dude can’t even get the “holy” out, and I’ve barely started.

I work the part of his dick I can’t take into my mouth with a hand while my tongue and cheeks do the rest of the work. Maybe with a little bit of teeth, which makes him hiss and then groan. So noisy. So uncouth and impolite, and I love it. He tastes good in my mouth, salty, and earthy, with a little musk. I breathe him in, and it makes me want to not do this anymore. Not because I’m not enjoying myself—I am, very much—but what I want more than the taste of Crash in my mouth is to be inside of him. I want him to take me.

I pop off long enough to ask “lube?” and go back about my business while he fumbles with the drawer of the bedside table. Handy. What does he think I’m going to do? Or does he not care?

When I think I’ve heard the grind of the drawer closing, I hold out a hand, and Crash slaps a tube into it. Once again I have to stop my work and as I crack the lube open, Crash stares at me, flushed and breathing hard. “You’re not so bad at that, you know?”

I smile, because I know it’s about to get better. Because I want to watch him squirm, watch him wonder what my plans are I hold up two fingers and drizzle the lube onto them. He’s riveted, can’t take his eyes off the clear liquid slicking up my fingers and will soon be slicking elsewhere.

Tossing the lube to the side, I lay a palm on his hipbone, wrapping fingers around and giving him a squeeze. “You tell me anytime you want me to stop. I don’t want to do anything you don’t want.”

“I want. I want everything. All the things, I want them. Please.”

His breathless, pleading words make me want to drop my head back and let out my own groan. For the love of all things is right. But the only outward sign that I’m about to fucking lose it is the front of my pajama bottoms getting wet and sticky with pre-come.

I’m not usually one of those guys who talks to his cock like it’s a separate being with a mind of its own, but it seems appropriate right now. Buddy, I know, I want to fuck him, too, but you can’t, so just chill. And of course, my erection responds by throbbing even harder, probably out of spite.

What I was after though in the first place is going to be mine. I reach my hand between Crash’s legs, place my slick fingertips right behind his balls and slide back until I’m rubbing circles around his hole, brushing over it, coaxing it, him, to open for me. Let me in.

With my hand that’s not playing with his asshole, I squeeze his hip again and stroke. “Relax. I’m not going to hurt you, I promise. This is all about making you feel good, right?”

He nods tightly, his wild hair flopping on his white pillow as he closes his eyes.

Then something occurs to me—he’s said he fucks dudes, but is that true? I want to be sure he’s had some experience before I take this any further. “You’ve done this before, right?”

More tight nodding, and his abs are clenching before I feel him purposefully give way. Taking advantage, I press a single finger inside him, just the tip, and wait for a protest that doesn’t come. Just air sucked through Crash’s teeth, and a canting of his hips in a way that makes me think he’s begging for more. And oh, is there more.

Crash

Miles Palmer has a finger up my ass. Well, part of one, anyway, and I want there to be more. Way more. I want to beg him to take the cock I’ve seen straining against his pants and fuck me with it. It’s been a while since I’ve bottomed, but I’d be happy to again. But I’m not going to beg, not even going to ask, because he made it clear he wasn’t going to come. Which seemed crazy to me, but whatever.

I’m not going to try to change his mind though. Not at the risk of him deciding this whole thing is too much trouble and he’s sick of it. I’ll take whatever he wants to give me, though I’m totally shameless enough to try to get him further inside me. Because if this is on the table, I’m gonna take it, oh yes I am.

He smiles down at me, that cocky spread of a grin as he works slowly inside of me, adding more lube and being so careful I kind of want to yell at him to get on with it. But I know Miles; no fucking way would he do that. So I grit my teeth, and try to cooperate with his glacial pace without blowing my wad because it feels so goddamn good. It’ll feel better, it will, I know it will.

Once he’s got the one finger all the way in, he pushes it back and forth, rocks into me before retreating, and the back of my neck is going to be red for how hard I’m digging my fingernails into the skin there. There’ll be agonized little crescents pressed into my skin for hours, if not bruises for days.

Finally he decides I can handle another one and luckily for me, isn’t quite as cautious this time around. When he brushes my prostate it’s all I can do not to let out a yell. As it is, it’s maybe more of a bark because I’m trying to keep it inside, but there’s only so much I can hold back at one time.

I manage to open my eyes and the way Miles is looking at me, his dark eyes focused on where his fingers are plunging in and out of me . . . the last couple of times we did this, sure he got hard, but he didn’t look like he wanted to. This time, though, he looks like he wants me. He blinks, and then his gaze is trained on my face instead of my ass. It’s so intense I’ve got a touch of vertigo.

“Crash?”

“Yeah?”

“Can I—Would you—” Miles shakes his head, and his rhythm inside me falters.

Ask me. Ask me. I’ll say yes. Whatever it is. “Ask me.”

The fire in his eyes that had guttered with the shake of his head seems to flicker and then relight. And with a rock of my hips to meet the press of his finger, his face is ablaze with it again. He wants me.

“Turn over.” Telling is also good.

Somehow we scramble until I’m on my stomach and raising my ass up for him, and he’s digging in the drawer.

Stupid, Crash, not to have asked about protection. But out of the two of us, who’s not going to fuck without it every single goddamn time? Miles. And he doesn’t. How long it takes him to glove up makes me want to die or shake my butt in his face and be all why is this taking so long? But I won’t. I’ll let him do what he needs to, because I don’t want to call any more attention to the fact that this is something he said he’d never do.

No, I let him part my cheeks, and press his lubed-up cock against my hole. Close my eyes and pray when he hesitates. Please, give this to me. Please let Miles give this to himself. And because apparently it’s the year for my prayers to be answered, the head of his cock slips inside me and then he waits.

Waits for me to get accustomed to him, and doesn’t press forward until my fingers loosen in my sheets. Then he presses again, using a hand to anchor himself to my hip in a way that makes me feel safe and present, and also so very his.

I breathe, breathe, and then he slides home, making me feel at once split open but whole. It’s so fucking good. I’ve done this before, but it’s never made me feel so . . . exposed. Vulnerable. Which is how I feel while he’s settled inside me, god, so far inside me. I’ll take as much of Miles inside my body as he has to give, but it’s unnerving and my stomach clenches.

Miles must notice I’ve tensed, because he rubs the back of my neck, slips his hand down to my shoulder to run his thumb over my trapezius. “You okay?”

“Yeah.” Hard swallow, tight nod of my head, straining not to drop my face into the pillow and jerk my hips back to get as much of him as humanly possible inside me.

“You sure? Because you feel fantastic, but I don’t want to hurt you. And if you want to stop, just tell me.”

“I don’t want to stop. I want . . . Jesus, Miles, just fuck me, please? I’m dying here.”

I’ve surprised a laugh out of him, and then it’s my turn to be surprised when he digs his strong fingers into my hips and thrusts forward so hard I feel his balls knock against me. Dear god, I have died and gone to ass-pounding heaven. And it’s a pounding I get, Miles driving into me in a way that knocks the air from my lungs with each thrust.

The blood is rushing loud in my ears, like I’m drowning in him, like he’s consuming me, and it’s . . . I can’t even think because he’s taking up all the oxygen in the room, demanding every bit of my attention.

“You feel so good,” he grinds out, each word punctuated by a thrust. “So tight. You test my control.”

I press back against him then, feeling brave and gluttonous. “More, I want more.”

Miles has never been stingy with anything except praise—which he makes me fucking earn—and he’s not tightfisted now. No, that’s not quite the word for it, because he leans over my back and threads an arm under my pelvis so he can grab my dick and give it a few ragged pulls.

It should hurt, and it does kind of, but it also makes my balls tighten and then I’m coming. Really hard. So hard it’s painful in a blinding kind of way, and I can’t believe how many times the jizz spurts out of my dick. It feels at once like he’s wrung me out, but also like it’ll never stop, especially when he digs his fingers even harder into my hip and lets out this sexy as all hell growl. Like monster roar, and then I feel it, Miles’s cock pulsing in my ass, pumping his own come inside me. The thought makes my eyes roll back in my head.

Miles

I’m collapsed over Crash’s back, and while I’d normally feel bad about having my full weight on someone, Crash can take it. And can apparently take a good deep-dicking, too.

When he’d said he wanted all the things, I’d had no intention of giving him this. But something got the better of me and I let it. That isn’t something I usually do. Most of my indiscretions are reserved for when my parents have been to Europe and bring me back Swiss chocolate and German marzipan. Never have I gorged myself on sex like this, especially not when I’m supposed to be abstaining.

Thing is, I don’t feel enervated like I’d always thought I would if I had sex before a race. More like replete. I should be sorry, or angry, or disappointed in myself. I try, in fact, really hard to locate those emotions but can’t find them anywhere. If I feel that way later I’ll marshal some of that control I’m famous for and not let this happen again. But I don’t see it coming. Not even far off on the horizon. Maybe I’m wrong because my brains have drained out of me along with my release, but I just feel . . . good. Maybe I should’ve started doing this a long time ago.

Finally I find it in me to push up on my elbows and knees, and Crash’s ribs expand beneath me with his first real breath in minutes. “I thought you might’ve passed out back there.”

Not so far from the truth. I feel a little like I’m coming to. “No, I’m fine. How are you?”

It occurs to me that he’s likely going to be sore. That was a very enthusiastic fuck. He doesn’t seem sorry though, more like smug as I pull out and he rolls over, putting his hands behind his head. “I feel like I could go on Oprah or some shit.”

Right, of course. That’s why we were ostensibly doing this. So he’d be okay to go on Talk America this morning, which we should really get going for. Any second now, I’ll get up and get in the shower, make myself presentable to go talk to more people. But not just yet. And why not? I’ve fulfilled my obligation, and it’s not like we . . . cuddle after these whatever-they-ares. Services rendered?

The thought makes me cringe. That’s all this is, and that’s all I am to Crash. And sure, I’m fond of the kid, but this doesn’t extend beyond that, for either of us. Best for it not to, in fact. I’ve always shaken my head at couples who are both SIG athletes, or one spouse who coaches the other. Shouldn’t one of you be a teacher or something? Maybe a postal worker or an accountant? It’s not a good idea to have two competitive people in a relationship, because someone’s always going to lose.

Lucky for me, this is only a professional relationship, and our business is winning. I’m just doing my part for the team. And if I like the way a freshly fucked Crash smells, and smiles lazily, well, then, I do, but it’s no big thing. Nope. Not at all. Just a perk.

So I pinch my perk just under his ribcage where I can barely grab enough skin to do it. “I’m getting in the shower. Get your stuff ready to go, and then we’ll switch. Don’t want all my hard work to go to waste and have you be all worked up again by the time we get to the studio. Chop, chop.”

He gives me the most indolent salute I’ve ever seen and it makes me want to fuck him all over again, but instead I turn around and head to our bathroom, because I’ve gone above and beyond my patriotic duty for today, and there’d be no sense in any more . . . tom-foolery. Also I shouldn’t get used to this. Or him. Especially him, because it’s going to be my job to thrash him on the course in a few days, and sometimes friendships don’t survive that, never mind obligatory seed-spilling buddies.

Best to get the job done and move on, pretend I don’t hear him humming in a way that makes my heart squeeze as I close the door.

Chapter Twelve

Crash

This afternoon is the last big press event before the races start. Like, yeah, I’ll have to do more of them, but not one of this size again. Not unless I’m bringing home a medal or two, anyway, and then hopefully I’ll be so happy I won’t even care what the hell they want to talk about.

We were out on the slopes this morning, learning the course and getting our last few runs in. I felt pretty good about it, and my times were great. But not quite great enough. Miles is still finishing ahead of me eighty percent of the time. Which, hell, I should be happy with that, right?

Guy’s hands-down the best skier on the planet right now, has been for over a decade, so why should I think an upstart like me could knock him off his mountain? But there’s a little voice inside me saying I could do better.

Weirdly, it sounds like Miles. Why would Miles want me to do better than him? I know how fucking bad he wants those medals, and I can understand why.

I feel like maybe it’s not just about the medals? Not quite about proving he’s the best? Which would be reason enough, but I think part of it is that this is Miles’s whole life. Thing is, if I hadn’t made the team or even if I had but was nowhere in the vicinity of medal-winning times, I’d be okay. I have other things in my life. A town I call home, friends, I’ve had boyfriends and I’ll have another one someday, maybe even one who wants to be more than a boyfriend. Who’d like to settle down in a ski town and we’d work as much as we’d have to to make ends meet, but otherwise spend our days on the slopes. That’d be perfect.

For Miles, though, this isn’t a dream he walked into and that he knows he’ll wake up from. This is his life, and knowing it’s all going to end, and soon, must not feel great.

After the van drops us back at the village, I stop in the convenience store and pick up some gum. It’s sorta stupid, but I like chewing it just before a big race. Gives me something to do, lets me multitask right up until the last minute when I spit it out and devote every brain cell I’ve got to the million things I need to remember when I race. Of course a lot of it is natural. Muscle memory, instinct, things I’d have to think harder about not doing than doing if I wanted to get myself to stop.

Some of those habits Ted wants me to break. But honestly, what I do has gotten me this far. Why should I fuck with it, and right before the biggest race in my life?

When I get upstairs to our suite, Miles is pacing, back and forth, back and forth, his long strides shuttling him across our small room. As I close the door, his head whips up and I want to tell him to chill or he’s going to need a chiropractor. Before I can get it out, he’s pointing at me, shoving an extended finger in my face so close it could go up my nose. Yes, I would like Miles to insert parts of his body into parts of my body, but finger-nostril intercourse is not what I had in mind.

“You.”

“Me?” What did I do now? I thought I’d been on good behavior, but Miles gets twitchy about some weird shit. Like me using his towel.

“Yes, you.”

I may as well ask. “What did I do?”

“It’s not what you are doing, it’s what you’re not doing.”

Well that’s clear as mud.

“I don’t—”

“Yeah, I know.” He starts pacing again, his hands held in front of him like he’s carrying a cantaloupe in each or something. I’m calling it. Miles has officially lost his marbles.

“No, you don’t.”

“Miles, could you explain this before I call the proper authorities? You’re kinda freaking me out.”

“I was watching your run tapes from today, and comparing them to the old ones. Your upper body engagement has improved markedly and your balance is better, too. But I think what you’re not doing is . . . You look like you’re still starting your turns with your upper body, your ankles seem kind of floppy, and your skis are coming off the snow too much in the turn.”

My face must go white because I think all my blood just drained onto the floor. That’s a laundry list of things I’m sucking at, and there’s not much time to do anything about it. My ribcage feels like it’s shrinking, like oxygen is being replaced with defensiveness. “And what exactly do you want me to do about it?”

“I don’t know. It’s not like we’ve got a lot of practice time left, and this shit takes people years to master.”

I don’t get angry a whole lot. It’s just not in my nature. People joke about potheads, but I’ve always been laid-back. But now I’m getting mad. “So why are you telling me this? If there’s nothing I can do? So I can feel shitty about it and when I bomb spectacularly out there, I’ll know why? What the fuck?”

“No.” He shakes his head and looks honestly shocked that I’d suggest such a thing, eyes wide, brows drawing together. It’s not a crazy thought though. Maybe he’s doing this on purpose to fuck with my head so he’ll have a better shot at beating me. But then I feel shitty because that’s a mean thing to think about this guy who’s done nothing but help me, including getting me off so I won’t bark at ants on national television. “No, Crash. I’m sorry if it came across that way. Not at all. I was telling you because if there’s anyone who can pick this stuff up that fast, it’s you.”

His execution is shitty, but that might be the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me. Miles has faith in me. He thinks I can be taught. He thinks I have potential, and for the long haul, not just as a one-hit wonder. That’s one of the things I admire about Miles. He’s been in this for the marathon. He’s not super flashy, but he gets the job done time and again, and he thinks I can go the distance. That I’m not just some flash in the pan. That’s what I’ve been to so many people, and it gives me kind of a warm squishy feeling inside that he’s not one of them.

“Thing is, even if you can only pick up one of those things, you’ll be better. And if you managed to get all three?” All of a sudden his face gets tight and severe, like someone grabbed his Miles mask from the back and twisted and now his features don’t have any give. I’m used to him yelling at me, but his face always moves. This is some weird alien - wearing - a - Miles - suit shit. “If you get all three, you’ll be unstoppable.”

It takes me a second to figure out what he’s trying to say. Unstoppable? I mean, I’m up there already, my chances of medaling are damn good which is what he’s been telling me. But what I think he’s just given me is not some offhand advice to make it even more likely I’ll finish out gazing up at him on the medal platform slightly above mine. No, he’s given me the key to beating him, and he knows it. That’s why his voice got all quiet and he’s not meeting my eyes anymore. Because he probably feels like he just handed his medals, a.k.a. his life, over to me on a silver platter.

“Miles . . .” What am I supposed to say to that? Thank you seems not good enough and insulting in a way. Doing a victory dance is out of the question. But not acknowledging this at all? Not cool. He’s helped me so much, all the while knowing me improving could be his downfall, but he’s done it anyway.

“No, don’t. I have to . . .” He looks around, gaze pinging desperately, bouncing off of walls and furniture. I want to hand him something to do. Like knitting needles or a crossword puzzle or some wood to chop. Anything. But I’ve got nothing. Luckily, he finds his own excuse as to why he can’t look at my face anymore. “I’m going to go for a run. See you later.”

Miles

When I get back to the room, sweaty and worn out, Crash is sitting on his bed, staring off into space. Which makes me angry—he should be watching tape, or down in the gym. Hell, he should be standing in the middle of the room with his boots and his skis, trying to practice what I told him. Not sitting there like some kind of stoner.

Through my shower, I get angrier and angrier. I hand you everything, and this is what you do with it? Nothing? You’re not even going to try?

I don’t know what I’m angrier about. The knowledge that I’ve essentially told him how to take those last two gold medals away from me, or the fact that he might not use that information. Whichever it is, I am not happy, and as much as I try to control it, it won’t go away.

What is it about Crash Delaney that gives him the ability to get under my skin? He’s like some life-threatening parasite people pick up in tropical climates when they walk in muddy areas with no goddamn shoes on.

When I finally walk back out to our room—okay, stomp is more likely—Crash is still fucking sitting there and it brings my blood to a boil. I can’t even get my clothes on. I just stand there in my towel and yell, because dignity is my middle name.

“What the fuck, Crash? What the ever-loving fuck? I know the information I gave you is intimidating, and maybe it won’t help, but aren’t you even going to try? Why are you just sitting here, doing nothing? Even if you don’t give a goddamn for yourself—which after watching you work for the past several weeks, I could’ve sworn you did—what about the rest of us? Your team, your coaches, the people who didn’t get on this team because you showed up out of nowhere, your country? You’ve never struck me as lazy, exactly. Maybe unaware of exactly how hard it is for most people to reach your level. But let me tell you it’s infuriating to watch you sit here and do nothing with the advice I just offered you.”

Especially if part of my legacy ends up being you. The thought has jumped into my head entirely unbidden, and with it comes images of me training Crash, putting him through brutal workouts, sitting down to eat nutritious food on plates that aren’t disposable, watching proudly as he dominates competitions.

And I’m not going to lie, there are some flickers of other pictures, too—us lying in bed together some morning when he’s got a late start, him on his knees with his hands on my thighs and asking if he can take my cock in his mouth, and perhaps most disturbingly, me taking his face in my hands after he’s won yet another SIG medal and kissing him in front of the spectators, the media, fuck it all, the whole world because everyone already knows he’s mine, he belongs to me. Because he’s not just someone I coach, but also someone I love. Shit.

After all that, Crash is still sitting there. My chest is heaving with anger and frustration, and he’s sitting there. I have half a mind to pick up my desk chair and throw the thing at him. But just as I’m about to reach for the dorm-style block of wood, his mouth pulls to the side and he squints like he’s looking into sunlight bouncing off newly snowed upon slopes.

“Hey, Miles?”

Oh my god. I grit my teeth and pray he says something that makes me want to murder him less. “Yes?”

“Have you ever heard of visualization?”

Seriously? Sports psychology 101? Seriously? “Well, yes, Crash. As a matter of fact, I have. What’s your point?”

He blinks and suddenly he looks hurt, like I’ve shamed him. Yes, my tone was more acerbic than it needed to be but . . . oh.

“That’s what I’ve been doing. All those things you told me? It’s not like I’m going to have much time to actually put that into practice on the slopes, and I’ll try to practice it here, but visualization has always worked well for me. It’s like I’ve got some freaky weird connection between my brain and my muscles. It doesn’t always work, and sometimes I need to practice a lot to get it right, but it’s my best shot when I don’t have a lot of time. And I don’t. So it might look like I’ve been sitting here, doing nothing, but really I’ve been playing that movie over and over in my head, trying to adjust my stance and my timing in my head using the things you told me.”

I am the worst. “Oh.”

“Yeah. I’m sorry if you thought I was ignoring you, but—”

“Don’t apologize, okay? I’m the one who flew completely off the handle when I could have asked you. I’m sorry. If that’s what works for you, that’s what you should do. And we’ll try to get you some extra time to practice, okay? I know I’m asking a lot, but it’s just because . . .”

Inexplicably, I want him to win. Not especially if it means I have to lose, but if I’m going to lose my medals, let it be to Crash. Let me start the second half of my legacy now if I have to, but just let it keep living on.

“It’s because I want you to do well, okay? It’s because I have faith in you, you deserve to be here, and I want you to show the world what you can do.”

“Well, maybe if you’re done wanting to strangle me with your bare hands, you could give me a hand?”

I take a breath and try to slow my still-pounding heart. “With what?”

“I got a lot of what you said, but I feel like I could understand it better, you know? If you gave me more detail? Maybe talked it through? I know this is hard, for you, but—”

My gaze goes to the ceiling of our suite. Yeah, he’s asking for my help. Because of course he is, and the truth is, I can’t see my way to not giving it to him. “It’s fine. Could I get dressed first?”

I’m still standing here in my towel, no longer shaking with rage, so it might be better to do this in pants.

The corner of his mouth tilts up. “Aw, man, I was hoping you’d do naked push-ups while you schooled me.”

Goofy little bastard. “I will not. This is far too serious. You need to concentrate. Visualize. And you know if I’m doing naked push-ups the only thing you’ll be visualizing is being face-down under me.”

He shrugs, but can’t keep up the façade of indifferent amusement and busts into cackles. He’s completely daft. As soon as he recovers, well, partially, he waves a hand. “Yeah, put on some clothes. I’ll never be able to concentrate with you walking around like that.”

So I quickly pull on some clothes and then sit down with him. “What was it that you needed help with?”

“What did you say, that I have flabby ankles?”

Heaven help me. “Floppy. I said floppy ankles.”

“What does that mean? How can they be floppy when they’re inside my boots?”

Good question, because our boots are rigid and tight fitting, hugging our feet just so. They’re customized by our techs, and the right boots can make all the difference. “Well, there’s part of your problem, relying on your equipment. You need to be active, creating tension in your ankles, and using them to start your turns. Not your shoulders, not your head, not even your hips.”

I’m on a roll now, gesturing with my hands, trying to make him understand. It’s not an easy concept to grasp, even for people who have been racing for a long time, even for people who’ve been coached. Crash is at a decided disadvantage because he’s never had to learn this stuff from words, but only concentrating on things that feel right. “You have to make your ankles active, and use them to create these soft turns. You don’t want your skis coming off the snow, right?”

He shakes his head, because he knows that much. “Okay, so the best way to keep contact is to sort of . . .” How to explain this? “Look, think about it this way. When we’re fooling around, would you rather have me glide my hand firmly over you or kind of karate chop you?”

His wrinkled nose gives him away. “The first one.”

“All right. Well, that’s what the snow likes, too. It likes contact with the skis. You have to use your skis to caress the snow, not . . . thrash it.” I wave my hands like crazy and he laughs.

“You want me to make sweet, sweet love to the snow?”

“Yes. Yes, I do. Pour it a glass of wine before you get started, make it feel good. Seduce the snow, Crash. Develop an intimacy with it. Not just wham, bam, thank you man. Snow doesn’t like that. You have to start early on your turns. You know, ease in, not just punch it.”

The look on Crash’s face is priceless. He’s half trying to keep from laughing his ass off at me and half on the edge of his seat, drinking it all in. But I figured I’d have better luck trying to make him entice the snow into inappropriate activities than using technical jargon. As long as he’s not snickering his way down the course, I think it’ll work. I think I got to him.

“Was that helpful? Do you get it now?”

He nods, and then gets this devious look in his eyes. “Yeah, that’s better, thank you. But you know what I think would really help? Some uh, hands on demonstrations. Since there’s not any snow I can get my skis on at the moment, maybe I could practice on you?”

This is Crash being charming, and fuck me if it doesn’t work. Well, actually fuck me if it does work, because that’s precisely what’s going to happen right now. Since my unplanned orgasm yesterday, I’ve been looking out for signs that it was a mistake. Maybe even hoping to find some.

I haven’t. All I’ve felt is . . . good. During my runs today I felt looser, more fluid. And while I feared it might affect my time, it hadn’t. I’d even shaved off a few hundredths of a second from my best times to date. This whole having-sex-before-races thing doesn’t seem to be so bad. And I’d like to do it again. Shake off some of the tension that had dissipated during my run but now is creeping back.

“I consider it my patriotic duty to help you learn how to beguile powder.” And damn does he have the best grin in the whole world. Time for some more explicit instruction.

Crash

Yeah, I mostly like to bottom, but sometimes it’s fun to be on the other end of things, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t tempted by Miles’s superfine ass. Not to mention, if he actually lets me do what I think he’s going to let me do, I would be flattered. Which is weird in a way, because I can go either way, and apparently so can Miles “Control Freak” Palmer, but for him to let me inside of him? For him to trust me to not hurt him? Miles is a precision instrument. He’s spent years tuning his body to top condition, which makes him awesome at what he does, but kinda fragile like a racehorse, too. Probably the smallest ache or pain throws off his performance, and someone giving your ass a serious reaming can leave you feeling it for days, not always in a good way, either. But he trusts me to not ruin him, believes I’m not a complete and utter fuck-up, that I’m worthy of his faith, his confidence, and not just on the slalom course. How ri-goddamn-diculous is that?

I want this. To seduce Miles. To show him he’s right about me, that I can be trusted. That I will hold him more carefully than I’ve ever held myself. Also that I’m a damn fine lay no matter where I’m lying, but that’s really bonus points over all that other stuff.

So I turn, put a hand on his thigh, and the other one to his cheek, turn his head, tip mine just so, and kiss him. Press my mouth against his and nip at his bottom lip. Miles tastes better than any person has a right to. Which is what makes me sling a leg over his lap so I’m straddling him, letting me kiss him deeper. Giving me better access to his mouth, and yeah, freeing up my hands to roam his back, his shoulders, his neck.

Also to sculpt one of my hands around the base of his skull and hold him there for me to explore. Mostly I let Miles do what he likes, which is fine, because I like it, too, and clearly guy knows what he’s doing at all times in all the things. But sometimes I find myself wanting to linger more than he’s inclined to, and this gives me the chance to do whatever the fuck I want with him. Which means kissing him like crazy.

His hands have slipped under my shirt, his pinkies teasing the waistband of my pants. You want it that way? Fine.

I let my knees slip wider to lower my pelvis, and oh yeah. I got Miles hard from kissing him. And I’m going to get him harder by rocking up against him, pressing my dick against his, and letting the not-enough-friction that’s getting through all the layers in between us make us crazy with want. Make him want to rip my clothes off. His clothes off. All the clothes, all of them off.

But part of making him crazy is going to involve trying his patience. Which he won’t like now, but he will like later. So, against his clear intentions to move this along—his hands grabbing and kneading my ass might have something to do with how I got that idea—I resist. No further, not yet. I keep him at bay with kissing and roaming hands until he bites my lip, hard, and urges my forehead against his while keeping our mouths apart.

“Enough already. Get on with it.”

His breath on my lips is hot and sultry, and I like the way he’s breathing hard. I’d like to make Miles break a sweat. “I thought I was supposed to be seducing you. Not wham, bam, thank you, man?”

“Seduction complete, now I’d like to get off.”

I laugh. Not a smooth, sexy knowing chuckle either. It’s a good thing Miles has heard me laugh like a goddamn loon before, so I know my cackling won’t turn him off enough to give up on this. Also, I’m glad he’s explicitly asked for this. I wasn’t sure how he’d feel after yesterday when he came kinda unintentionally. He hadn’t seemed all that upset about it, maybe even like he’d chilled out a bit, but I wasn’t sure he’d want to do it again. Now I know—he does. “You’re like the most patient guy I know, but you can’t bear a few minutes of foreplay?”

“I have borne them. Now I’m ready. I was trying to teach you to seduce the snow, Delaney. And how long is a run, huh?”

He uses his grip on my ass to grind my cock against his and it makes my breath short out. When I can muster a breath, I answer him. “Not that long.”

“That’s right. You don’t have all day. So chop, chop, come in for your victory lap, unless that’s not something that appeals to you?”

It’s tempting, to give this over to him now that I’ve proven a point. It would be less stressful for me to get fucked than it will be on the other side, but now I’ve got my heart and my dick set on it. More my heart, though. This is an opportunity to prove myself, and goddammit, I want to. I’m not going to make Miles sorry he offered this to me.

“It does. I want to fuck you.”

“Okay, then.”

I climb off him, barely able to stand on my own two feet because I’m lightheaded with the possibilities. “Stand up, take off your clothes, and then lie on your stomach.”

His irritatingly perfect eyebrows go up, but he doesn’t argue, just does as I’ve asked. But in a challenging way. Like You asked for it, now let’s see if you can handle it. Well, newsflash, I can handle the fuck out of Miles.

When he’s lying on the bed with the curve of his ass rising so perfectly I have to wonder why I didn’t ask for this before, I take off my own clothes. I tap the insides of his thighs just above his knees and he spreads his legs some, but not enough, so I wedge myself in between them while kneeling, and press his legs out with mine. That’s better.

The view from here is pretty sweet with how sculpted his ass is, just like every other inch of him. I can’t even help myself, I have to grab it, and it’s everything I dreamed it would be. Like, lip-biting degrees of firmness, but also not so hard that he seems like a statue. Flesh and blood, and skin. I want to work my way inside of him.

So I grab the lube and the condoms from the drawer, trying not to fumble in my excitement, and get my fingers slicked up as he’s done for me. Despite his earlier labored breathing, Miles’s ribcage is rising and falling at a slow and even pace. I could be tweaked, but I catch myself. Of course it is. He’s willing himself to relax, and he’s got so much control over his body that he’s done it.

Relaxed for me, and I’m not going to make him sorry. I do my best to work my fingers inside him slowly and surely but gently, pausing whenever his breath catches and checking in, but soon enough he’s ready for my cock, pressing his hips back toward me, asking for it.

And what’s a guy to do but give it to him? My eyes roll back in my head as I press inside him, the tight heat nearly doing me in, and his gasping moan when I’ve slid in to the hilt doesn’t help matters any. But I will take my time, coax his pleasure from him with long, slick strokes until his fists are clenched in the pillow under his head.

“Crash?”

I let my hands glide over his shoulders, down his back and clutch his hips. “Yeah?”

“I need more. Give me more, and I’ll come for you.”

Is it possible to choke on your own tongue? Because I think that might be happening. To me. But before I die of suffocating myself, I will, on my honor, give Miles Palmer the orgasm of his life. I dig fingers into one side of his ass with one hand, and reach my other hand round to circle his pulsing hard dick, and then give it all I’ve got. Drive into him while I stroke him, matching the rhythm so he can imagine how fucking awesome it feels inside him. I hope I make him feel this good.

Just as I’m about to lose it, I feel it. Feel Miles come. His body contracts around me and snaps that last cord of any control I had once I slid inside him, and the hot, sticky come dripping onto my fist isn’t helping matters any. Yep, I am coming really fucking hard inside my childhood idol, and hell does it feel good.

I don’t collapse on him like he does to me, but roll off to the side and drape an arm around his shoulders. “I do okay?”

There’s a muffled response from the pillow, and I laugh. Miles turns his head, looking as relaxed as I’ve ever seen him though he’s giving me the fake stink eye for laughing at him and how fuck-stupid he is. “You treat the snow like that, it’ll be begging for more.”

Which is a ridiculous thing to say, but damn if it doesn’t make pride bang around inside my head. And I’m really sorry when my phone rings. Especially when it rings with a tone I don’t hear often. Maybe a time or two per year?

It’s the only thing that could drag me out of bed from where I’d like to be cuddling with this man. Instead, I drop a kiss on his close-cropped hair and gesture to the bathroom where I hustle with my phone, turning on the water for I don’t even know what reason. I guess I just . . . don’t want to talk about it with Miles. Not yet.

“Hey, Mom.”

Chapter Thirteen

Miles

Of all the team traditions, this might be my favorite but also the most embarrassing. They’ve been doing it since I was a kid, and just never stopped. Twenty-something years of team dinners, and my parents still love to hold court. My mom sits next to me, my dad sits next to her, and Ted sits next to him. The seat on my other side is noticeably empty.

It’s supposed to be for Crash, because as he hastily beat a retreat from our suite earlier, I’d reminded him about tonight. The time, the address, told him to text me if he forgot. He hadn’t, hasn’t, and now I’ve spent a good part of dinner looking toward the door, waiting for him to spill into the place, red-cheeked and crazy-haired because he’d gotten waylaid by some fans or run into an old buddy of his, or just plain old got lost. None of that would surprise me.

Maybe I shouldn’t be, but I am a little surprised that he’s not here, and there’s no sign he will be, and no messages on my phone. I might have checked. Twice. Okay, eight times.

There’s a nudge to my shoulder and when I turn my head, my mom’s looking at me with that half knowing smile she gets. “What are you waiting for, baby?”

“Nothing.” I know I sound like a surly teenager but I’m embarrassed. It’s bad enough Crash is blowing me off, but to have to tell my mother? That is a bridge too far.

“It’s that Crash, isn’t it? Are you worried about him?”

Truth is, yes, a little. Which is insulting to Crash. Guy’s made it on his own since he was sixteen. He doesn’t need life advice from a thirty-one-year-old trust fund baby who still lives with his parents and has no earthly idea what he’s going to do with himself after the SIGs are over. At least Crash has a goddamn clue what he’s doing with his life once he’s done here. No matter the outcome, the only way his fortunes could go is up, whereas mine will just be . . . over.

I shrug. “Not really. He’s a resourceful guy.”

“Something’s bothering you.”

Why must she always be able to tell? The bangles on her wrist clank together as she rubs my shoulder, and she takes a sip of her wine while she waits for me to spit it out. Except I take too long, so she starts in on one of her other tried-and-true Yvonne Palmer methods to crack her reticent son wide open, same way she’d crack eggs over the skillet one-handed on Sunday mornings while she read the Arts & Leisure section of the paper: looking effortless and stylish.

“Are your knees hurting?”

“No more than usual.”

“Are you worried about your race?”

“No more than usual.”

“Have you been getting enough iron?”

“Yes, Mom.”

“Is Ted giving you a hard time?”

I smirk in the face of her rapid-fire interrogation, and also because Ted turned when he heard his name. “No more than usual.”

“So it’s this Crash boy, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

Fuck it all. She lulls me into a false sense of security and the easy rhythm of answering easy questions, and then bam.

“What about him? Do you think he’s not ready?”

“He’s as ready as I could get him in the time allotted.”

She smiles, and because she’s my mom, tweaks my nose. “You’re as precise with your language as you are on your skis. A simple ‘no’ wouldn’t suffice. It sounds like he’s going to race fine. You said you’re not worried something happened to him. So it’s . . .”

She narrows her eyes and examines my face. Like a petulant child, I shrug up my shoulders and turn my head, avoiding her like she’s going to give me a wet willy or something. Maybe it’s time for me to get my own place. I don’t think I can live with this all the time now that I won’t be living at training facilities for a good part of the year.

“I’ve got all night, Miles.”

I love my mom, and I have her to thank for my perseverance, but I could seriously do without her being this way with me. “Fine, okay? I give up. I can go head to head with the meanest people on skis, survive hours of below-freezing temperatures, endure hours of brutal conditioning, but you . . .” I cluck my tongue.

My parents know I’m gay. They’ve never seemed to care much. They also know I’m far more dedicated to skiing than to finding someone to settle down with, so they don’t ask about my partners much. Probably because I don’t have much to say. One-night stands aren’t really something you want to chat about with your parents over Sunday dinner.

I take a breath, and let it out through my nose. “He said he’d be here. He’s not here.”

“Casper’s not here either.”

That’s true. But he’d also never said he would be. In fact, he’d told me he couldn’t come because he and his wife—who’s a good bet for a medal in the half-pipe—were having a quiet night in before her event tomorrow. Also, while I like Casper . . . he’s not Crash. Not that skinny-assed, floppy-haired, positively maddening man who gives outstanding fellatio.

“Do you maybe . . . like this boy?”

“It would be easier to say yes if you stopped calling him a boy.”

My mother’s eyebrows go up. “I see. So you do. Like this man.”

“Maybe. Sometimes. When I don’t want to strangle him. It’s complicated.”

I can tell that a whole heap of questions is about to flood out of her mouth, but deliverance comes in the form of my father clinking his wine glass with his knife and standing, because the man is physically incapable of not giving a toast at these things.

“Thank you all so much for coming tonight. We’re so pleased to be able to host a dinner for the USA alpine team for the fourth time in a row.”

Ted cups his hands around his mouth and shouts to me over the polite applause. “You know that’s why you keep making the team, right, old man?”

Okay, that’s fine. This is the kind of teasing I can take. Far preferable to my mother’s meddling in my nonexistent love life. I toss a roll at Ted’s head, but end up beaning him in the shoulder. “As good a reason as any.”

Crash

The campground the cab lets me off at isn’t nice. Not that I was expecting it to be. They never are. But this one is worse than usual, the snow piled up in brownish-grey piles crowned with dog shit and yellow spots. Classy.

I find my parents’ van in the back of what’s basically a parking lot, not really a campground at all. Same van they’ve had my whole life, and it doesn’t look much worse for wear from the last time I saw it. Hard to tell if there’s an extra dent here or there on something that old.

When I get close, the side door pops open, and my mom sticks her head out, her long hair curling and grey as she beckons to me. “Come in, come in. It’s cold out there.”

It is, but I’d almost rather stay out here because out here I can breathe. Yeah, the air is so frigid it stiffens the hair in my nostrils, but it’s clean, crisp. Inside it’s much warmer but there’s also the cloying, claustrophobic smells of weed, incense, and whatever weird-ass mung bean tea my mom’s decided has magical powers this week.

The other thing is that it’s small. Really small. The place seems to get smaller every time I see my parents, even though I’m pretty sure I stopped growing like three years ago. How did the six of us ever fit in here? Speaking of . . . “Where’s Junie?”

Easy to tell my younger sister’s not here, because I can see the whole place from my seat on the bench just inside the door. The cushion’s so old a spring is poking me in the ass on one side and seems to sag on the other.

My dad’s sitting cross-legged on the mattress in the back that has tapestries tied back to open the space up the rest of the van. He also happens to have a giant glass bong in front of him, and holy shit would I love to take a toke off that, but I won’t because not only would Miles murder me with his bare hands, but I’d have to see that disappointed look on his face while he did it.

He even offers it to me, which, what the fuck? Does he not realize why I’m here and that I could get disqualified from the games for smoking? “No, thanks, Dad. Where’s Junie?”

My parents look at each other, their heads tilted like mirror images and they seem to communicate without words. Finally my mother’s mouth twitches. “Arcata? Or was it Mount Shasta last?”

“Northern California though, definitely,” my dad concurs. “Last time we heard from Juniper anyway.”

That’s cool. My baby sister’s nineteen and they don’t know where she is. I don’t know why I thought it would be different. I should find out. Make sure she’s okay. Last I knew Rain was in Eugene, and there’s a picture of what looks like her with a hipster-looking guy and a tow-headed baby in her arms tucked in the corkboard that’s attached to the back of the passenger’s seat.

If Miles were here, I can imagine him counting the numerous safety violations in this vehicle, and probably passing out, because the thing is a deathtrap. It would be funny, but also crazy uncomfortable for everyone involved, except maybe my parents who would likely be too stoned to notice exactly how horrified Miles would be.

“Your brother called a few weeks ago. He just took a job with the Google in Mountain View. Sounds like he’s doing well, but we didn’t talk for long.” Yeah, Cedar left before I did and somehow made good for himself. Probably tried to get off the phone before my parents could hit him up for cash. I’m sure they’ll ask me if I have anything to spare before I leave. Which I do. Fifty dollars I’ve kept tucked in the back of my wallet just in case they showed up.

We talk for a while about where they’ve been, where they’re going, and they ask me some about the SIGs, but they don’t even seem to know enough about the games to ask good questions. Sometimes I feel like they live on an alternate plane of reality.

“So . . .” When I’ve got both of their attention, I take a quick breath before I can ask them a question I probably already know the answer to, but in case things have changed, I ask it with hope anyway. “You guys going to be around for a few days? I could get you tickets to my events.”

Again they look at each other, and their silent communication riles me. Turning back, my mom gives me an apologetic smile. “We wish we could, sweetie. But the campgrounds around here are charging a fortune. The manager’s already stopped by to ask for money twice today.”

Which means they didn’t have enough to pay and are probably planning to ditch out in the middle of the night. I try not to let my disappointment show that they can’t get their shit together even long enough to stay for the biggest thing that’s ever going to happen for me.

“Actually,” my dad pipes up. “We were wondering if you might be able to help us out a little, now that you’re a famous skier and all. You must be rolling in the dough, right?”

That’s not how this works. That’s not how any of this works. My wealth is wrapped up in my equipment, and if I don’t do really freaking well in the races they don’t give a shit about, I won’t have anything else to show for it. But I pull my wallet out of my back pocket and extract the bills, don’t fail to notice that my dad looks disappointed when he takes the two twenties and a ten between his stained fingers.

Chapter Fourteen

Miles

Crash is back well before curfew. So much before that I kind of expect him to just be back to grab a hat or some other thing he forgot, because the guy is incapable of leaving someplace in one piece, but he doesn’t. He closes the door, locks it and then stands there, looking shell-shocked. What’s up with that?

If I thought he wanted to talk to me, I’d ask, but I can’t imagine he doesn’t know I’m here and he’s not acknowledging me. That’s fine. He can have his space—as much of it as a person can get around here, anyway.

He’d left in kind of a distracted hurry earlier and I thought it’d had to do with the phone call he got right after he finished fucking my brains out, but who knows with that guy. Also, my head was still kind of scrambled, and I feel like we’ve come to an understanding. He’s not going to do anything to jeopardize his career now, so I trust him not to do anything stupid. Well, epically stupid anyway.

I wasn’t exactly happy that he missed the team dinner my parents hosted, but I’m not going to make a big deal out of that. Yes, I’d wanted him to come, be there, introduce him to my folks, but it wasn’t an official obligation. He didn’t have to come, so I’m not going to give him shit about not showing up. I would tell him it made me feel bad if we were dating or something, but we’re not, so I don’t particularly feel as though I’m allowed to have an opinion one way or another.

But would it have killed him to text so I didn’t spend half the time with my eye on the door?

Whatever.

I must read the same page a dozen times while he stands there, and finally I can’t take it anymore. “Hey, you okay?”

The way he looks at me, maybe he is surprised I’m here. “Yeah, fine. Why?”

“Because you’ve been standing there for like an hour.”

“I have?”

I think he believes me. It’s been more like ten minutes which is disconcerting enough, but an hour? What is his deal? My irritation is momentarily overwhelmed by concern. He is really out of it. “No, I’m kidding, but it’s been a while. Come, sit.”

I pat a space on my single bed, not expecting him to actually come over, but instead of sitting on his own bed across from me, he sits where I told him to. What else could I get the kid to do in this state? He’s hypnotized or something.

Or something is right. As soon as he sits down, I smell it. That pungent, unmistakably earthy scent. Pot. As soon as my brain processes it, my emotions go into nuclear meltdown. Anger, disbelief, disgust, resentment, but worst of all, betrayal. They sour my stomach, make my heartrate go through the roof. He was smoking up instead of going to the team dinner with my parents? He’s jeopardizing his participation in the SIGs to get high? Which is of course the really important part. Not that he blew me off.

“What the fuck, Crash?”

His eyes go wide with shock, wounded, like I punched him. I want to. I’m clutching the book in my hands so hard I’ll probably crease the pages, which is a cardinal sin in my mind, but seriously?

“How could you?”

He blinks at me again, like he has no earthly idea what I’m so upset about. Crash might seem like he’s not the brightest bulb in the box, but A, I know better, and B, even a fucking idiot should know what I’m talking about. He could at least have the good grace to look sheepish. Ashamed would be better. Squirming like a guilty worm on a hook would be best of all, because I’m feeling vindictive.

“How could I what?”

“Don’t screw with me. Maybe I haven’t had much of a life, and no, I don’t party like you, but I still know what pot smells like, and you reek. Did you think I wouldn’t know? That I wouldn’t realize? Or did you just not care?”

Some people close in on themselves when they’re angry, some people yell. Some people throw shit and hit people, which as much as I understand the urge, I won’t do. But I can’t sit here pretending I don’t know. Because I do, and after all the help I’ve given him, after all the work we’ve done, after everything we’ve been through, he gets high? It has nothing to do with the fact that he was supposed to be with me and instead just wandered off. Nope, not a lick. But the rest of it? Betrayed is an understatement, but I can’t find another word that fits.

I push off the bed, knocking his shoulder with mine and start to pace, hands gripping my head. How could you? How could you? How could you? That’s the drumbeat pounding in my head, that’s what I want to yell in his face while I shake him.

If I’ve ever been this angry before in my life, I can’t remember it. Maybe it’s like pain. You remember the fact that it hurt, badly, but you can’t recall the exact sensation. Probably better that way, although it lets you forget. How badly you’ve been hurt, how you never want to feel that way again. I can’t stop pacing, and I can’t look at him.

Maybe he’ll leave. Maybe I won’t even have to say anything. Can he tell how furious I am? I feel like I’ve made it embarrassingly clear, but he and I don’t understand people the same way.

After I make the next turn at the edge of the room, I walk square into a wall. No, not a wall. A man. A man who wraps his arms around my ribcage and squeezes so hard I lose my breath. I take my hands away from my face, but look over his shoulder.

“Let me go. I don’t want to look at you right now, never mind touch you.”

My body makes me a liar, which infuriates me more. What I’d like to do is shove him down on the bed, drag his pants over his hips and fuck him raw. When I was done and he was sorry, so goddamn sorry, because he could feel in his body how much he hurt me in my soul, I’d leave him there and go cry my ugly stupid tears in our cramped shower.

I don’t fuck angry though, no matter how tempting it is. Crash must be able to feel how furious I am. I’m practically vibrating with it, and my muscles feel oddly brittle. Like if he holds me any harder I’m going to shatter.

But the jackass doesn’t let go. Just nudges me on one side of my ribcage and leans into me, his scruffy cheek a hair’s breadth from my smooth one. The urge to give in and close the gap is almost unbearable, but this close I can smell his betrayal. His infidelity.

“Let. Me. Go.”

Can he hear the way my teeth grind together at the back of my jaw? I’m this close to breaking.

“You know weed is legal here, right?”

That’s it. My brain has gone supernova, blinding me from the inside. All my senses have malfunctioned and I’m now a seething mass of hatred. No one has ever made me feel as much as Crash, and I hate him for it. While at the same time I want all the best things for him, to help him succeed, to tease him and spoil him, to have him be mine from his mismatched socks all the way to the top of his sheepdog hair.

“Earth to Miles? Have I lost radio contact?” His voice is soft, coaxing, as if he thinks we’re closer to having sex than me murdering him.

Sane money’s on me completely losing my shit and going on a rampage. Trashing the place, including Crash’s unkempt person. But the thing is, I’ve never reacted sanely to him a day in my life. I should’ve told Ted to pass him over, I should’ve let Sully move on up, I should’ve, should’ve, should’ve . . . But I never did. In the face of his preposterousness, I react in the only way my brain can. Logic.

“Weed is legal in the state of Colorado, yes, but it’s not—”

“Chill, dude. I don’t need you to cite SIG regulations. I didn’t smoke.”

“But—”

He clutches me to him, his lean body pressed against my broader one, and finally lays his cheek against mine. A breath leaves my body entirely without my consent and I’m half-irritated, half-relieved.

“I promise you, I didn’t smoke. Or hotbox a car or anything else. I know I’m a fuckup, but I wouldn’t do that to you.”

Part of me bristles that he’s worried about me and not himself—have you not listened to anything I’ve told you, you giant pain in my ass?—but the backs of my eyes sting with unshed tears, because the other part of me is just so touched. He wouldn’t hurt me that way. He wouldn’t do that to me. I mean something to him. He—

I could soak in all the stupid sentimental crap flooding my head, but what I’d really like is some answers.

“Then why—”

“Because my parents are here.”

He says it as though that’s the only explanation necessary, as though those five words explain everything. But they don’t. Not to me.

“What does that have to do with anything?”

He blows a breath out, and I shift so that my arms are draped over his shoulders. The fury is draining out of me and taking all my energy with it. I’m practically leaning on him, and he doesn’t seem to mind, just moves his own hands so one is at the small of my back, and the fingers of his other hand curl around the nape of my neck. Heavenly.

“My parents are here, and I went to visit them.”

Well that’s a perfectly reasonable explanation for him skipping a meal with my parents—to see his own. Why didn’t he just say that? I would’ve understood. That would’ve been far preferable to him just not showing up at all and me wondering why. Hell, I would’ve told him to bring them along.

“What hotel are they staying at?” It’s a stupid, inane question—what the hell does it matter where they’re staying?—but I can’t even help myself. Crash laughs.

“They’re not. They parked the van at a camping area and they’re staying there. For now. Anyway, I went to go see them.”

“Oh.” I say that, but I don’t really understand. Hopefully he can read the cluelessness in my tone because I don’t feel like confessing what an idiot I really am.

“I’m sure Mother and Father Palmer drink a nice red with dinner, but my parents roll a little differently. They smoke more than I ever did.”

Ah. They did in fact split a bottle of Malbec over dinner, but I’ll withhold that detail. Crash doesn’t need to know exactly how spot-on he is.

“Anyway, they’re here, and I went to see them, and that’s why I smell like pot.”

“Oh.”

He nips my earlobe because he’s a brat and then draws away so he can look me in the face. “Are you still going to kill me?”

“No.” Killing is not on my mind anymore, not with his body pressed against me like this, and not with how he’s holding me. And not now that he’s given me a perfectly reasonable explanation, and, okay, made me a bit swoony by saying he’d never do that to me.

“Then can we fuck? Because seeing my parents totally stressed me out.”

Crash

Miles kisses me then, which is kind of a surprise. He said he wasn’t mad anymore, but sometimes it’s easy to confuse angry Miles and intense Miles. This was one of those times. But now I can tell he’s not angry. That’s what his lips say, pressed against mine. That’s what his tongue says, prying open the seam of my mouth, that’s what his teeth say when they sink into my lower lip and hold me still while one of his hands finds my ass and squeezes hard.

Hells to the yes.

I would like for him to be bossy right now, to move me around like we’re not basically the same size. Mostly I would like to have him be the same way he always is.

Which maybe sounds boring, and was something I didn’t like about Miles at first. Couldn’t stand actually. It seemed unfair that such a perfect specimen of man would have such a giant stick up his ass. But the more I’ve gotten to know him, the more I’ve come to appreciate that about him.

The thing about Miles is that he shows up. Always, and on time. If I called him, he would come. If I told him I had a problem, I doubt he’d stop thinking about it until he solved it. He’s . . . consistent. His demands are sometimes unreasonable, yes, but at least they don’t change. Also, it turns out most of his demands aren’t unreasonable and he knows it. Even if I don’t believe it, he keeps telling me and telling me until I do it, and then I can’t argue anymore.

It can be annoying as hell, but I’m also grateful for it. Like a kid walking into the ocean for the first time and looking over his shoulder to make sure someone who gives a shit is still there. Miles gives a shit. He also gives me a raging hard-on, which is what I should be focusing on right now. All that woo-woo feelings bullshit can wait.

I rock my hips against him and tilt my head to give him better access to my mouth, which he takes. He lets go of my lip to sweep his tongue through my mouth and the taste of him is just so Miles it kills me. There’s no rational explanation for it, but he kinda tastes like apples? Always, there’s a sweet but not syrupy element overlaying the wet human heat of him. I suck on his tongue because he tastes so fucking good, and he lets me . . . for a minute.

Then he’s threading his fingers through my hair and closing them in a fist that he uses to steer me back toward his bed. Where I saw his face fall, when that look of betrayal came over him.

Not that I ever want to make Miles feel that way ever again, but the way he got so mad made me realize that he cares. Maybe in the way that he doesn’t want to see someone smash the sculpture he’s spent so long molding, but it’s maybe more than that. I hope it’s more than that. Even to be Miles’s masterpiece, though? That’s not a bad thing to be. Probably more than I would ever amount to without him.

The backs of my knees hit the bedframe and I collapse, my shoulders hitting the wall. Miles doesn’t waste any time. He climbs up and straddles me, pushing me harder against the wall and driving his tongue until I can’t taste anything but him because I’m consumed by him.

He’s not subtle, rocking against me, pressing into me. And then he’s gone from my mouth and I try to chase him but he’s got a hand in my hair and holds me fast where I am.

“Ah.” The shit-eating grin on his face is just . . . God it makes me hard. As if I weren’t already, but now I feel like I’m going to bust through my pants. “Tell me how you want it.”

Hell.

My mouth must be gaping open like a fish’s, because I’ve got nothing to say, and he thinks it’s funny. He’s going to tease me, because he can. Not my fault that when he kisses me, it’s like my brain’s a margarita in a cocktail shaker.

“Come on, Crash. Tell me. Tell me and I might even give it to you.”

He punctuates his request—promise? threat?—with another rock of his hips, another bruising kiss that leaves me dizzy and gasping for air.

“That’s kind of what I’m afraid of.”

The bastard chuckles. There’s no other way to describe it. He’s so goddamn pleased with himself, and the corner of his mouth curls up in the cockiest grin I’ve ever seen. “Only one way to find out.”

I drop my head back against the wall and groan. And then think. How do I want it?

Apparently Miles has gotten bored, because he’s started kissing my neck, humming as he does it. How am I supposed to concentrate while he’s doing this? But honestly, thinking about all the ways I’d like to be with Miles isn’t all that hard. For today, though?

“I want to suck you and then I want you inside me.”

He nods against my neck, and then with a sharp bite to my earlobe, makes an agreeable sound. I’ll take that as a yes.

“Take a shower first, because I won’t be able to do my best work with you smelling like that.”

Fair. I don’t want him thinking about it anymore, either. Not how shitty he felt, anyway.

Miles removes the cage of his body and I practically spring to the bathroom, flinging my clothes off as I go, and as I close the door, I hear him laughing.

Chapter Fifteen

Miles

Thankfully, Crash is quick in the shower. He’s not the only one rattled, and having him suck me off is a good way to clear my head. Also my balls, because the kid could probably hoover me dry if he put his mind to it, but he’s asked to be fucked so I won’t let it get that far. This time.

When he comes out of the bathroom, he hasn’t bothered with clothes, or even with a towel around his waist. He is . . . a delight to look at. You wouldn’t think the skintight uniforms we wear would leave much to the imagination, but you’d be wrong. Yes, I had a general sense of Crash’s dimensions, but not the details. It was like looking at a painting through a bag. But with nothing between him and me, I can see how his body’s been put together, how the whole of him is greater than the sum of his parts.

He’s leaner than he probably ought to be, skin clinging too closely to muscle and bone, but he’s beautiful nonetheless. Defined abs, and a trail of light brown hair that leads down to that marvelous hard-on of his. As with everything else about him, Crash’s dick is not subtle. It’s thick, and even from here, it looks so hard it’s practically throbbing. I want to make it worse.

So I gesture him over to the bed. “As you were.”

His eyes are wide and glossy, and he does as I ask without argument. Jesus, if I had known fooling around with Crash would get him to shut up and listen to me, I might’ve started doing it way sooner.

Once he’s situated, head and shoulders resting against the wall with his calves dangling off the edge of the bed, I stand between his knees and take my own clothes off. Make him watch and enjoy how focused he is. The only times I get to see him like this are when he’s hurtling down a mountain or here with me. Gives a little boost to my—okay, already healthy—ego.

Crash starts to lean forward, greedy, hands reaching even as his mouth opens, but I stop him with a hand on his chest and push him playfully back, wagging a finger. “Not yet.”

He’s slouched down some, which means when I climb up and straddle him, not sitting back on my heels but kneeling up on the mattress, we’re just about at the perfect height for him to take me in his mouth. Guy is practically drooling and has completely lost interest in my face. A bizarre fondness creeps into my chest. Fondness is all it is. Is all I can afford for it to be. Because the day after tomorrow, I’m going to have to shred Crash’s ass, and not the way I’m going to shortly.

Don’t think about that now.

While he’s trapped by my wishes, I can do whatever I want, so I reach out and put a hand to his face, use my thumb to trace the line of his scruff across his cheek. That gets his attention, and when he looks up at me, his expression is unguarded and raw. Hungry, yes, but also . . . vulnerable? Hopeful? I don’t know, but it hurts to see it, like looking directly into the sun.

I can’t handle it anymore. That look of reverence makes my stomach flop, and I don’t . . . flop. It’s easy enough to urge him forward, and when I do, he opens his mouth and takes me inside. Not far at first, just his soft lips and a flick of his blissfully wet tongue. He doesn’t need to swallow me down for it to feel incredible. Turns out in addition to being an extraordinary skier, he’s also a phenomenal cocksucker. Jesus, his mouth.

Because I know he likes praise, I tell him how good he’s making me feel, let him hear the sounds I might hide from other lovers because they’re too revealing. The sensations that are coursing through my body come out of my mouth as desperate groans, air hissed out through my teeth. They’re not pretty, but Crash takes my words and uncouth noises as not only encouragement, but a challenge. Oh yeah? I can do better. Can he ever. His tongue swirls around my crown and then he’s taking me deep into the unbelievable tight heat of his throat.

“Christ, does that feel good. But if you want to get fucked after this, I’d recommend backing off.” Because my balls are tightening, and I can already anticipate what it would feel like to spill in his mouth. Jesus.

He swallows first, which, who taught this man to be a blowjob virtuoso? Maybe he’s just some kind of prodigy, but goddamn.

And instead of popping off like I expect, the jackass grips the base of my cock with his hand, and keeps working me over with quick, shallow dips of his head, his lips sealed against my sensitive skin, and using his tongue to give an extra flick on the underside of my head which makes my heart stutter, and I gasp his name when I’m in fact trying to scold him.

I am now bemoaning my agreement to fuck him, because what I wouldn’t give to come just like this. Wouldn’t take much more. I could wrap my own hand over his, and with a few jerks, I could be coming in his mouth. But no. I’ve got self-control. Useful in my profession, and it stuns me anew that Crash has gotten as far as he has, because self-control isn’t something he’s overburdened with.

When I can’t take it anymore, I grab a fistful of his hair and draw him gently away. His knowing smile when he looks into my eyes just about makes me come right on his face. Can’t blame him for being smug, though, dude gives fantastic head. And now I’m going to give him something in return.

“Lie down, on your back.”

We haven’t fucked face to face before—what on earth is possessing me to do it now? It’s very . . . personal, for people who started fooling around as a stopgap measure, a way to get Crash to stop throwing up so he won’t lose weight he can’t afford to and get dehydrated and so he won’t get kicked off the team for being late or completely absent from press obligations. Yes, I am absolutely planning to leave him in my powder dust, but I’d also like for him to do the same to everyone who isn’t me.

His head’s resting on the pillow, hair sprawled on the uniform white linen, and he’s already pink—his face, especially at his cheeks, but splotchy all the way down to his chest, and looking further, his cock is a darker red than it was before. I bet I could get him off with just a few well-placed pulls, but what fun would that be for either of us? None. Well, okay, some, but my way’s going to be better.

The lube and the condoms are in the drawer where they always are—thank you, SIG committee, for your foresight—and I’m so ready for him that I almost fumble them. Luckily, I manage to rip open the packet without ripping the latex even as I’m shredding my nerves. I roll it over myself as he watches, and it’s tight around my swollen cock. I’m aching for him. He’s going to be mine.

I snap the cover of the lube open, and pour a generous amount onto my fingers before I settle myself between his legs.

“Spread.”

His face gets even redder as he does, but he follows the instructions, taking his knees in his hands and pulling them back until he’s wide open for me.

What he’s offering me is beyond anything I ever expected to find with him, and I have to remind myself that this isn’t for keeps. It’s almost over, actually, because we’re not going to fuck once the races have started. So I take a mental snapshot of him like this, bared to me, and tuck it away for when I need an image of a lover to take the edge off or to get me through yet another wank session.

I work a finger into him as gently as I can, taking care because I’m determined not to hurt him. Guy’s tough as nails, but no one wants to ski with their asshole on fire. Makes concentrating extremely difficult. As would the kind of really good fucking I’d like to give him—the kind that makes it hard to sit down or walk for days, never mind be in peak condition to perform against some of the world’s greatest athletes. I may be a competitive jerk, but at least I’m an honest one.

Speaking of, just feeling how tight and hot he is around my finger makes me want to get inside him five minutes ago, but he needs more prep. One more finger, and then two, because I really do want to make this comfortable for him. Then I’m looming over him, pressing the head of my cock which I’ve slicked with the lube still on my fingers, into his hole.

“Relax.”

He nods, but he’s not. Not for real. I can tell by how fast his chest is rising and falling, and how tight he is. It feels amazing, and I’m giving my instructions through gritted teeth because there’s little that I’d like more than to slide right into him and pump away, but . . . ngh, guy’s killing me.

“Crash. Come on. I know you can do it. Relax for me, let me in. You know I’ll make you feel good. Do it now.” After issuing my instructions, I lean down and take his mouth, not scrimping on the teeth for biting his bottom lip, or the tongue I thrust into his mouth like I’d like to be thrusting my dick into his ass. Come on, come on. My patience is wearing thin, but he can’t see that, because I won’t let him.

After a minute of fierce persuasion, I feel it. His hole loosens enough that I can work my way inside. While he sucks air between his teeth, he doesn’t tense around me again. It helps, too, that I kiss him again. Kiss him until he’s breathless and begging me for more with his whole body.

I’m all yours. For now. At the moment, I can leave all the conditions on the table and just enjoy him, enjoy this. The feeling of being connected to another person, his body encompassing me, his hips rocking against mine, his hands clutching at my ass, and his hoarse voice saying around forceful kisses, “More. More. I want more, Miles. Please. Fuck me like you mean it.”

So I do, until I’m on the edge. Right before I’m about to blow, I lean up and take his cock in my hand and jerk him a few times until his come is spurting first against my stomach and then his own. His head is pressed back into the pillow, tendons in his neck stretched out in taut lines of overwhelming pleasure, his throat bared in carnal surrender. That’s all I need to blow my own load, straight into him, deep into his very core. I hope he can feel the heat, the force of it, but the condom probably prevents that.

Too bad, because I want him to know and I can barely find the words. “I mean it. It’s yours. Take it. Take it all. Fuck, it’s all yours.”

As soon as I’ve spent everything I have into him, I collapse, not worrying that I’ll crush him. He’s tough, and if I’m too heavy, he’ll tell me so. For now, I’ll enjoy the slick evidence of our pleasure sliding between us, and then sealing us together as I rest my head alongside his, taking in a breath of his still damp hair.

Chapter Sixteen

Crash

I have to scoot over in order for Miles to roll off me when we’re done. Half of me expects him to pat me on the head and lope off to the shower, but he doesn’t. He shifts to the space I’ve made for him on this ridiculous single bed and lays an arm over my ribs. Heavy and possessive, it’s almost better than the fucking itself. Almost.

We lie there in silence for a few minutes, staring at the sloped ceiling. I’m . . . not honestly sure what to do next? I’m used to casual sex with other guys where we’d shower one at a time, do a friendly fist bump or an awkward hug, say we’d text, knowing we never will, and then never see each other again. I’m less used to, but still experienced in, having a boyfriend who I’d lie in bed with. Cuddle. Smoke with. Talk to. Maybe shower with.

This thing with Miles isn’t like either of those things, though, so I wait for him to make the call. I’m happy to be next to him, bare naked and satisfied. He’s also not bad to look at. If you like that kind of thing. Who doesn’t though? The man’s got a ridiculous body, he barely looks real. But he feels real, heat radiating off him, and fuck if he didn’t feel real when he was inside me.

“Better?”

His question is loud in the quiet even though his voice is soft. Better? Right. I’d told him something I’ve never said to anyone before, not even my boyfriends. They’ve, to a man, loved my parents, thought they were awesome, asked on the regular when they’d be coming through town again. I’d have to grit my teeth and tell them I didn’t know. Because I didn’t. Mostly my family would just . . . show up. Or I’d find out months later they’d been in the next town over and didn’t bother to drive the extra five miles.

“Yeah.” Even as I say it, my muscles tense and Miles must notice.

“Sorry, I shouldn’t have asked, I just . . .”

“No, it’s fine.” I will myself to go pliant, slack, to recall the way I’d felt right after Miles had blown my mind. It works, sort of. What I’d like is a nice blunt to take the edge off, but that is not an option. Maybe in an attempt to distract the part of me that’s craving a smoke something fierce, curiosity overwhelms me. “What are your parents like?”

Miles looks at me, confused probably, because why would I want to talk about his family right now. But I do. I’ve seen pictures of his parents before because they come to his big events, and now I want to know if they’re as perfect in real life as they look in those glossy magazine retrospectives.

“My parents? Uh, they’re pretty cool. If they weren’t, I don’t think I’d still call Greenwich my home base.”

Right. He travels a lot for training and competitions, but still lists Greenwich as his place of residence.

“You still live with them?”

He shrugs, looks kind of embarrassed. “I’m not in Connecticut all that much, seemed like a waste to have my own place, and my parents’ house is . . .”

Big enough to house an army, but I don’t think he’s going to say that.

“There’s, uh, plenty of space. So yeah, when I’m training, I have my own place, but when I go home I stay with them. They like having me around since I’m away so much.”

What would that be like? To be thirty-one years old and still live with your parents because it made all of you happy? And in the same house you’ve lived in basically your whole life? No wonder Miles is so constant. He grew up on a rock with barnacles for parents. I don’t mean that in an insulting way either, even though being compared to barnacles isn’t usually flattering.

“Did they want you to be a pro skier?”

“Not particularly. Did you know my parents don’t even know how to ski? But they wanted me to learn so I wouldn’t be left out. Started me in lessons when I was four, and I swear I was the only black kid on the mountain until I was thirteen. I think they pictured me going out west with some prep school friends over winter break to resorts, but that’s not what happened, obviously. I never went to prep school.” He smiles, looking out into the distance, wistful. “But I guess that’s the cool thing about my parents? I loved skiing, and I wanted to be the best, so they helped me figure out how to do that. Drove me to mountains, sent me to camps, hired coaches, paid for equipment.”

He trails off and looks at me. It’s in his face, what he’s thinking. All those things your parents didn’t or couldn’t do.

“Anyway, they probably would’ve been happier if I were a brain surgeon or a senator or a professor or something. I know they worry about what I’m going to do with myself after . . . Well, after. But they’ve been really supportive. Still come to my big races and make signs and stuff. It used to embarrass the hell out of me, but now I can’t imagine racing without it, you know? They’re here now, you could meet them. If you wanted to.”

Meet Miles’s parents? Whoa.

“They never really outgrew the team-parent thing. They like knowing who I spend time with, and my mom makes me Skype with her whenever I move someplace new so I can show her where I’m staying. You missed it, they took the team out to dinner tonight. Used to be pizza when I was a kid, but they usually go a little more upscale now.”

Probably lobster and champagne and shit. I don’t even have clothes I could wear someplace like that. But I’d like to meet them. I bet Miles’s dad has that same way of talking as he does. Kind of slow, but not because he’s dumb; just the opposite. I bet they’re both precise and use big words. And I bet he got his smile from his mom. It’ll be like being blinded by the sun to have them both look at me, but worth it, probably. Or maybe his way of talking is from his mom and his smile is from his dad? Now that’s going to bug me. Until I know.

And also I feel like crap because I’d been so in my own head after my mom had called that I’d forgotten about dinner. Didn’t even text. I’m an asshole. “Shit, dinner. I’m so sorry I missed it. And didn’t even let you know I wouldn’t be there—”

Miles cuts me off with a shrug and he stares up at the ceiling. “It’s okay. I wish you would’ve told me you were going to see your folks. I would’ve understood. But anyway, they’ll be around for a while. You’ll get another shot.”

He really doesn’t seem mad, which I would understand if he were. But I want to make sure he knows it wasn’t about him. At all. “Yeah, I’d like to meet them. Maybe after the race.”

Miles strokes a hand down the side of my ribs almost all the way down to my ass. His fingers are in that weird zone where it’s hard to tell what exactly to call it. But it feels good.

“What about your parents? What are they like? I’m imagining flower children who collect crystals and eat bean sprouts and make their own kombucha. Am I close?”

“Yeah, basically.” My voice sounds hollow in my own ears. Like I’m talking from far away. This is where I hide when people talk about my family, like I must’ve grown up on some love-in commune and being some kind of free spirit kid was awesome. No real school, no rules, who wouldn’t want to be Peter Pan?

“Hey.” He squeezes my hip/ass and rolls on his side to look at me. “I don’t mean to tease. Everyone’s family is different. Mine probably sounds super boring and stuffy to you.”

Miles

Crash probably thinks we’re like the goddamn Banks family of Greenwich, but without the Fresh Prince anywhere in sight. He wouldn’t be entirely wrong, except our family wasn’t that big and my dad took the train into Manhattan every day for his job as a TV exec, and doesn’t sit on a bench as a judge.

But Crash is acting weird again. I don’t know what it is about his family that freaks him out, but there’s significant evidence that it does. And because I’m an asshole, I can’t just let it be. “So what are they actually like? I showed you mine, now show me yours.”

I’m trying to kid with him, but if I’m reading the way he turns to look at me with those big hazel eyes right, he doesn’t feel like I’m joking. This is hurting him and I should stop, but I can’t. For everything I’ve done for him, I want something, and there’s some sadistic part of me that’s decided it’s this particular pound of flesh that I want in return. Because asshole.

And because he’s Crash and the kid doesn’t know how to say no to me for better or for worse, he answers. “They’re probably a lot like how you’d imagine. Smoke a lot, do the whole hippie free love thing. I’m probably lucky I was born during a thunderstorm and my sister was already named Rain, because who knows what other shit they could’ve come up with?”

I had wondered about that. If it were back east, it wouldn’t be impossible to know someone named Crash, but it would be far more likely that their full name was Charles Sherbourne Drake V, and all the sensible nicknames had been used up already. But no, the guy’s name is honest-to-god Crash.

Awesome name for an extreme athlete—again, he couldn’t have been a snowboarder, why?—but growing up it couldn’t have been easy. Lot of pressure that name. To be loud, to make an impact, be kind of crazy, reckless.

“You know they moved around a lot, and I . . .” His usually carefree face gets lined with uncertainty and discomfort.

I should tell him to stop, but I don’t want to. I’m going to be greedy, because that’s who I am. More, more, always wanting better, more.

“Sometimes I just wanted to stay. I’d make a friend, or I’d like my room when we actually got an apartment, or I’d find a decent place to ski. And just as we’d settle, we’d move again. I probably have outstanding library fines in half a dozen states.”

He smiles, but it’s weak. Not his usual exuberance. I smile back, because it’s kind of funny, imagining mini-Crash reading anything at all, never mind going out of his way to get a library card and being distraught when his parents packed them up suddenly and he couldn’t return his books. Actually, the idea gives me hives.

“I asked them to leave me sometimes—or tried to run away and hide so they’d have to pack up and go without me, and I could stay—but they wouldn’t, for the longest time. I just wanted, no matter how shitty it would’ve been, to have a place to call ours, you know? But that wasn’t something they could hack. It took me a long time, but I finally figured out one of the reasons we would leave someplace was that they owed someone money and couldn’t pay. We didn’t have a cell phone, no permanent address, no computer.”

What he’s describing is so very foreign to me it’s almost in another language. I wouldn’t have thought that would bother Crash so much, but maybe his seemingly laid-back nature is a defense mechanism instead of his natural inclinations. It was how he had to be to survive and not lose his mind while his parents traipsed all over the place and dragged him with them.

“So, you know the end of the story—when I was sixteen, we were in a ski town in Colorado, and I loved it. I put my foot down, told them I wanted to stay, that I wasn’t leaving with them. They tried to talk me out of it, said we’d go to another ski town if I wanted, but we had to leave. When I said no again, they didn’t argue. Just unloaded my stuff from the van, handed me fifty bucks, and told me they’d try to find me when they passed through town again.”

Christ almighty. He’d told me nearly as much before, but hearing it so baldly makes my stomach clench. Fifty dollars? They left him with a duffel bag and fifty goddamn dollars when he was sixteen years old, and didn’t know if they’d ever see him again? And now that he’s a SIG athlete, they’ve come sniffing around again? Fuck no. I will beat them back with my ski poles if I have to, but there is no way in hell they’re getting close to Crash again. Over my dead body.

It’s odd that seconds before I wanted to dig my claws in him, make him bleed for me, but now that someone else might hurt him I want to rip their heads off and throw them down a mountain, sending their decapitated bodies down the other side. Morbid much, Miles?

But maybe that’s what it is. He’s mine to hurt, mine to boss around, because at the end of the day, I want what’s best for him, too. I want him to succeed and I’m going to do whatever it takes to make that happen. Those people, though, couldn’t be bothered. Crash is worth bothering over.

“I’m lucky ski bums are pretty cool. I couch-surfed for a while, until I could pick up enough odd jobs to rent a room, and then I stayed there. Had my own little world and I could do whatever I wanted to. It wasn’t pretty, but it was mine. And, you know, turned out okay.”

He smiles again, and it kills me. Because he means this one. Like his family abandoning him when he was a pimply-faced kid was the best thing that had ever happened to him. Depressingly, maybe it was.

Who knows if he would’ve ever made it so far if he’d kept living out of a van and wandering the country? Who’s to say his parents wouldn’t have gotten sick of the mountains and moved to fucking Nebraska, or gotten sick of the cold and gone to Florida? The world would’ve missed out on its chance to see Crash Delaney ski, and that would be a crying shame, because this man on skis is a thing of beauty.

So I do the only thing I can think of and roll on top of him, pinning his hands to his sides and kissing him. I have too many feelings colliding in my head to make sense of them all, and at the moment, he feels too goddamn good between my thighs, our cocks rubbing against each other and getting hard. Screw feelings right now. Crash doesn’t want my sympathy anyhow, so I’ll tell him in the only way I’ve got that I think he’s the greatest.

I’ll love him with my body until he’s not thinking about that goddamn van, about being left on a street corner in some random-ass mountain town with his life on the ground in front of him and having to figure it all out when he probably hadn’t even gotten a driver’s license yet.

All he needs to figure out is what I want from him, and right now, I want his slim but strong limbs tangling with mine, his hot wet mouth opening for my kiss, and the small desperate noises he makes when I’ve hauled him up the mountain on my back, but haven’t yet pushed him down the slope.

Chapter Seventeen

Crash

It’s the morning of our first race, and no, there’s not any press first thing, not until we’ve made our way down the mountain—but honestly, we’ve been doing this for over a week, and it seems routine, but also like something both of us enjoy. Not that we’re, like, dating or something. But I’d like to think maybe we could?

Miles was the first one out of bed this morning, and is taking his sweet time in the bathroom. Hope he didn’t eat something that disagreed with him last night, but we ate the same thing and I’m fine. Yes, I have a basically iron stomach because it’s been honed by years of gas station chili fries and vending machine snacks, plus fast food when we could afford it. Maybe Miles’s more refined palate is troubled by the dining hall food, but I think it’s pretty good.

I’m about to give a shout when he emerges, looking robotic and twitchy. Is Miles actually nervous? Part of me finds deep satisfaction in this because holy shit, he’s actually human, but another part of me finds it terrifying. If Miles is freaking out, what should I be doing? Running around the village screaming with my hair on fire? He’s so much cooler than I am, and yet . . .

Thing is, I know a pretty good cure for nerves. So I get out of bed, cursing when my bare feet hit the cold floor, and sidle on up to him, laying my hands on his hips, pressing a kiss to his shoulder. Instead of melting, turning around and kissing me like I’m the air he needs to breathe, he stiffens, and not in the fun way.

“Not today.” His words are clipped, but the punch they deliver doesn’t feel pulled. In fact, I feel as though his fist has sunk into my stomach. What does he mean, “not today”? And because I’m a glutton for punishment, I can’t help but open my stupid mouth and ask.

“Why not?”

He shakes me off and turns around, hands resting below the waist of those goddamn pajama pants. I swear to god, every time I see plaid flannel from now on, I’m going to get hard. “I know we’ve been fooling around, but there isn’t a press event this morning. You don’t need it. You’ve said yourself, you do fine after races because you have something to talk about.”

Another punch. I’d thought we’d gotten to a place where he enjoyed this. I don’t want to get all mushy or serious or anything, but it had felt like we were getting kind of . . . close, in a way. Not like intimate in the way those TV Dr. Phil-types talk about it, but still. I’d thought there was something. Maybe I was wrong.

“Yeah, but I thought you might, I don’t know, want to.”

Miles gives me his back, that broad, beautifully muscled back, and heads to his dresser. “I don’t.”

Right. The hits keep on coming, and I am too fucking stupid to know when to quit.

“How come?”

He turns on me then, eyes practically on fire, or maybe it just feels that way because they’re burning right through me.

“I can’t do this right now. You’re still my teammate, but you’re also my competitor, my enemy for the next few days, and I can’t . . . I have given up my entire life for this. This—” He flings his arms around, encompassing the room but the rest of the SIGs as well. “This is all I have, and I have fuck all idea what I’m going to do when this is over.”

I’ve seen Miles angry before, but never quite like this. He has just flat-out lost it. And Miles isn’t like some of the people I know who didn’t have much to lose. Miles . . . Miles has all the things, or he usually does, and now he’s lost every single last one. It’s kinda freaking me out, especially since this has happened literally overnight. Did the race getting so close finally poke the sleeping competitive giant inside him? Or is it something else?

“This isn’t all you have. You have your parents. And . . . friends.”

I think Miles has friends? But outside of people he knows through skiing, is that true? He and Coach Miller are annoyingly close, but will that keep being true when Miles isn’t on the team? Same with the other people on the team, except he’s not so much friends with them as he is a mentor. So . . .

“I don’t have friends who don’t ski competitively. Or who don’t coach or train. So yes, I have my parents. I am thirty-fucking-one years old and the only thing I have to show for my time on earth is a functional relationship with my family and a few pieces of metal. That is it, Crash, and you want to take that away from me.”

Whoa. I hadn’t realized that he feels that way. Under all that slick and easy Miles-y-ish-ness, he’s as insecure as the rest of us. It’s just that no one sees it because he’s never had to be anything but a professional skier. It’s not really fair of him though to act like this is personal. I no more want to take those medals away from him than he wants to take them away from any of our competitors. He just . . . wants it. Why can’t he see my hunger the same way? I only ever wanted to be like him, modeled myself after him in everything I did, to the extent I even could.

Before I can call him on weirdly personal bullshit though, he goes on.

“Don’t you see that for everything you’ve lacked, you’re not walking out of here with nothing. You have friends, you’ve had boyfriends. I’ve never had that.”

“You’ve never—”

“Dated anyone? No. Hooked up with people, yes, been on a couple of dates, but no matter how much I’ve liked some of the men I’ve been with, I didn’t like them more than skiing. Who wants to come in second place all the time to a bunch of sticks and a mountain? No one. No one worth being with anyway. And watching my parents—they’re devoted to each other. They pay attention to each other. Do little things to make each other happy. I would’ve been shitty at all that, and I didn’t want to be, so I’ve done without.”

Damn. I mean, not like I always have a boyfriend, but sometimes. Even when we were moving around all the time, I managed to have a couple of relationships. I had no clue Miles thought I was better or luckier than him in any way. I don’t get any satisfaction from his envy though. It makes me sad for him. I kinda want to hug him and tell him I’ll teach him how to be a real person once this is over, and I can be his friend or his boyfriend or whatever he wants. But I think he’d smack away any try at comfort, so I’ll stand here while he’s heaving with anger and confusion and some things I don’t recognize and probably he doesn’t either.

“I’m sorry, but I—”

“Hey, I’m not telling you to throw the race, I’m not telling you not to do your best. In fact, I will hunt you down and stab you with my own poles if you do something as bone-headed as that, but you can’t expect me to . . . to . . .”

Miles doesn’t say “fuck.” Not about fucking anyway. He waves his arms again, but this time he’s only talking about what goes on behind our closed door. “—when we’re racing. I just can’t. I’m sorry if that’s going to make things uncomfortable, I really am, because you know I’ve only ever wanted you to do well, but I also need to do well, because this is my last shot. This is all I get, Crash, and if I can’t have this, then what was it all for? I traded my life for empty hands?”

I want to point out how ridiculous it is that he’s happy trading his life for a circle on a string, but then he might go into a spiral of existential angst or some shit, and I have no idea what I’d do with that. I’m surprised Miles doesn’t have a plan for when this is over. That’s something they talk to us about: having a back-up plan because you can’t be a SIG athlete forever. Whether you think you want to coach, or go back to school or whatever, have a plan. And it seems entirely unlike Miles not to have done that.

Although maybe that was part of his strategy. It was certainly part of mine. If I don’t have any other options, then I can’t fail. There is nothing else. I suppose for Miles, he’s got that whole trust fund thing going on, so it’ll be easy for him to take his time and figure his shit out, and then do what he really wants. I think he’d be a great psychiatrist, although the AMA or whatever other governing body they have probably frowns on a lot of the methods he’s used with me. But the point is, he’s going to be okay.

For some of us . . . we have to figure shit out a lot more quickly than that. Because if I, for example, don’t? I don’t eat. Or have a roof over my head. I think the ski area will take me back, because why the hell wouldn’t they, but what if I can’t do that anymore for some reason?

Miles might feel like he has nothing, but if I lose skiing, I’m well and truly fucked. He’s not the only one who has a lot riding on these races, and all of a sudden, that competitive part of me that’s been curled up like a lapdog, and enjoying the belly rubs Miles has been doling out, wakes up and growls.

“What the hell do you think is going to happen to me if I finish out of the medals, huh? No one puts a SIG athlete on a magazine cover just for showing up. My face is not going to be on a Wheaties box. No one is going to pay me to use their gear and talk about how great it is. No matter what happens, you’ll be fine. You’ll go home to your parents’ big-ass spread in Greenwich and maybe you’ll be depressed for a while, but you can do it in the lap of luxury, with your champagne fountains and your diamond-soled shoes and you’ve probably got servants to stroke your ego when they’re not cleaning your toilets or making you a goddamn sandwich. I don’t have any of that. I blow this? I go back to Cast Iron Peak with my tail between my legs and a few duffel bags worth of new gear.”

We’re both breathing heavily as we face off. I don’t like yelling at Miles and I sure as hell don’t like him yelling at me. This . . . this was not a good idea. If I had known this was how things would turn out, I never would’ve agreed to this. Started it. However you want to think about it.

I can barely look at him right now, because it hurts. I get it, I do, but I want for him to get my side of it, too. He can’t see it, though, because he can’t look beyond his fear. Can’t focus on anything except Miles. I get why his world is shrinking when he needs every ounce of focus he possesses, but I’d kind of hoped his competition blinders wouldn’t make him blind to me. No dice.

There’s still a couple of hours left before our team meeting and even though I don’t have anywhere in mind to go, I can’t stay here. So I grab my coat and my hat and mittens, even though it can’t possibly be chillier out there than it is in here. Only difference is that the cold outside I can defend against with layers, but the chill in my heart is going to stick, no matter what I do.

Chapter Eighteen

Miles

This is it. I’m standing at the top of the slalom course, wind stinging my eyes. I’m freezing my ass off because all I’ve got on is my skintight suit and the boots that hug my feet perfectly, sculpted around every curve and offering the perfect amount of structure and support, but lacking in the warmth department. Soon it’ll be time to lower my goggles over my eyes, glide up to the gate, and then . . . go.

It’s strange to be doing this, knowing it’s my second-to-last chance at glory. Here in the giant slalom, the space between the gates is bigger, the course wider. Also, it’s called “giant,” which is kind of cool. Makes me wish I had a shot at the super-G, because that’s an even cooler name, but that’s never been my strong suit.

This is the first of two runs and I’m doing my best not to pay attention to anyone else’s results. Racing against myself is the only thing that matters, because if I can do this run even a fraction of a second faster than I have before, I’ll be skiing this course the fastest it’s ever been skied. That also means everyone else has their eyes squarely on me.

With a gesture from one of the officials manning the starting hut, I know it’s my turn. Breathe, Palmer. You do this every day, there has never been anyone alive who has been better at this than you. A little voice in the back of my brain pipes up and volunteers, “Maybe there hasn’t been, but—”

I don’t want to think about Crash, for a whole heap of reasons. Bottom line is the dude needs to get out of my head. This is my time to shine, and I am going to motherfucking glow.

Pulling my goggles over my eyes, I push up to the start gate and focus. Speed. Style. Technique. Now is not the time to catalogue all the things I need to do, though. Now is the time to trust my body to do what it’s been trained for. I know this. I was built for this. I’ve sacrificed for this. All I have to do is take it.

The tone sounds, and I feel it down to the marrow in my bones. Every particle of me responds, and I shove off. Poles, skis, limbs and core, all working to hit that first gate as fast as humanly possible. And there it is, that satisfying thwack against my guards.

No more shoving off, only taking advantage of gravity and my own ability to shift my weight precisely, angle my skis, use the tools I’ve been given to go faster. And faster. Yes, the turns slow me down, as does recovering my balance, but then I always speed back up again.

I like to think of it like flying: wings out to recover my balance, wings in to recover my speed and hit the gates as fast as possible. Unlike flying, I’m keeping my skis in the snow, becoming intimately acquainted with the terrain as I slice through the course, using the guidelines that are spray-painted through inches of snow. At this speed, they’re blurs.

And then . . . then I hit the second to last gate and all I have to do is tuck and go, go, go. Skis slide over the finish line, and that’s it. My work here is done.

One of my favorite parts of this sport is the mini victory lap you get to do at the end. The circle is big and there’s space to crash, if that’s your style, or give a wave to all the people who’ve been standing out in the freezing cold to watch you for a few minutes. The biggest minutes of your life, but still. Lucky for them, they’re bundled up to within an inch of their lives, but we’re not afforded such luxuries—warmth is for suckers. Or at least not world-class slalom skiers.

I smile and wave, lifting my arm, the pole still clutched in my hand, and people cheer. Wave flags. Hold up signs. Jump up and down as if my victory is theirs. Sure, it is. There’s no way they’re as invested in my success as I am, but yes, I can spare a few grains of glory. Sprinkle it over them like confetti.

My parents are here, and as two of the only black faces in the crowd, they’re not hard to find. Plus, my dad has brought the same flag to every single one of my SIG races, and my mom is holding a sign that she painted herself: “Miles Can Go the Distance!”

If I were a bigger jerk, I would point out that I’m not a marathoner. Finishing is only a question if I’m overly aggressive. Two of my competitors have wiped out already, and I know better. Yes, I’ve got to go fast, but I also need to be in control, otherwise speed does me no good. It’s all about balance.

I make sure to pass my mom and dad as I make my way out of the finish circle. Hug my dad, kiss my mom’s cheek. There will probably be pictures of this in the papers tomorrow, come what may. My mom squeezes my shoulder, and like she always does, smiles at me.

“We love you, Miles.”

Her face is so familiar, so beloved. Times like this I get this overwhelming gratitude for my parents, who put me on skis in the first place so I would fit in with the other kids in our ritzy Connecticut suburb. Neither of them can ski at all. But they spent hours upon hours in ski lodges, driving and eventually flying all over the place so I could train and race, spending untold amounts of money on my equipment and my coaches and not regretting even a little bit that the one thing they set out to do—make me fit in—was something they didn’t accomplish.

But how mad can you be when your only child has turned out to be exceptional? I know she’d say the same thing if I were a teacher or an investment banker, hell, she’d love me even if I were a custodian, as long as I was the best damn custodian there’d ever been. Her kind eyes tell me she wouldn’t care a lick, which is going to come in handy when this is over and I don’t know what I want to do with the rest of my life.

“I love you, too, Mom.”

Not one to be outshone, my dad offers me a solemn nod. “Proud of you, son.”

He’s a tougher nut to crack than my mom, but once you break the shell, he’s just as squishy on the inside. He’s cried every time I’ve won a medal. Softie.

“Thanks, Dad. For everything.”

I give them a big smile, one that’s just for them. Not for the crowds, not for the press, and I hope someday I can find a way to express just how much their support has meant to me. Along with a flood of warmth that reaches all the way down to my brittle toes, there’s a sharp prick of . . . what even is that, my conscience? Whatever it is, it’s whispering Crash’s name, and I have a vision of him standing on a street corner with a duffel bag and not much else, in a town he doesn’t want to leave, while his parents pull away in that goddamn van to destinations unknown.

Are they here? They were here earlier, but when I’d asked if they’d be at the races, Crash had shrugged. “I’ve given up guessing what they’re going to do.”

Part of me wants to hunt them down and drag them here, tie them to one of the posts that holds up the barrier of the finish circle. He would see them, know they were here, that they’d showed up for him. Another part of me that’s selfish and stupid wants to hoard that giant smile he’s going to have on his face when he finishes. It’s mine, you assholes. I earned it, and what the fuck did you ever do for him?

That, alas, is crazy talk and I know it. I’ve got to head back up the mountain and prepare for my second run, because this isn’t over. Not only that, but there’s some guilt I can’t quite get rid of because I want to beat him. I would give Crash anything, but I’m not going to give him this. Not if I can help it, although it might not be mine to give.

Crash

I have never been so jittery in my life, and that includes the one time I dropped acid with a few buddies. That was not good shit and I have stuck to weed ever since. This is . . . unbearable. The good news is, it’s only my muscles that are quivering, not my stomach. That thing is solid as a steel tank. My first run was good. Really fucking good. But not as good as Miles’s. I can’t honestly begrudge him that, but some sick part of me wants to please him by beating the pants off him.

I don’t know if that would make him happy or not. Probably not, but maybe his insides are all churned up the way mine are. Maybe he can barely tell which way is up just like me. What I do know is that I think I can make this run faster than the last. I held back some on the last one because I was afraid of getting DQ’d for wiping out. I watched it happen to two other people. To make it this far and not even get to finish because you whiffed it? That’s embarrassing, man.

But this one . . . I’ve got nothing left to lose, plus I’ve got a better handle on the course now. If I can put into practice the tips Miles gave me, I think I’ve got him. Which makes me feel like the sky is down and the slopes are up. And I don’t know if I can handle my world turning upside down like that.

What if that means I lose him, too? Not that he’s mine now, but if I win, will he be able to look at me? Kiss me? Fuck me? I don’t know, and the thought that I might never experience those things again is almost enough to make me snap my boots out of these expensive-ass bindings and fucking walk down the hill, because it’s not worth the risk. But he’d murder me with my own skis if I did that, too.

Either way, I’m dead. May as well try to secure some sponsorships on my way to the great beyond.

It’s my turn now, and I step up to the gate, seeing myself take the course by storm. Visualizing the perfect way to take the curves, picturing my skis slicing through the snow, not flying above it, starting the turns with my ankles and keeping them active. That’s some weird shit right there, but I know what he means. Now I do.

The tone tells me it’s time to go, so I close my eyes, take a breath and push for all I’m worth. Then I tell my conscious mind to take a backseat, and let my body and the beast take over. The lethal predator that wants this really badly, who has lightning reflexes and killer instinct.

It’s weird, the actual skiing. Like I can feel every bump, every skid, every turn in my body, but I’m also outside myself, watching it all happen, matching up reality with the movie I’ve been playing in my head for days. Victory. How far off from my ideal run am I? A little slip of the ski here, a tiny rise of the edge that I quickly correct, forcing my ski back into the snow, picturing Miles running his hand over my ass as he kneels behind me.

And then I’m done. The last gate hit, the finish line crossed, and . . . holy fucking shit.

Chapter Nineteen

Crash

I won. But that can’t be right. That red number blinking on the board can’t be right. Is in fact, ri-goddamn-diculous. Because those big red numbers are saying I beat Miles by a second. A second may not sound like much, and it’s not. There goes another. And another. No big deal. You hardly miss it. But in sports, seconds, even fractions of a second—they mean something, and a second is practically a river. A river I’ve apparently forded.

I’m so busy being shocked and staring at the number, waiting for some official or other to come, waving her hands in the air and calming the crowd because of course it’s been a mistake. Equipment failure? Some sort of freakish distortion in the space-time continuum? I would believe just about anything other than Crash Delaney, upstart and former weed smoker extraordinaire, beating Miles Palmer, king of alpine skiing and of the giant slalom in particular. This is his event—no one should be able to touch him in it.

This was not supposed to happen. Except that according to the officials waving me over to a backdrop I’m supposed to stand in front of, it has. That time is real, and unless something truly insane happens, I’ve won a gold medal. And Miles—

He’s standing there in front of the backdrop with a big smile on his face. A giant, creepy-as-fuck smile. It won’t be creepy to anyone else but me. Okay, maybe to his parents because I know they’re here, too, with their flag and his mom’s adorable sign. That sign . . . doesn’t make any sense, but that kinda makes it cuter? At any rate, maybe they’ll recognize his serial killer smile and how it doesn’t reach his eyes. His mouth is doing the right thing, showing off those shiny teeth of his, but I don’t even know, man, because I feel like if I get any closer he’s going to murder me in cold blood in front of all these people, and not even care except if he gets blood on his uniform.

Miles is very neat. Doesn’t like it when I leave my socks on the floor, so I can’t imagine what he’d do if my blood got on his precious unitard. But I probably don’t have to worry because this is on national television and he wouldn’t want to make a scene, either.

Which is why I let Coach Miller drag me toward a freakishly still Miles. When I reach him, he pats me on the shoulder, gives me a brief dude hug, so unlike the other embraces we’ve shared—the times he’s held me, the times he’s been inside me. There’s no trace of intimacy here, only camaraderie, and it makes me feel god-awful. And cold. Fucking A, it’s cold in these uniforms. I want a parka. Miles can make fun of me all he wants, but at least my balls won’t freeze and break off. Jesus.

In the meantime, I have Miles standing next to me and watching the next few skiers who have shit all hope of beating either of us, but we’ll wait patiently until it’s all done because everyone deserves their fifteen minutes of fame—or in the case of SIG slalom skiers, more like five minutes total. And at the end of the event, I still seem to be living in bizarro world. They’re still telling me I won.

The official ceremony won’t be until later, but I follow instructions and pose for pictures with Miles and a French guy who came in third. People ask me questions and I answer them. They take my picture and I smile. I think I can’t stop smiling? I can’t even tell anymore. I feel like I’m watching a movie of my own life and the sound’s been shut off. Mostly I try not to be too bothered by the robot in the Miles suit who’s next to me.

He looks like Miles, sounds like Miles, but there’s something missing. I’d rather have him yell at me than be like this. But there’s no time to talk to him, to ask him what the fuck, because we’re both being handled like puppets. I get as far as standing on the stage, on top of the goddamn platform, a foot above my lifelong hero, with a gold medal around my neck and a silver one around his, both of us waving to the crowd and holding our hands over our hearts as our national anthem plays. And then all of a sudden, it’s over. Eventually I find myself back in the village, not entirely sure how I got here, pacing around our room.

I’m prepared for the worst, for Miles to come back and gouge my eyes out or . . . hell, anything. I’ll take anything. I take off my medal and shove it under my socks in a drawer so he doesn’t have to see it when he gets back. I just want him to talk to me. Yell at me. Fuck me, even if it’s angry fucking, even if he tears me apart. But he wouldn’t. Miles would never do that.

So I pace and pace, wait and wait. Where is he? One hour passes, two. Is he okay? Miles doesn’t really seem like the type to drink himself into a stupor—especially since he’s got another race the day after tomorrow that he sure as hell doesn’t want to lose now, nor does he seem like the kind of guy to snap and go postal. Yeah, he’s been hard on me, but the worst he’s ever done is yell, and it’s only been at me. He hasn’t taken it out on anyone else.

After three whole hours of pacing and my stomach getting more and more twisted with anxiety, I can’t take it anymore. I grab my cell and text Miles.

Where are you?

He doesn’t make me wait long, but the few minutes feel like hours.

I’m staying with my parents. Go to bed.

His parents? He could’ve, I don’t know, told me that. Would that have been too much to ask? If I’d have pulled the same thing, he’d have my ass for it. Part of me wants to call him and yell. Part of me wants to hunt him down and shake him by the collar of the stupid shirt he’s probably wearing. Stupid, clingy shirt that makes him look frigging amazeballs. Jerk.

But another part of me is sad. Disappointed. I mean, it’s not like we were dating or anything, but Miles has done more to help me than any other person on earth, and I’d kind of thought, maybe, that might mean something? That he liked me? That I wasn’t just a responsibility that had been thrown at him, but that he wanted me to succeed because I matter to him.

Maybe that was just Miles being Miles though. Guy’s got an overdeveloped sense of right and wrong, and he takes fairness very seriously, sport and honor Very Seriously. That could be all this was. What would his medals be worth if he hadn’t actually earned them? He wouldn’t be able to stand looking at the things if he knew he hadn’t won fair and square. But that doesn’t mean he’s not going to hate the person who took one from him.

Well, fuck you, Miles Palmer. Winning isn’t everything and I’m going to prove it to you, you stubborn, sexy as hell, righteous son of a bitch.

Miles

I haven’t talked to Crash for two days. Because I’m an asshole.

The fucked-up thing is that I miss him like crazy. I would’ve liked to drag Crash and a bottle of champagne into our cramped shower and celebrate by dumping it all over him and then licking it off. And yet up until this morning when I headed to the mountain again, I’ve been holed up in my parents’ hotel suite trying to avoid any mention, any image, any sound of him. I’m such a coward I’ve been walking around this place with my noise-canceling headphones on, only taking them off when my parents make unimpressed gestures.

It’s possible I’m overreacting, but I’ve never had to deal with this, and I don’t know how. My brain has been focused on skiing for so long, it’s like it doesn’t have room for anything else. Like feelings. Big, scary feelings.

Hurtle down a mountain with a 350-meter vertical drop while executing barely-permitted-by-physics turns on sticks? Sure. Have feelings? Aw, hell, no. And I couldn’t start with easy ones. Or have one at a time. No, they’re all coming on at once, and they’re all mixed up together. I suspect, though obviously I can’t say for sure, that even people used to having feelings would find this was a lot to deal with.

I have come to the unfortunate conclusion that I love Crash Delaney. Being with him makes me happy, and as crazy he makes me . . . well, that’s part of the thing. Even when he’s making me crazy, I still love him. Some of it is mixed up in this paternalistic mentor thing I’ve got going on with him, but I like that. As far as I can tell, he does, too. Those two things put together I could probably handle, even though it’s out of my wheelhouse, but adding to that competition, resentment, yet still this need for things to be just and honest in competition . . .

There aren’t many places where things are fair, and I’m not going to pretend that the SIGs are perfect, but they do their best and it’s better than a lot of other places in life. Frex: I’m here, and so is Crash. That wouldn’t happen if these games weren’t about merit, because neither of us looks like a poster boy for alpine skiing. Rather, we wouldn’t have twelve years ago.

And I value that. Despite not looking like what people think elite skiers should look like, we’re both here. So I hold that commitment to objectivity close and dear to my heart, I really do. Because without it, I’d be screwed. But god is it shitty when that means I don’t win. If it weren’t Crash, I think I could dredge up some grace. I’ve lost before. Granted not at the SIGs, and not in a competition I was supposed to be a lock for, but still. Some Frenchman? An Austrian? That I could swallow. Would I be pissed? Yes. But it wouldn’t feel like this, and I wouldn’t be fucking them. Okay, in years past, I might’ve fucked them after the race, but not before. I shouldn’t have broken my own rules. But I have and now not only am I paying for it, but Crash is as well.

Because I’m an asshole.

I am, however, an asshole who can ski, and I owe it to myself, to my parents who have given up so many things for me to do this, to Ted who’s been my coach and my friend for ten years, to my teammates, to my country, and yes, to Crash, who deserves a hard-driving competitor so he’ll never doubt himself, never doubt his talent or his worth, and maybe let go of some of that anxiety that still plagues him about how he got here.

So I take the signal from Ted, who’s standing next to me, that it’s my turn to step up to the gate for my last run in the slalom. Crash and I were within hundredths of a second of each other on our first runs, but about a second away from everyone else in the field, so it’s likely down to the two of us. I make my way to the gate, hand my headphones over to Ted and slip on my helmet, pull down my goggles, do one last check of my equipment, and then I skate up to the start gate.

This is it. My last shot at glory, my last SIG race. I like the giant slalom, but slalom’s my first love. It’s faster, finer, demands complete attention and total dedication, and I’m even more heavily favored to win this than I was the giant slalom. Good thing, because I don’t have a gold around my neck yet, and I goddamn want one.

One last breath, one last wish that I ski the ever-loving hell out of this course and bring home that last frigging medal. Then off I go, a shorter start with my poles than for the giant, and then it’s on: at the top the course weaves more while I pick up speed, and I know it well from earlier. Studied it, have it practically tattooed on my brain. My legs do the work without me having to think about it all that hard. What I do have to do is clear my brain of all other thoughts. Just imperative sensory input, letting my muscles do their thing so I get down the mountain in one piece and as soon as possible.

The gates thwack against my guards and the bar on my helmet that keeps the damn things from stabbing me in the face, and then I see it: the line spray-painted at the end of the course. Last few gates, and then I tuck and lean, getting the toes of my boots across before I stand and check my time.

I did it. I motherfucking did it, and unless Crash has the run of his life, there’s no way he’s taking this from me, too. The thought makes me want to do penance somehow, because it’s a jerkwad thing to think. Especially about Crash who deserves someone so much better than me. I’m a selfish person, though, and I want it all.

Now I only have minutes more to wait to see if I’m going to get it. Two more competitors to go, and then it’s Crash. Teammate, mentee, erstwhile lover, man I will always love even if I have fucked this up beyond repair, even if I don’t deserve to lay my hands on him again.

He’s brought things to my life that I will be forever grateful for, like a sense of perspective and the glimmer of an idea that not everything has to be life-and-death, that I might be able to, I don’t know, enjoy myself when this is over instead of falling off a cliff. He’s done it without expecting anything in return, with no ulterior motives, despite me being kind of a cantankerous prig. I don’t think it will ever be possible to repay him, not even if he forgives me enough to let me try.

Crash

Miles. I could watch that man ski all day. He’s . . . I don’t even know, something cheesy as hell, like poetry on skis. He’s got grace and style to spare and I can only hope some of that has rubbed off on me. I won’t need those things to pull this off—never needed them before—but at some point it’d be nice to look like less of an amateurish dick when I’m racing. Maybe that’s something Miles can help me with?

If he’s still talking to me after this is over.

Up here, I’m kind of in an impossible spot. If I win, he’s going to feel like a failure, even though he’s going home with at least the silver. I’m last up in this round because, of the two guys who were supposed to go after me, one took a spill that wasn’t so bad, just fucking embarrassing, and the other one missed a gate, so he’s done. This is it.

I’m not like Miles. Giant slalom is more my game, and I’d love to be competitive in super-G. I like the big arcs, the speed. Miles might turn up his nose because it’s more a speed event than a technical one, but I bet he’d help me anyway. If he’s still willing to help me at all. The thought gnaws at me, but it’s not like the guy gave me a chance to ask him which he’d prefer. Even if I did ask, he’d give me the honorable answer.

Him and his goddamn pride and sportsmanship, valuing everything over his feelings. If he’s even figured out he has them, but I bet he has and is just hiding from them. Much as he’s hiding from me at the moment. Not for long, Palmer. I’m coming for you.

And, like the seventy-six guys before me, I line up at the gate, helmet and goggles in place, poles over the trip so I’m not starting behind everyone else. And thank god for this slick helmet the SIG committee hooked me up with. Way better than the football helmet I tagged from a high school I briefly went to in Idaho and spray-painted so it wouldn’t be quite as obvious . . . not that anyone who knows anything about the sport was actually fooled.

Look at me now. I am official as fuck. Until I start to ski, but there’s nothing I can do about that now. These gates—which are patented, who the hell knew?—are a little different than the sticks I used to plant on the trails I would practice on. Even so, I’ve got a shot. And some of that is thanks to the man whose heart I suspect I’m going to break no matter what I do. But my choice will tell him everything he needs to know, whether he likes the answer or not. He doesn’t have to listen to me, but he’s going to pick up what I’m putting down. He is going to smell what I’m cooking. Fucking right he is.

Here I go, pushing off with the poles for only a couple of strokes and then they’re not good for pushing anymore, only balance. Forget eyes on the prize: every single particle of my body needs to be focused on the snow under my skis, the shift of my weight, the bend of my knees. Although if I think too much it all goes to hell. But in the movie playing in my head, I’m hitting gates even faster than I did in the last round. Which means . . . which means I’ve got a shot.

I’m using everything Miles has ever taught me and I’m skiing better than I ever have in my whole life. It’s such a goddamn beautiful run, it makes me want to cry. Just a few more seconds, a few more measly seconds and then this is over.

As I approach the last four gates, I seize my opportunity. I let my outside ski lift off in a turn. Not a lot, and it’s the kind of thing I would’ve done thoughtlessly before my talk with Miles. But it takes a surprising amount of will to force myself to do it now. It feels wrong in my body and my muscles and most of all my brain. They’re all screaming at me. What are you doing, you crazy person? Have you lost your goddamn mind? Are you really throwing this away?

I’m not, though. I’m exchanging it for something more precious. Then it’s over, and my gaze flashes to the big red numbers that tell me my mission’s been successful. I’ve come in second. My little trick took off more than I’d intended—I’ve cut it pretty fucking close to a guy from . . . Norway, I think? Too many flags, and geography’s never been my strong suit. Too many names of too many places when all I ever needed to know was how close I was to a ski resort I could talk or sneak my way into.

Not that I would’ve cared all that much if I didn’t place, but hopefully this way Miles will only want to kill me a little bit instead of using his ski pole to choke me to death in front of all these people.

When I’ve looped the finish circle, I see him. Standing in front of that same goddamn backdrop, and his parents are behind him, jumping up and down, hooting and hollering. Mine are probably halfway to who - the - fuck - knows - where by now. Who knows if they even stopped to see my event on a TV in a diner or something. Probably not. Unless they were going to stop anyhow.

I skate up to Miles who’s taken off his helmet and put on a hat, my stomach heaving so hard I feel like it’s throwing itself against my other internal organs—why would you do that? But the thing is, Miles doesn’t look mad. Well, okay, now that I’m closer, he does kind of look like he’s spoiling for a fight. Or maybe a fuck? I don’t know.

I’m happy to give him whatever he wants as long as I get to be with him at the end of the day. One thing Miles is, though, is conscious of his obligation to make the team look good. And yelling at me, or seeming anything but ecstatic isn’t going to cut it. So as soon as I’m out of my skis, he meets me halfway and takes me in his arms.

It’s enough to make my throat get tight, enough to make me feel like I can’t breathe, like I might cry if I could just get some air into my lungs. I’m so fucking angry at him right now, but I can explain to him how much he hurt me by staying away, by not calling, after I’ve given him some more basic lessons on how to be a person. I understand why he did what he did, even if it was childish. He might not understand himself why he was hiding, because that’s what it was. Closing his eyes and putting his hands over his ears and humming for all he was worth because it was too much for him. It’s okay. We’ll take baby steps. Because as much as he’s taught me about skiing, I’m going to teach him about life outside of skiing.

With an extra hard squeeze, he turns his head, his lips nearly brushing my ear as he says, “You pull a trick like that in a race ever again, and I will murder you so hard. As it is, I want to wring your scrawny little neck. I don’t need your damn pity medal, and let me tell you I’ve got a place where you can shove—”

I pound him on the back a few times to extend the farce that this is just a really long dude hug. “It wasn’t pity, you self-centered jerk-off. After all you’ve done for me, after all you’ve done for this team, for this sport, you’ve earned that medal. I wasn’t trying to be a martyr and throw everything away for you. If I’d wanted to do that, I could’ve tanked the whole thing. Woulda been easy. I didn’t, and you know why? It’s because I wanted to make you proud of me and I wanted to be a role model for you in this one thing after you’ve taught me so much. Winning isn’t everything but if you want to take home that silver instead of the gold after this is over by all means do it, you pompous asshat.”

He stiffens in my arms and I hope this isn’t the moment he walks away and never speaks to me again. I hope he doesn’t find some way to refuse this medal or act like he hasn’t earned it. For once in his life, I want him to swallow his goddamn pride and take this in the spirit that it’s meant. I wasn’t trying to embarrass him and I wasn’t trying to undermine him. I had an impossible choice and I made the best one I knew how.

I’m holding my breath, aching for his answer when he finally speaks, his voice stiff and reluctant.

“Thank you. I know what you gave up to do that for me. I want you to know you didn’t need to. I’ve been a total jackass for the past couple of days and I apologize. I would’ve wanted to be with you no matter the outcome. It’s just, feelings are hard. So don’t you ever pull a stunt like that again or I will end you. Are we clear?”

“Can we at least fuck before you do that? Then I can die happy.”

“Gladly.”

He lets me go because this hug is bordering on suspicious. Instead, he takes my gloved hand in his and raises them both into the air and the whole crowd goes absolutely wild. Including Miles’s parents who are standing super close.

Mine had texted me from the road yesterday saying they were sorry to miss the race, but something had come up. I’m guessing that means the owner of the campsite where they were staying wanted to get paid. Again. It had bothered me, yes, but I can’t say it was unexpected. It warms my heart to see that Miles’s people showed up for him, because I know where he gets that from. It’s in his blood, and if I can get him to stay, I can have some of that for myself.

Miles’s dad has got his standard flag, and his mom has her usual “Miles Can Go the Distance!” but then she flips it to the other side, and of all the things for it to say, it reads “‘And Burn’ is Not Crash Delaney’s Middle Name!” So, we’re going to have to work on her signage, but in that moment, I get the feeling that Miles and I are okay. Or at least we’re going to be okay. I will make us be okay even if he doesn’t like feelings. I’ll teach him how to deal and he’ll learn he doesn’t have to be afraid of the squishy feelings he has for me. I can be patient. He’ll come around, and it looks like I’ve got an ally in Mrs. Palmer.

There’s no way Miles’s mom would’ve made me a sign if she didn’t think he’d be okay with it. And if he’s okay with that, I think we really do have a shot. He said as much just now. Sure, he’s threatened murder, but in a nice way? Because he cares about me, he cares about my success, and if I do anything to put that in jeopardy ever again, he’ll kill me. I’ll take it. I’ll take him.

I say my hellos to Mr. and Mrs. Palmer, and then we’re getting dragged off to talk to the press. We stay as close as we can without making it blatantly obvious that’s what we’re doing, and in between talking to various media outlets, we murmur things to each other. Teasing mixed with death threats, sprinkled with filthy suggestions about what’s going down now that our events are over. While we’ve got a breather because Ted’s waxing philosophical about how he managed to have two of the most dominant skiers in alpine on one team, and the tensions that must have created on the team, we stand shoulder to shoulder and Miles tips his head to put his mouth closer to my ear.

“You’re a better person than I am.”

I want to hug him and punch him at the same time, take his cock in my mouth at the same time as I want to make him repeat kindergarten to learn what really matters. But all I can do is turn my head, and marshal every ounce of control I have not to grab him by his stupid stubborn face and kiss him full on in front of all these people.

“Not better. Different. Yes, you need some improvement, but I can help you with that. I’ll trade you for some ski pointers. Deal?”

“If you’ll still have me.”

“Anytime, Palmer. I will take you on any time.”

Then there are more cameras on us, more microphones getting shoved in our faces, more questions to process. I’ve done the right thing in the best way I know how and while Miles wouldn’t have done the same thing, I think that’s partly why we fit so well. We’ll make each other whole. We can make each other better whether that’s through pushing or reining in, we’ll do it together. Like facing this new crush of press who are starting to ask the same old, same old questions.

How does it feel to be a two-time SIG medalist after growing up in a van and with no formal training until you made Team USA? What’s it like to race with the world’s most advanced equipment after learning how to ski with mismatched gear you sometimes had to steal from resorts?

The questions aren’t any easier to answer, and I still feel the burn of humiliation rising in my cheeks though I’m comforted some by the knowledge everyone’s looking a little worse for wear because of the wind, and the flush could be mistaken for windburn. But better is that my stomach is steady, and even more satisfying, so is my heart.

Epilogue

Miles

“You know, the first time I saw you ski, I was completely horrified.”

“If this is your idea of pillow talk, you’re doing it wrong.”

It actually is. But I am not, in fact, doing it wrong. Crash, as per usual, just needs to be patient.

We’re lying side by side in my cramped bed in our SIG suite, late the morning after the closing ceremony. I’ve got him trapped between my body and the wall. We’ve just had a rather energetic fuck, and we’re both still naked as can be, resting comfortably, half under the sheet. Our body heat keeps us warm, but I’m prepared to pull the blanket from the foot of the bed over us should we get chilled. So far, though, I get to enjoy his slim, strong body pressed against mine, and the fine lines of him. Skin clinging to muscle, bone, and tendons, still too skinny.

I grab his chin, the skin rough under my fingertips, and kiss him hard. “Stop being fresh.”

He kisses me back, nipping at my bottom lip, and that thing, that indescribably delicious sensation, curls in my belly, starts heading even further south, because he’s delectable. “Would you rather I be rotten?”

My. The things I could do to him if he gave me that kind of excuse . . . “Try me.”

“Sometime. Right now I just want you to fuck me.”

“And I’m the one who’s doing romance wrong?”

There’s a rise of pink on his cheeks above that sandy scruff. “Maybe I’m just really horny.”

I roll my eyes before I lean in, take his earlobe first between my teeth and then suck on it gently before murmuring in his ear. “You’re always horny.”

There’s a hitch in his breath and I double it by skimming a finger from where the sheet’s draped around his waist, up to the hollow of his throat and back. But it doesn’t stop him from talking, because what does? I’ve only found one thing.

“You’ve probably forgotten what it’s like, to be so young and spry, but my dick is non-stop.”

I snort a laugh into that comfortable space between his neck and shoulder. “Oh, I’m well-aware. You’re lucky I can get it up at all, what with how ancient and decrepit I am. I’m practically dead.”

At my words, there’s a punch in my gut, and not from Crash. Pulled, so not full force and not as bad as it’s been, but still there. That kind of queasy, falling feeling of losing my entire livelihood. I could try for another, but the way my knees are killing me, there’s no way I’ll be skiing like this in four more years. I don’t want to embarrass myself. I want to go out on top. Besides, I’ve got sort of a second life with Crash. I have a feeling he’s just getting started. That I can help him get even better. If I could do that . . . well, we could have a whole heap of medals sitting on a mantelpiece. Our mantelpiece. And now he’s got no excuse to bring home anything but gold, that selfless and wildly irritating man.

The scamp has the nerve to grin at me. “Eh, you do all right for an old man. And if I wear you out, there are ways to keep going.”

Jesus. So many ways to toy with him, torture him. I want to discover them all. How better than to satisfy my greedy urges first and then make him wait, and wait, until I’m ready to go again? “You are going to be so sorry that you’re giving me ideas.”

“Maybe. But I kinda like it when you make me sorry.”

“Good. I like it, too.” I want him on his knees with how goddamn sorry he is. That’ll be fun. “And hey, you didn’t let me finish my story.”

“I don’t know if I want to hear a story that starts with how horrified you were the first time you saw me do the thing I think I’m best at.”

I sift my fingers through his floppy, sandy hair. It looks like it should be kind of coarse, but when I touch it, it’s soft. Just like the rest of Crash, I find his softness in the most surprising places. He is so surprising, and I want to know what else he’s got hidden under those layers of his. The idea that I’ve got so much time to find out is dizzying.

I don’t think I’ve earned the right to say such things to him and be believed after I hurt him the way I did. So I’ll keep the thought to myself, share it with him someday when he’s gotten more comfortable with the idea that I’m not going to leave, and that I think he’s wonderful. Just the way he is, but I think there’s an even better Crash waiting to be carved out. At least a better skier. I think I’ve got the big blocky parts off—and the mistakes I’ve made won’t ruin him forever—and now it’s time for the finer work. What did the great masters use? Tiny hammers and delicate chisels? How did they make stone look like living, breathing flesh? Lucky for me, Crash is far more forgiving and resilient than marble.

What he can take is a joke. “I wasn’t talking about blowjobs, I was talking about skiing.”

He blinks at me, those big hazel eyes round with surprise and then the edges crease with amusement. Gotcha. I’m rewarded with a face full of goose-down pillow. Fucker. Two can play at that game, and we do, until I wrestle him to his back and pin him there, hands on either side of his head, dick at attention and rubbing against mine that’s a little lazier to get up to speed. He’s like a goddamn puppy.

But when he’s figured out I’m not going to let him get away so easily, he settles and looks up at me, almost shy. His Adam’s apple bobs in his throat on a swallow. Nervous. He shouldn’t be. Well, maybe a little, but I’m going to make him listen anyway, and then I’ll fuck his worries away. His eyes are round and glossy, full of faith and expectation. I won’t make you sorry for trusting me.

“So, back to my story. The first time I saw you ski, I was horrified. You had mismatched skis, mismatched poles, shin guards that looked like they were for playing soccer, you were wearing a goddamn parka for god’s sake, and your helmet was the size of Rhode Island. When you lined up at the start gate, I could barely watch, because I have this thing about second-hand embarrassment, and hell did you look like you were going to bite it.”

“I thought you said this was a nice story.”

“It is, I’m getting there.”

I summon the image in my head, of this kid who everyone was pointing at, laughing at, and how he stood there, cool as anything. Like he couldn’t hear the mocking. Now I know he could and he was probably dying inside, but he didn’t show it. Just stepped up to the gate, and when it was his turn . . .

“Your technique wasn’t all that much better than your gear, but holy shit you were fast. I couldn’t take my eyes off you. I wanted to watch you . . . all day.”

I can’t bring myself to say ski, because that is not what he was doing. I don’t even know what to call it. Whatever it was, it hurt my brain. And my soul. My skier’s soul, the part of me that had been drilled with technique, artistry, and style.

“I wanted to figure out how the fuck it was that you were doing just about everything wrong, and yet you were killing it. Just absolutely murdering that course. When you finished, and I saw your time, I could believe it because I’d seen you, but I didn’t know how it had happened. What you were doing, it was actually kind of offensive. The rudest magic I’ve ever seen.”

“Rude Magic. That’s going to be the name of my reggae band.”

“You can have a reggae band in . . .” I check a watch I’m not wearing, and he rolls his eyes. “Twelve years. Anyway, my point is that you were like a goddamn wizard, and my fingers practically itched with the need to touch you when you’d finished. I wanted to make sure you were real, and more than that, I wanted to take this raw lump of talent—that’s you—and shape it. I knew you could be better. I just knew it. Have you ever seen an uncut diamond?”

He gives me this look like, Don’t be a turd blossom, Miles. Who the fuck has seen a raw diamond?

“They look like clear rocks. Nothing special. Kind of lumpy, unappealing.”

I can see it then, the kind of ring I’ll give him when I ask him to marry me. Because I’m going to. Not any time soon, because I want to be a choice he makes and not just an obligation he feels like he has. He’s so young. He needs time to figure out what he really wants, and I’ll do my damnedest in the meantime to make him sure that’s me. But when I do, ask him, it’ll be with a band of hammered gold with an inset of diamonds—some cut and polished, others left raw. Perfect.

Crash opens his mouth, probably to make another crack. “Would you just hush for another minute? I’m almost done.”

He rolls his eyes yet again and sighs, but gives me the go-ahead with a jut of his chin.

“You were already a diamond, Crash. Already a better skier than most people will ever be with all the training and fancy equipment in the world. And you’d done it all with no help. I don’t want to take that away from you, and neither does Ted, or anyone else you should work with. They should have nothing but admiration for everything you did yourself. But you know what? With a little cut and polish, you’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen on skis. That . . . technique you used?”

“That was hard for you to say, wasn’t it?” I silence that goofy grin with a kiss, and a rock of my hips against his, rubbing our cocks together in a way that makes him gasp, and his lids fall closed.

“Yes. Technique is a strong word for you falling with style. But the thing is, it fucking worked. So we’ll cherry pick from everything you know about yourself, and then we’ll just make use of a few more standard ways of doing things, and you’re going to be unstoppable. You’re going to dominate these mountains for the next twelve years if I have anything to say about it. And I want to.”

Here’s where the stomach-clenching comes in. I’ve seen Crash boot about a hundred times, surely I’ve earned once? All the same, hopefully it won’t come to that. “I was thinking about buying a house.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“In Greenwich?”

“No.”

“Oh.” There’s a tiny frown that turns his chin scruff into these funny little ripples, like a grassy knoll that could use a mow. “Then where?”

Don’t vomit, don’t vomit, don’t vomit. “I was thinking Cast Iron Peak.”

He blinks at me, face immobile except for that owlish movement for a long moment. Then his nose wrinkles and my stomach drops. “You know that’s where I live, right?”

Luckily what bubbles up my esophagus is a laugh and not puke. “Uh, yes. Yes I do. That’s, um, that’s why I thought I might buy a house there.”

“Because you want to live near me?”

Oh, god. Blood rushes to my face, and I’m glad I’m holding his hands down, because if he were to touch me right now, surely my skin would feel like it was on fire. “I was thinking maybe closer than that? You don’t have to, of course, you can do whatever you want, and I don’t want to pressure you, and it won’t change my decision, and I’ll coach you no matter what, but I was hoping maybe you might want to live with me? Like I’d buy a house, and you could live there. With me. If you wanted.”

Apparently my brain is going for verbal diarrhea instead of literal vomit. Cool. Thanks.

“Oh my god. You’re asking me to move in with you?”

“Yes.”

“You, like, for real want to keep doing this?”

“I really do.” When did my throat get so tight? I can barely breathe. I hope he says yes before I pass out on top of him, because that would be embarrassing.

“And you want to be my boyfriend?”

I want to be your everything. “Yes, I would.”

“I’m going to drive you crazy, you know that, right?”

“Counting on it.”

The look on his face is priceless. Wary, but like he so badly wants to give in to hope. Give in, Crash. Just fucking fall. I will catch you time and again, I swear.

“Sure you don’t want to rent first?”

I have to roll my lips between my teeth to contain my laugh, but I shrug. “I think it’s time to have a home base that’s not my parents’ house. Cast Iron Peak is supposed to be pretty nice. I mean, the locals are bat-shit crazy, but I hear they can shred like no one else. Thought maybe some of them might want some old fuddy-duddy to show them a thing or two, help them take the world by storm. I’ve heard about this kid, Crash Delaney? He’s supposed to be the next big thing, and I want in on that action.”

Something inside him breaks. I can tell, because it spills out through every pore. Delight. That’s what’s seeping out of him, making him practically quiver underneath me. Maybe it’s that glass jar of reluctant thrill he keeps tucked safe in his heart, away from people who would hurt him, betray him. I’m not going anywhere. I want to help you make your dreams come true. But it’s only another second before his joy comes spilling out of his mouth.

“You want to coach me and be my boyfriend? And you want me to live in your house?” Crash’s voice is rising in pitch and in volume, and I wonder if the guys in the suite next door can hear. Won’t be the worst thing they’ve heard over the past several weeks if so.

“I would really prefer to think of it as our house. I mean, I’m not going to have like hemp furniture or anything, but I thought we could pick things out together. It’s not like I have any furnishings. Just hardware.”

He grins at me, knowing what I’m talking about. Goddamn are all of our medals going to look so shiny bright hanging next to one another. And I want to help him add to that collection. He can do it, I know he can.

“Can I say yes? Or do you want me to be all mature and grown-up and shit and say I’ll think about it?”

“I will happily take a yes right now. Might make my stomach stop trying to eject its contents.”

“Then yes, you stodgy bastard. Yes. Yes, I want you to coach me, yes I want to be your boyfriend, and yes I want to live with you. Have a life with you.”

Oh thank god. I’d wipe the sweat that’s no doubt gathering on my brow, but he’d probably take the opportunity to do something bratty like start a tickle fight, and tickling is not what I have in mind.

“Okay, cool. Can we fuck now, because that totally stressed me out?”

He rocks his hips and tips up his chin, asking for—begging for—a kiss. “Yes. And it will be romantic as fuck. I love you, Miles.”

The small, simple words shouldn’t mean so much, but the truth is, I’ve never heard them before. Not from a lover. Not from a man who’s wormed his way not only into my bed but deep into my heart. It makes my chest tighten and rocks the world that’s always been so steady under my feet. It’s frightening in a way, but exhilarating at the same time, and there’s only been one other thing I’ve been so certain of in my entire life. I feel the same way about skiing as I do about Crash. “I love you, too, Crash.”

And I will continue to love you, and work at loving you the best way I can, with everything I have, for the rest of my life. I swear. Someday, he’ll let me tell him so, and when he does, I’ll hand him that ring, and I’ll be so certain that he’ll say yes. A million times yes.
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