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      Not bad for a sports-and-science-focused tomboy, Holly Travers thought, eyeing the intricate paper rose she’d just fashioned, her lips lifted in satisfaction.

      “That’s beautiful!” Bree Karlsson peered closer, her long dark hair gleaming as the sun poured through the lounge window. “I swear, Holly Travers, you’re full of hidden talents. How did you learn to do origami?”

      “I saw it at a banquet earlier this year in Japan. It was good to focus on something other than this.” Holly pointed to the pale scar on her upper arm that her T-shirt couldn’t hide. Her stomach tensed. Ten stitches in a Tokyo hospital hadn’t been fun. But it could’ve been worse. Thank God the other skater had shifted in time, otherwise Holly’s face would be wearing a permanent reminder of the debacle that was Japan.

      Her best friend shuddered. “I’ll never understand why you do short track. It’s so dangerous.”

      “What can I say? I have a need for speed.” And she loved the sport. Mostly. “Now, do you want me to teach you how to fold the roses into place cards? I thought they’d be great for the tables at the reception. But it gets a little tricky, so you must be patient…”

      Bree’s laughter was as joyous as her vivacious personality. “It’s so funny to hear you, the speed queen, go on about patience.”

      Holly grinned. Bree’s perpetual bubbly smile was even bigger now that the family was counting down to Bree’s wedding in seven days. “I brought some beautiful paper with me. I’ll go get it.”

      Holly raced up the stairs to the guestroom of the Karlsson’s family home. The room was painted white with apricot accents now, but the old oak tree in the backyard still spread welcoming arms. She smoothed her boring light-brown hair into its usual high ponytail, then retrieved the expensive mauve-flecked handmade paper from her suitcase. A car door slammed outside.

      As she made her way down the hall, she studied the pictures on the walls. Cute baby photos, vacations, high school and college graduations, hockey photos. The only constants were the glossy dark hair and blue-gray eyes the Karlsson family shared. She smiled. Her time here in Toronto as an exchange student seven years ago had been the best year of her life.

      As Holly headed down the stairs, she caught the vague murmur of voices. She paused at the sound of Bree’s voice coming from the kitchen. “But Holly—”

      “Holly?” There was a snort. “Bree, I’m over you and Mom trying to fix me up with one of your good little girl friends. I get enough offers as it is. Drop it, okay?”

      Holly stilled. Little? So she wasn’t a giant like the rest of the Karlsson clan. And anyway, what was so bad about being good? So she didn’t have a past you’d ever read about in People magazine. Where were the guys who could appreciate that? Not that she was here to find a man.

      She bit her lip, uncertainty keeping her rooted to the step. Arrogance always made her prickly and defensive. Should she go in guns blazing or smile and just pretend she hadn’t heard? Eavesdroppers never heard good about themselves, did they? She closed her eyes for a few seconds and drew in a deep breath. One of Coach Chan’s mottos floated into memory: Put on brave face; don’t let fear win.

      She lifted her chin and headed into the sunny modern kitchen, pasting on a smile as three faces swung her way. “Hi!” Aim for bright and perky. “Mike, how are you?” She stepped forward to give Bree’s burly hockey-playing fiancé a quick hug.

      “Holly. Good to see you again.” He eyed her with good humor. “Bree was telling us you got off the plane this morning and went straight into bridesmaid mode. The wonder from Down Under, eh?”

      “Ha. Not that wonderful. But it’s nice to know I’ve got some long-distance fans.”

      Her smile faded as she turned to the other man. Brent. Breanna Karlsson’s twin. Bree’s emailed photos of her family hadn’t done him justice. Muscled, probably a foot taller than Holly, dark hair and blue eyes holding hints of gray and green—he’d grown even better looking than the guy she recalled from her time here on exchange. Back then, he’d lived away, playing junior hockey in Sault Ste. Marie. But on his few visits home, he’d made an impression.

      Holly’s hand strayed to the tiny scar on her forehead. Brent had made an impression, all right. His skating lessons—reluctantly given—might’ve left her with this scar, but they’d ultimately set the direction for her life. And his popularity with girls had further strengthened her resolve to never, ever throw herself at a guy or settle for cheering from the sidelines. Nope. She’d much rather be the one who actually did something worth cheering about, and between her skating and her university studies, she was going to do it. According to Bree’s emails over the years, many girls continued to be charmed by that physique and those unusual eyes. Not that looks mattered if his attitude stank. “Hello, Brent.”

      He swallowed. Hopefully it was some pride. “Hey, Holly. How’s it going?”

      She pasted on a big smile. “Great!” Okay, maybe tone down the perkiness a tad. “Congratulations on your Cup win.”

      “Thanks.” He still eyed her warily.

      “How are you?”

      He shrugged. “Can’t complain.”

      Holly snickered. No, with his recent NHL championship win and multi-million dollar contract with Detroit, she bet he had little to complain about.

      He stared at her blankly. “What?”

      Holly gave her sweetest smile. “I imagine the only thing you have to complain about is all the girls throwing themselves at you.”

      He blinked. Bull’s-eye. What was it with women and pro athletes? Her stomach twisted. Girls could be so stupid. She shook her head as she carefully placed the package of special Ogura lace paper down on the marble counter top. “But you don’t need to worry about me. You’re not my type.”

      The room filled with Mike’s laughter. “So, what is your type, Holly?”

      Not arrogant, for starters. Brent might share the same genetic pool as Bree, but he seemed the polar opposite of Holly’s warm-hearted, generous friend. Brent leaned back against the marble counter, watching them, eyes narrowed, arms folded across his broad chest.

      “I like guys who are short, blond, and plump, who aren’t obsessed by sport and can show their feelings.” She smiled, thinking of the little boys at church, their chubby arms that wrapped tightly around her whenever she was in town and able to help lead their Sunday school class. Yep, they definitely knew how to help her feel the love.

      Bree chuckled. They’d emailed about Holly’s “guys” before. “Now, before we start on the place cards, are you hungry? Mom said to make yourself at home, eat whatever. She was so sorry not to be here for your arrival. She had to take Grandma Violet to a doctor’s appointment.”

      “No worries.” Holly watched Bree hunt through a cupboard. “I hope everything’s okay?”

      “Granny V wants her blood pressure checked. She’s a little excited about next weekend.” Bree produced a container. “Ta da! Muffins. Mom said she tried to make them healthy for you.”

      Holly sighed, even as her saliva glands kicked into overdrive. “Your mum’s such a good cook. But I need to be careful while I’m here. I can’t afford to put on any weight.”

      Brent snorted as she grabbed an apple. “You one of these girls who’s always on a diet?”

      Bree laughed again, tossing her hair over a shoulder. “Just look at her, Brent. She’s the only one of us who didn’t need to diet before the wedding.”

      Holly stifled the sigh. She sometimes wished she weren’t so lightly framed and had Bree’s more voluptuous curves. It might help her feel more feminine. She’d never been a girly girl, too busy trying to keep up with her sporty brother and his mates, trailing after them on the bike or running, getting pretty good at the disciplines even before training started demanding it of her.

      Oh well. Wishing never changed anything.

      She eyed Brent. “I’ve a week off on the proviso I eat well, train, and visit the gym as much as possible. Competition season starts again soon, and my coach wants me ready.”

      His eyebrows shot up. “Your coach?”

      Mike wrapped an arm around Bree. “Come on, man. Even I know she’s the best short track skater in Australia.” His blue eyes twinkled. “And going to compete at the Games in a couple of years.”

      Holly forced a smile. Crashing out in Japan had raised serious doubts about whether she should even be part of the skating program, let alone dream of competing in Vancouver. And yet this passion to prove herself burned inside and wouldn’t be denied.

      Brent shrugged. “Oh. I forgot what you do.”

      His indifference felt like a slap. Obviously she didn’t rate too highly on Brent’s radar. She bit into her apple, wiped juice from her chin.

      “Maybe Brent can take you to the gym. He’s always training and watching what he eats.” Bree’s smile widened. “He’s like you, even if he’s not exactly your type.”

      Holly slid a look at Brent, who seemed unimpressed. No way was she going to force her company on him. She shrugged. “It’s fine. I’m sure I can walk or bike there.”

      Mike’s lips twitched. “He’s gonna need a new training partner now that I’m too busy.”

      Bree turned to her twin, her purple-hued eyes wide. “You don’t mind, do you, Brent?”

      The siblings engaged in a stare-off before Brent sighed, shook his head, and finally turned to Holly. “I like to go pretty early in the morning. Six thirty okay?”

      She smothered the smile. Six thirty was an hour later than her usual training started. “That’ll be fine. Thank you.” She threw the apple core in the bin and carefully wiped her fingers, then turned to her best friend. “So, Bree, are you ready to start on those place cards now?”

      

      Holly glanced up from her muesli at the kitchen’s new arrival. “Good morning.”

      Brent nodded, grabbed a bowl, poured in cereal and milk, and started eating silently.

      O-kay. Obviously not a morning person. She refocused on her breakfast. Last night Brent had looked at her askance more than once as she happily answered questions from Bree’s parents about her recent travels. Perhaps God’s gift to women thought she was here to find a man—namely him. Her lips curled up on one side. As if he’d ever meet her boyfriend criteria.

      Top of the list was someone whose actions and attitudes demonstrated his love for God. Second was someone who could cope with the demands her sport placed on her, like no time for a social life and constant jetting off for competitions around the planet. Hello? What guy could cope with that? Those two qualifiers always filtered out any prospective candidates. Handsome had certainly never needed to be factored in. Not that she could afford to be interested, even if Mr. Right should miraculously appear. Coach Chan said it best: Firsts need focus, not distraction.

      Brent grabbed two bananas and nodded to the door. “Ready?”

      Holly quickly scooped up the last mouthful. “Yep.” After rinsing her bowl, she grabbed her gym bag and followed him to the Jeep outside. A few fat raindrops splattered against the windshield as they drove through Toronto’s busy suburban streets.

      As they waited for the red light to change, she tried out a tentative smile. He was Bree’s brother, after all. “So, Bree mentioned you bought a house in Detroit last year.”

      “Yeah.” His face grew animated for the first time that morning. “After staying in hotels and rooming with others for so long, it’s great to have my own space.”

      “It would be.” She nodded. “People think the travel for competitions is glamorous, but staying in crowded dorms and long bus rides with all that gear isn’t always easy.”

      “I had some of that growing up.” He flicked a look at her. “It’s easier now, of course.”

      Oh. Right. Of course. Mr. Millionaire, who flew with his team on private planes, stayed in five-star hotels, and had bought his first house at the ripe old age of twenty-five. Holly glanced out the window and sighed inwardly. She’d always had to trust God with finances. There wasn’t much money to be made in short track, or much financial support, especially in Australia. Most skaters had to have a full-time job to help supplement the basic scholarship from the Australian Institute of Sport. She’d always had to work hard, save harder, and budget well to make ends meet.

      Enough of the pity party. “So, how will you cope with being on your own? Will you get lonely?” Her cheeks heated. For goodness’ sake—she sounded like a desperate groupie! “I mean, when you live by yourself, that’ll be different…” She glanced over, noticing a twitch in his jaw as he pulled sharply into the gym parking lot and quit the engine.

      He reached into the back to collect his gym bag. “I haven’t thought about it much, to be honest.”

      So much for chit chat. She grabbed her gear. “Uh, thanks for doing this.”

      “No problem.” He led the way in, holding the gym’s front door open for her.

      Maybe he was nice, and she’d misread the ego. “Um, sorry about yesterday.”

      He turned to study her steadily for a beat before shrugging. “Sorry for liking short blond guys?” A grin flickered. “Don’t be. No skin off my nose.”

      She took a deep breath and lifted her chin. Ignore him. Act like a grown up. Usually she was pretty good at the ice maiden persona. Not for nothing did she train on ice.

      He signed them in, and she followed silently as he gave a quick tour of the bright, spacious facility with its gleaming equipment. She swallowed a chuckle at the blatant ogling he got from some women working out. If only they knew. She stowed her bag in the locker, grabbed her towel, phone, earbuds, and water bottle, and headed back to the cardio room.

      Brent was there, already warming up on an exercise bike. He glanced over. “So, should we be on the lookout?”

      She moved to the treadmill, pulling her ponytail tight. “What for?”

      He mimed short and plump before smirking.

      Holly nodded toward the big-haired, big-busted woman in the far corner. Seriously, who wore that much makeup to exercise? She kept her voice low. “Funny. I thought you’d prefer a Barbie clone.”

      He looked over. The woman smiled a hi there. Brent nodded before turning back to Holly with a scowl. “Yeah, you sure got me pegged.”

      She gave him a tight smile and jammed in her earbuds, flicking her phone to her favorite workout playlist. Honestly, what was wrong with her? She wasn’t normally so snarky. Maybe working up a sweat would help her heart and brain function normally. This was ridiculous.
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        * * *

      

      Brent stood at the front of his family’s church, watching as Mike rocked gently on his toes, his eyes on the big double doors at the other end of the aisle. “How’re you doing?”

      “I can’t wait to see her.” Mike grinned. “This’ll be you too one day, my friend.”

      Brent rolled his eyes. Not for a very long time. Miss Right had to appear first.

      He caught the smiles of his older brother Dean and his sister-in-law Laura, balancing their six-month-old son on her lap, then nodded to Jai Mullins, Beau Nash, and Dan Walton, fellow hockey Bible study friends, here for Mike’s wedding.

      Mike leaned closer. “So, is it me or are there a lot of women here checking you out?”

      Brent glanced across the congregation. He couldn’t help but notice that more than one lady sat up straighter, smiling wider. He grimaced. “It’s pretty uncool if women are here checking you out on your wedding day.”

      “Everyone knows I’ve always been a one-woman man.” Mike eyed him. “But you…”

      How long would it take for him to live down the ladies’ man reputation? Sure, he’d partied hard a few years ago, but since he’d started attending Pastor Josiah Abrahams’ online Bible study group, he’d straightened out. He hadn’t dated anyone for months, despite his teammates’ offers of setups—and the loneliness that made some of those offers so tempting.

      Brent stared down at his shiny black shoes. Maybe his mom and sister were right and he should make more of an effort to find someone with similar goals, who liked him for himself and wasn’t obsessed with celebrity or the other superficial trappings of his sport. His mouth twisted. Like that’d be easy. How could you ever know?

      The music in the background shifted, and the congregation turned to watch the first bridesmaid walk down the aisle. Brent’s gaze lifted just in time to see Holly begin her approach. His eyes widened. With her pretty hair down for once and that pale green strapless gown accentuating her slender figure, she was…beautiful.

      Mike snickered quietly. “Pick up your jaw, dude. You’re embarrassing yourself.”

      Brent closed his mouth with a snap. He noticed some of Mike’s teammates kept on staring as Holly moved gracefully down the aisle. His gut tightened. He’d made too many dumb comments this week. Holly’s work ethic, loyalty, and sassy tease had intrigued him. She was nothing like the short, skinny, shy girl he vaguely remembered from seven years ago. Especially in that dress.

      Her sunny gaze shifted to him. Brent smiled at her, catching the surprise in her green eyes before her lips thinned and she glanced away.

      His lips hitched. Yeah, he definitely had bridges to mend.

      

      “I know it’s hot, but we need just one more of the groomsmen with their lovely ladies!”

      Brent groaned at the photographer. Photos with Bree and Mike, photos with the bridal party, photos with various family members—on and on it went. His cheeks ached from smiling.

      “Holly, move closer to Brent, please.”

      Holly sighed. Brent grinned, wrapping an arm around her waist. The photographer beamed. “That’s it, Brent. Holly, let’s see that lovely smile again!”

      “I’m not six years old,” she muttered through upturned lips.

      That dress was definitely unsuitable for a six-year-old. “Relax, Holly, you look beautiful.”

      She arched her eyebrows, staring warily at him. Brent held her gaze. Her eyes were such a pretty green, like the sea, with violet rims and tiny golden flecks around the pupils—

      “Brent! Holly! Pay attention!”

      Brent ignored Mike’s chuckle as he turned back to the photographer, trying not to squint as the afternoon sun beat down. The reception venue’s rose gardens were super pretty, but his neck was getting sticky from Toronto’s muggy heat. The photographer pronounced himself satisfied, and they were finally freed to go.

      As they waited to be introduced to the cheering guests inside the function room, Holly looked up at him again. “Is my hair still okay? Hot weather makes it go frizzy.”

      He stepped closer and smoothed a few recalcitrant strands. “Relax. You look great.” He leaned down, taking a delicate sniff. “What’s your perfume?”

      “It’s Beautiful.”

      “Yeah, I know that. But what’s it called?”

      “My perfume?” Her voice was squeaky. “It’s called Beautiful. It’s by Estée Lauder.”

      “Oh, right.” He glanced at her before focusing again on the door. “Suits you.”

      He caught the disbelieving side-eye as she raised her bouquet higher to match the angle of her chin.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, let’s hear it for our best man, Brent Karlsson, and the lovely maid of honor, Holly Travers.” They stepped into the limelight and stopped for yet another photo before he escorted her to the bridal table and they turned to applaud the newlyweds’ entrance.

      The next two hours passed in a whirl of food and laughter as Brent chatted with numerous relatives and friends. He was listening to his grandmother when he glanced across the room to see Holly sitting at the main table, shaking her head at one of Mike’s Calgary teammates. He frowned.

      “Brent?” His grandma’s faded-blue eyes peered anxiously at him. “Is something wrong?”

      He quickly kissed her cheek. “Sorry, Gran, I need to go check something.”

      Ignoring the nearby group of smiling women, he strode over to Holly. Tyler Woletsky was too bold, on the ice and off. Brent sat down next to Holly and stretched his arm along the back of her chair. “Woletsky! Didn’t see you there.” Brent turned to smile down at Holly. “How’s it going?”

      Her eyebrows lifted. “Fine.” She looked back to TJ, who still leaned against the table. “Thanks, Tyler, but I want to finish my cake.” She smiled. “Besides, I’m not used to high heels.”

      Woletsky glanced between them, his blue eyes suspicious. “If you change your mind…”

      “Thank you.” The smile she offered was sweet as Woletsky lumbered off, then drained away as she faced Brent. “What was that about?”

      Brent shrugged. “Woletsky doesn’t always play nicely, especially with pretty girls.”

      Her eyes narrowed. She stabbed at her piece of cake. “And you think I can’t take care of myself?”

      He held up his hands. “Hey, I’ve seen you in the gym. I know you’re tough.” And super fit. The weights she could lift? “But, Holl, you need to be careful when you smile.”

      “What?” She twisted in her seat to study him. “What’s wrong with my smile?”

      “Nothing. Just that guys could get the wrong idea.”

      She blinked. “Are you serious? You sound like a caveman, blaming a woman for how a man acts, as if he can’t be held responsible.”

      Huh? “I didn’t mean it like that. I only meant to compliment you,” he mumbled.

      She stared at him for a long moment before shaking her head and looking away.

      He followed her gaze back to the dance floor. “Want to dance again?”

      “Once was enough. I hate dancing.” Her smile held an abundance of sugar. “But don’t let me stop you.”

      Dancing with random women sure wouldn’t help him live down the reputation. Talking with Holly was far safer. “You’re not that bad, for someone with two left feet.”

      “Two left feet? Hey, if you hadn’t insisted on doing all that fancy twirly stuff, I might’ve been okay.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe I’m just a fancy kind of guy.”

      Her lips finally tilted up, and he felt like doing a fist pump to celebrate but settled for undoing his bow tie and slouching back in his seat. “So, are you having fun?”

      “Yes. But I can’t get over how big your family is.” Her amusement faded as she picked off some icing with her fork. “Mine’s so small now.” She looked down at her plate, the white chocolate mud cake now thoroughly ruined. “I don’t see them often enough.”

      “When do you go home?”

      “I fly back to Brisbane tomorrow, but I won’t get home to Wollongong until Christmas.” Her face fell, and she started fiddling with the pretty paper rose place card she’d made, her slender fingers tracing the ruffled edges back and forth, back and forth.

      Brent gazed across the chandelier-lit room, crowded with family members. It was amazing he’d been allowed to talk this long uninterrupted. “Big families aren’t necessarily all they’re cracked up to be.”

      Like his Uncle Ken, who sat in the corner, watching the girls dance. Bree had always found him slightly creepy. And there were those cousins who only ever called him when they wanted tickets to games, then got upset when Brent wouldn’t work his connections to get them freebies. And as soon as he finished this conversation, he knew his grandmothers and aunts would buttonhole him to ask about that nice girl and wonder aloud when he’d get married.

      He grimaced. “Hey, want to go outside?”

      Holly cast another look at the crowded dance floor, raising her voice over the thumping disco music the DJ had begun to play. “But what about Bree and Mike?”

      “I don’t think they’re going to miss us too much, do you? You know Bree. She never misses an opportunity to talk. And look, she’s making Mike talk to every relative. They’ll be here for hours.”

      “Poor Mike.”

      “And hey, if you disappear, Woletsky can’t hassle you to dance again.”

      “Good point.” Holly pushed back her chair. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Brent found a side door that led to the reception venue’s terrace, holding it open for Holly, then closing it firmly against the DJ’s throbbing music. Her heels clicked on the tiles until they stopped at the far end near a marble fountain, lit up in the night by several spotlights. The stillness was broken only by the gentle song of insects and splash of water. The scent of roses filled the cooling air. Brent sucked in a deep breath, releasing it slowly. He looked over to see Holly standing still, her eyes closed.

      “Are you tired? Want to go home?” Something about her today made him feel…protective. He swallowed. Like he would for his sister. That was all.

      “No.” She opened her eyes. “I’m just enjoying the peace and quiet. It’s been a big week.”

      “And a big day.” He leaned over the handrail, watching the water swirl around the base of the fountain. “But they seem happy, so all the hard work has been worth it.” He glanced up to see Holly biting her bottom lip even as she nodded.

      “I’m so glad. Bree’s been like a sister to me.” Holly blinked. “I’m going to miss that.”

      “You heard Dad before in his speech. Apparently, it’s not about losing someone but gaining another.” Brent shrugged. “But yeah, it won’t be the same.”

      He frowned. It wouldn’t be the same. Why hadn’t he realized? Who would he call in the middle of the night to offload the stress for the day? Mike had been his closest friend for years. He totally understood the pressures that went with playing in the NHL. Brent knew his sister loved him, but he’d bet Bree wouldn’t appreciate too many late night interruptions. Was this why his mom had ramped up the find a wife mantra? He sighed.

      “Don’t get me wrong, I am really happy for them,” Holly’s quiet voice continued. “They’re perfect for each other.” She peered up at Brent again. “But it’s nice to know someone else understands.” She smiled.

      Her smile… Whoa. He blinked. Dragged his gaze away. Weddings were notorious for making people act weird. “I think people should be best friends with the person they marry.”

      “I agree,” she said.

      So they agreed on a couple of things at least. He turned away to watch the water again. “So, do you want to get married?”

      Man, he must be super tired. Had that seriously just come out of his mouth?

      “Is that an offer?” She laughed. “You’re lucky I never believe anything you say.”

      His stomach twisted. “Why not?”

      Holly’s gurgling chuckle came again. “Come on. You flatter and flirt all night and expect a girl to believe you?” She patted his arm. “It’s okay. I know you can’t help it.”

      Ouch. “When was I flirting?”

      Her cheeks reddened as she looked away, pushing her hair behind her ear. “I’ve seen how you act with girls.”

      “Hey, I’m a friendly guy. Besides, I do think you’re pretty.”

      She rolled her eyes and shifted away.

      So much for building bridges. He gazed at a tree lit up in the garden, trying to ignore the knot in his stomach. Tonight’s rich dessert had been a bad idea.

      Awkwardness stretched between them. What to say, what to say…

      “So, you want to compete at Vancouver, eh?”

      She straightened, energy vibrating from her. “Have you ever had a dream you feel you’re on the cusp of living?”

      He nodded. “I could barely sleep the night before my first game in the NHL.”

      “Then you understand what it’s like to devote your life to something, to wanting to be the best, feeling like it’s in your DNA, like it’s who you are, what you were born to do.”

      He nodded again, her passion oddly inspiring. He’d taken a lot for granted these past few years, but the recent Cup success had only cemented his drive to win. There’d be selections for Canada’s hockey team next year. The thought drifted, stilled, anchored. Maybe he should focus a little more too.

      “So, even if I met Mr. Right tonight, I can’t think about a relationship right now. Not for another two years, anyway.”

      So, the romance of today definitely hadn’t gone to her head. Still, her steely-eyed focus curled fascination within. She sure wasn’t like any other girl he’d met.

      “How about you, Brent? Is marriage on your to-do list?”

      “One day. I want to focus more on my hockey right now. But down the line, it’d be good. It just needs to be the right time…and the right girl.”

      He glanced over at her again. She was rubbing her bare arms, the right sporting a silvery-pink scar.

      “Are you cold? Here, have this.” He removed his jacket and wrapped it round her.

      “Thanks.” She glanced up at him again before gazing across the moonlit gardens. He studied her profile: the classic nose, determined chin, her long-lashed, beautiful eyes that the evening shadows only seemed to enhance. He swallowed. Her skin looked so soft. He reached out a hand—

      “Oh, there you two are!”

      He swallowed a groan as Holly turned.

      “Are you okay, Bree? Do you need anything?”

      Bree shook her head. “Mom just wanted your help with something inside.”

      “No worries.” Holly shrugged out of his jacket and handed it to him with distracted thanks, then quickly strode back to the reception room without a backward glance.

      He watched Holly disappear before turning to his smirking twin. “Breanna?”

      “Anything I need to know about, brother dear?” Bree raised her eyebrows. “Anything at all?”

      “Nope.” He shook his head, hoping to shake off the strange mix of emotions he felt.

      “I can give you Holly’s email if you like.” Her expression held hope.

      His stomach lurched. He ignored it. “Nope. I’m fine.”

      Holly might be nice and all, but she lived on the other side of the world and had made her opinion about him and relationships very clear. So what was the point? How on earth could that ever work?
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        Nagano, Japan

        November

      

      

      

      “And in lane number five, representing Australia, Holly Travers.”

      Holly gave a brief smile and wave at the polite applause, adjusted her goggles, and snapped on the chinstrap of her yellow helmet as she skated toward the four other contenders for tonight’s World Cup one thousand meter quarterfinal. “Good luck, ladies.”

      The American, Dutch, and German girls smiled at her. “You too, Holly.”

      Kate Jenkins, Australia’s number one girl, ignored her. Oh well. Nothing new there.

      Holly drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly, working to ignore the Japanese pop music blaring in the background and the nausea that always threatened in these situations. Thank You, God, that You’re with me. Help me do my best.

      “Go to the start.”

      The arena hushed. Holly skated to the end of the pale blue line and found her starting dot next to Kate, wearing her high tech black-and-silver skates. Holly looked down at her basic grade boots and swallowed the bubble of envy. Focus. She had to focus. From this position, she’d need an amazing start to be in it at all. She balanced carefully on her right foot, the long silver blade of her left skate pivoting slowly on the ice. She edged the tip so it bit the ice more firmly.

      “Ready.”

      She crouched lower, assuming position, waiting for the crack of the starter’s pistol.

      BANG!

      With a series of short, powerful movements, she sprinted hard, then maneuvered her way into third position behind the American and German competitors, following their slipstream around the ice, slipping round behind them like a bead on a string.

      They leaned into the first bend, then skate, skate, skate, repeating the moves: one lap down. Her legs felt good today. Hopefully that strength and jump would last all weekend. Heaven help her if it didn’t.

      Another lap down. Holly edged closer. Maybe this would be the race when she’d finally beat Kate. She sucked in another breath as they rounded the curve, her arm stretched out for balance as her blades slipped through the grooved ice. Time was running out to make her move.

      The bell clanged for the last lap. Skate, skate, skate, skate. They headed around the penultimate corner. Holly drew closer, closer…

      Movement flashed beside her: Kate. Where had she come from? A surge of adrenaline hit as Holly frantically looked for a way to pass. But Kate was too good, blocking every potential move. Holly pushed forward, her heart thumping loudly as they reached the last bend. Kate went a fraction wide. Holly slipped in close to the marker, scrambling upright, her leg thrust out in desperation as they crossed the line.

      She glanced up at the scoreboard as the crowd’s roar filled her ears. Please, God…

      The scoreboard finally flashed the results, and Kate, breathing hard, turned and looked at Holly with narrowed eyes and a curled lip. “Loser.”

      Loser.

      Forever the also-ran. The bridesmaid. Not good enough.

      Holly skated past Kate, then put her hands down on her knees, struggling to breathe past the throbbing disappointment. She blinked hard. Lord, help me not to cry.

      She sucked in a breath. She still had to prepare for tomorrow’s five hundred and fifteen hundred quarterfinals. And even third was better than a poke in the eye with a blunt stick, as Granddad would say. She lifted her head, congratulated the other three girls as they finished a cool-down lap, and moved to exit when she heard her name called.

      “Holly!” Jessica Wilton waved an Aussie flag from the barrier. “You almost had her.”

      Holly’s smile slipped. She bit her lip to stop the sudden tremble. “Kate’s just too good.”

      “Yeah, well, if you didn’t have to work and could focus on training as much as she does, you’d be as good as her. Maybe even better.”

      But until someone wanted to sponsor second place, Holly would still have to work to find the means to pay for her dream. She glanced at Kate’s dad, who had competed in Lillehammer back in 1994, and knew another tug of envy. If only Holly could win for once and Australia’s Winter Sports Institute consider her chances good enough to earn a ticket to Vancouver. Not that wishing ever changed anything. Only hard work could. Although, it seemed no matter how hard Holly worked, she never got ahead.

      “Clear the ice.”

      She nodded to the official, then turned back to Jess. “I’d better go get changed. Catch up with you after? I want to hear how you did.”

      Jess nodded. “See you soon.”

      Thirty minutes later, her official duties done, Holly moved through the crowds. While she was friends with most of the girls, it was funny how often she felt a keen sting of loneliness. Unlike some girls on tour, her parents’ jobs at the hospital and coal mine meant they rarely saw her compete. She finally spotted a familiar face. A quick hug later, she and Jess talked shop.

      “So, how was your thousand time?”

      “Almost two seconds faster.” Jessica’s face twisted. “I still think it’s weird how someone who gets a slower time can advance just because they’re in a different heat.”

      “That’s short track.”

      “But you! You almost had Kate. I thought for sure you would beat her. I think all the Aussies thought there’d be an upset tonight.”

      Holly forced a smile. “Maybe next time.”

      The crowd parted before them, and Holly’s confidence drained away at the sight of Kate standing with her World Cup medal-winning father and Coach Chan. They’d all seen Holly; she had no place to hide. Put on a brave face. Holly moved forward. “Congratulations, Kate.”

      Coach Chan gave a characteristic sharp nod as the two Jenkinses critically assessed Holly.

      And found her wanting. Kate turned her back and started talking to her father.

      Holly blinked, lifted her chin, and walked back to where Jess waited.

      “Kate is such a b—” Jess glanced at Holly. “Witch.”

      Yep.

      “I really hope you beat her tomorrow in the five hundred.”

      Jess wasn’t the only one. But Holly had a funny feeling that pigs would sooner fly.

      

      It was like a scene from the movie Groundhog Day. Same early start, same crowds and competitors, same results. Holly had tried. She’d come within 0.06 of Kate’s time in the fifteen hundred—no point Kate thinking she could just mail in a first place. But Kate kept creaming the opposition.

      Holly had tried to settle it with God last night. She’d prayed, read her Bible, and tried to give it over to Him. She hated carrying this disappointment and frustration in her soul. But wanting to improve wasn’t bad, was it? It was what all athletes wanted—to be better, to just win.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, it’s now time for the women’s five hundred meter quarterfinal.”

      Holly slowly moved around the ice, working to block out the noise and color around her. The five hundred was her favorite. She loved the energy and strategy it demanded, but so much came down to the start. She pulled her ponytail tighter under her helmet and skated toward the other four girls as they waited for the official. Yep, sure enough, her nemesis was beside her.

      “Good luck, ladies,” Holly offered. Not that the Canadian needed luck, world champ that she was.

      Marianna grinned, shaking out her legs. “You too.”

      The Dutch girl echoed her with a “Stay upright, yes?”

      Holly smiled at the Chinese competitor, who nodded, eyes focused on the ice track before them. No surprise there. Min never smiled unless she won.

      Holly even managed a smile for Kate, but the blonde scowled, lifted her nose, and looked away. Yeah, Holly could barely believe she’d made it this far either.

      “Go to the start.”

      Five hundred meters. Four and a half laps. Every stride, every lean, every movement had to be carefully calculated. She had to place top two. She had to qualify.

      “Ready.” Holly crouched lower, balancing carefully on her left foot. Lord, keep us safe.

      BANG!

      After a chaotic scramble of thrashing arms and legs, they soon settled into position: Marianna in the lead, followed by Min, with Holly hot on her heels, the others just behind her.

      One lap down. Holly blocked the roar of the crowded stadium, her eyes fixed on the girl in front, whose red skinsuit slipped around the corners elusively. Slowly, she inched closer. Three laps to go. Ignoring the burn in her thighs and the blood-like taste in her mouth, she searched for any hole in the Chinese girl’s defense, a sign that her rival was going too wide or a stumble that would allow Holly to slide in and claim second position.

      Holly rounded the bend almost horizontally, her left hand outstretched for balance, the razor-sharp blades of the skater in front a hairsbreadth away. Straightening up, she desperately lunged forward, passing the former gold medalist as she slipped into second place. Finally! If she could just hold position, all those sacrifices would be worth it.

      Her senses heightened. The flash of Kate’s skates, a fraction of movement as Min closed in, the burn in her thighs, the swoosh and scrape of their blades on grooved ice.

      Another four strides, another lean. Her peripheral vision caught Min’s blur as she frantically tried to close the gap around the bend. No! All those critics back home were wrong. Holly could do this.

      Her heart thumped loudly. Holly gritted her teeth and pushed forward. She was getting closer to the Canadian competitor in front. This was Holly’s race, she could feel it. Her legs still felt good, with enough power despite the last two days’ heavy schedule of heats. She could make it to the semis, maybe even make her first World Cup final!

      They rounded the corner in a blur of movement, Min’s golden blades flashing under the stadium’s lights as they sped up to another bend. Kate slid past. No, no, no! Holly watched, disbelieving, as Kate’s stride lengthened. How—?

      Kate suddenly wobbled, toppled, crashing to the ice, taking the Chinese girl down with her. Holly struggled to move clear, but the flailing golden blade clipped her boot. No, God! No! She fell to the ice, and they spun round and round and round, those treacherous blades aimed directly at Holly’s face. Kate shifted, sliding to crash heavily into the padded boards, the change in momentum pivoting Holly straight toward her. Holly angled her leg, hoping to avoid a gash from Min’s skate, and braced for impact. Kate moved, straight into Holly’s path. Oh, dear God, no!

      SNAP!

      Holly blinked. Pain. Cold. She lifted her head. Blood. Kate. Unearthly screams. Faces swam before her. Stay upright? No, no. Stay down. Loser. The world tilted.

      Blissful blackness.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Detroit, Michigan

      

      

      “Good game, man.”

      “You too.” Brent Karlsson fist-bumped the goalie and permitted himself a small smile. With the first star of the night, yeah, maybe the coaches might consider him for Canadian team contention. The competition would be beyond fierce, so he’d take any chance to impress.

      He moved from the lockers to the showers, had the world’s quickest shower, changed, then it was media, more teammate ribbing, and out to where fans waited.

      “Hi, Brent!”

      “Brent, over here!”

      “Excuse me, Mr. Karlsson, would you sign my jersey?”

      “Sure.” Brent nodded to the blond youngster wearing his jersey. “So, buddy, d’you play hockey?”

      The boy nodded and began explaining about his youth team. Brent smiled. The boy’s enthusiasm reminded him so much of his own passion and dreams as a kid. “Keep having fun, okay?”

      He quickly signed his name and posed for a photo for the next group of fans.

      The four boys started talking. “Hi, Brent. You were awesome tonight!”

      “Yeah, that slap shot goal was wicked. The goalie never saw it coming.”

      The shortest one gave a gap-toothed smile. “And your hip check on Dmitry was so cool!”

      Brent grinned. It was nice to be making a positive impression with the fans and the coaching staff—and maybe the Canadian selectors. He chatted briefly, signed their merchandise, and looked to the next fans in line. Uh oh.

      The three young women wore skintight Detroit T-shirts and big red smiles. “Hi, Brent.” The oldest girl couldn’t be over twenty. She and her cohorts wore the shortest shorts he’d ever seen. She fluttered her eyelashes. “Would you sign our shirts?”

      His heart sank. A few years ago he would’ve been very happy to do that and more. Now the idea made him cringe. “Sorry, ladies, I only sign stuff people aren’t wearing.”

      They giggled, their catlike smiles growing wider. “Want us to take our shirts off?”

      “No.” His cheeks grew hot. How did girls get away with acting like this? Hadn’t their parents taught them better? “No, that’s not necessary.”

      “Aw, he’s so shy.”

      He turned to see rookie Doug Lehtonen, standing nearby, wink at the girls waiting for Brent. As they started tossing their hair, he grinned at Brent. “This is awesome.”

      Brent gave him a weak smile and looked toward the next set of fans, but the girls weren’t finished yet. “Oh, but we wanted our photo taken with you too.”

      He forced a smile as they took photos with him, their bodies pushing into his. Gritting his teeth, he quickly stepped back. “Okay, girls.” He motioned to the queue. “Gotta keep moving.”

      “Bye, Brent!” The boldest one gave him a kiss on the cheek while her friends snapped more photos on their phones. “If you ever need some company…”

      So not calling you. He aimed for cool as he turned and surreptitiously wiped her lipstick off. Honestly, did they think the only way to get a man’s attention was dressing like they were going to a night of roller disco derby? Not that he wanted a woman to dress like she was Amish, but still…

      The next person in line was a woman who looked to be in her thirties, holding her son by the shoulders. She pointed to her left cheek. “You’ve still got some.”

      “Thanks.” He shook his head, wiping at his cheek until she nodded. He sighed before looking at the towheaded boy. “Okay, buddy, what are we signing today?”

      As he signed more autographs and posed for yet more photos, his mind kept flicking back to the girls from before. Puck bunnies didn’t care about the sport, only about the players—or more precisely, what they could get out of them. He swallowed a big lump of regret. How had he ever thought girls like that were attractive? They were like the glossy veneer on that wooden table he’d ended up throwing out last year, the promise of oak peeling away as soon as he’d started digging out the dirt to refinish the piece. Some girls were just the same, full of empty promises with nothing of substance, exactly the sort of women who could derail his career—and his hard-won focus on God.

      Thirty minutes after escaping the arena, he dropped his duffle bag in the darkened hall of the brick and plaster house he liked to call home. Some of his teammates had questioned why he wanted to buy such a modest place. He liked this part of Detroit. He liked the layout of the rooms and the trees in the yard. It kind of reminded him of his parents’ place. He’d never understood the attraction of big open floor plan apartments. Sure, they might be equipped with the latest mod cons and not have a leaky bathroom, but they felt a little sterile to him, too much like all those expensively anonymous hotel rooms they always stayed in on road trips. This place, with its mock-Tudor features, scrolled woodwork and fancy fireplace, was home.

      He moved to the renovated kitchen—last summer’s project—grabbed a drink, and rubbed his shoulder. Tonight’s game had felt way longer than three periods, the tied full-time score going to a shootout against Detroit’s chief rivals—Jai’s team, Chicago. Fortunately, Brent had scored, and the Wings had celebrated their first victory in three games. But tonight’s checking had been tough, his body aching from where he’d hit the boards more than he liked.

      He slumped onto the leather lounge, toed off his shoes, and flicked on the TV. News, an unfunny comedy, ads, some weird sci-fi drama, more news, a series rerun—lame the first time—more ads, a delayed broadcast of football. He tried following the game, but the lack of sleep from the past few nights was fast catching up. Flying home from Thursday night’s game in Minnesota meant he’d arrived home at one a.m. Then last night he’d gone out with Doug and some others from the team, trying out a new restaurant that had opened near the river. Good food, but he’d struggled to sleep. Too much salt in the pizza.

      He flicked off the TV, the standby light reflecting off the silver-framed photo Bree and Mike had given him after their wedding last June. He stood, picked it off the mantle, and moved back to his seat. That had been a good day. Bree and Mike’s matching grins testified to the hard yards of a relationship that had endured through separation, as Mike had played in Boston, then Calgary, while Bree taught preschool in Toronto. Now living in Calgary, they seemed to love married life.

      He peered closer. His parents stood with Bree, Mike, Holly, and himself. Despite her heels, Holly looked like a dainty green-clad princess next to the rest of them. He smiled, remembering her sass and determination. Yeah, definitely not a groupie. He fingered the simple silver surround. What was she up to these days?

      He lay back, closed his eyes, and let out a huge yawn. He’d think about that later…

      His phone buzzed.

      Brent opened his eyes, his brain struggling, like trying to swim through thick syrup. Where was he? Oh, living room. Add a crick in his neck to the sore shoulder. His phone kept buzzing—he could feel the vibrations through the leather seat. He felt around for his phone and finally found it, slipped down the back of the sofa. He flicked it open.

      “Hello?”

      “Oh! Thank goodness someone’s answering their phone!”

      “Bree?” Brent rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “What’s up? Everything okay?”

      “No-o-o.” His sister’s voice quavered.

      His stomach tensed. “What’s happened? Is Mike okay? Mom? Dad?”

      “I don’t know! It’s so late over there I didn’t want to wake them. And Mike’s phone is switched off because he’s still at the game in L.A.”

      Brent blinked. This was getting hard to follow. Especially when he’d only gotten five hours of sleep last night. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s Holly.” Bree’s voice was shaky. She sounded close to tears.

      “What’s happened?”

      “Oh, Brent, there was a terrible accident!”

      His heart thumped, and he sat upright. “What happened?”

      “She…she was competing in a race in Japan when the girl in front clipped her and—” Judging from the loud noise that ensued, she was blowing her nose.

      “And what, Bree? Hello?”

      “I hate that she does short track! It’s so dangerous, Brent, and this is what can happen. I don’t know why she insists on it.”

      Brent grimaced. He totally understood the intense desire to compete, to push your body to its limits, to win. How else could one expect to play in the NHL? But why wasn’t Bree getting to the point? “What happened, Bree?”

      “You don’t need to yell at me.” She sniffed again. “They…they hit the side really hard, and now she’s paralyzed.”

      His heart dropped. Dear God. “She’s paralyzed?”

      “Yes!”

      No. God, please heal her. Poor, poor Holly. He’d never dreamed just how extreme short track was. “Is it permanent?”

      “Well, Holly’s mother—she’s a nurse—said that people can recover from fractured vertebrae, but it’s a really long, tough road. But it’s the severed artery that’s the real concern.”

      His stomach turned. Severed artery? “That sounds terrible.”

      “Yeah, apparently when she slid to the side she cut into her left calf with her skate. Holly’s mom said there was blood all over the ice.”

      The longer Bree talked, the deeper he could feel his frown become. He’d seen that once. A skate had cut the Kings’ defenseman, and the intense play just prior meant the poor guy’s heart had kept pumping blood out. The medics had rushed him to the hospital, but he no longer played hockey and now suffered recurring bouts of infections. How awful.

      He drew a steadying breath. “Have you spoken to Holly yet? How’s she coping with all this?”

      He couldn’t imagine what it would be like to suffer such catastrophic injuries. To not be able to walk? To have to give up on your dream after years of sacrifice?

      “No, I haven’t spoken to her.” Bree sniffed. “Her mom seems to think she’ll be fine.”

      Huh? That was a pretty big call to make, even for a nurse.

      Bree continued. “It’s a big shock, of course, and apparently she was pretty upset at first.”

      Well, yeah. Finding out you were paralyzed would be pretty upsetting.

      His sister sighed. “Holly emailed earlier asking me to pray for Kate, but when I called her back, her mom answered, as she was asleep.”

      He was too tired. This was getting hard to follow. “Who’s Kate?”

      His sister groaned. “Haven’t you listened to anything I said? Kate’s the girl who got hurt. Apparently she’s something of a—”

      “Wait! I thought you said Holly got hurt.”

      His sister sniffled again. “Yeah.”

      He closed his eyes, trying to think clearly. “So is Holly paralyzed or not?”

      Bree let out a sigh. “No, Brent, the other girl. Kate. She severed her artery, too.”

      God help the other girl, but he didn’t know her. “And Holly?”

      She sniffled again. “She got a mild concussion, cut her leg, and broke her little finger.”

      That tight feeling in his chest disappeared in an enormous sigh. “Thank God.”

      “What?”

      After explaining how Bree really needed to work on her communication skills, then promising to pray, Brent finished the call and lay back on the couch in the darkness, heart jumbled with a million emotions. God, please help Holly right now. Thank You she wasn’t more seriously injured. Please help her sleep well. And be with this Kate girl. Heal her too.

      He picked up the silver frame from the coffee table, staring at the dainty figure in green with the beautiful smile, and studied the photo for a long, long time.
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        Brisbane, Australia

        One week later

      

      

      

      “Then Peter said to the man, ‘I don’t have any money to give you, but here’s something I can give you. In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, rise up and walk!’ Isn't that amazing?”

      The children sat in a circle, watching as Holly read the big picture Bible. But seriously? This story? And today of all days? God sure had a funny sense of humor.

      Holly leaned closer. “And then Peter took the beggar by the right hand and helped him up, and instantly the man’s feet and ankles became strong. Can you imagine what happened next?”

      “He woulda started running!”

      Holly smiled at the brown-eyed boy. “That’s right, Jackson.” She turned to the others. “What else do you think happened?”

      “He’d be so happy. He’d thank Peter, wouldn’t he?”

      “I can’t imagine what it would be like to not walk.” Lucy looked up with her huge blue eyes. “Can you, Holly?”

      Holly swallowed. She had a pretty good idea. She’d visited Kate last week in the Nagano hospital. Well, tried to. Dale Jenkins would have none of it, cursing her, loudly telling the nursing staff that they should never admit Holly Travers to see his daughter. Holly had left the bouquet of flowers with a sympathetic nurse and fled.

      “Holly?”

      She wrapped an arm around the six-year-old girl’s shoulders. “It would be very, very hard.” She swallowed. “In fact, I have a friend who was hurt last week in a bad accident.”

      “Like you were?” Jackson pointed to her bandaged little finger.

      Holly nodded slowly. “But this girl, her name is Kate, was hurt much more badly than me. She’s in hospital and needs God to do a miracle so she can walk again.”

      The small heads all nodded and bowed. As their little voices started praying earnestly for “Holly’s friend Kate,” Holly tried not to squirm. Kate had never been her friend, not really.

      She finished the lesson with a final prayer and said goodbye. “Don’t forget your craft.”

      Jackson raced back in, his blond hair mussed. He grabbed his picture and gave her an enormous squeeze that almost toppled her. “See you next week?”

      Holly shook her head. “Sorry, sweetheart. I’m going to see my family for Christmas.”

      “But you will be back?” The mischief was gone. The corners of his mouth turned down.

      Holly nodded. These kids were so sweet.

      “I like Miss Gina, but I like you best.” Olivia snuggled close.

      Holly gave her a hug and smiled. “See you next time, sweetie.”

      After clearing up most of the glitter, Holly made her way outside to where the rest of the congregation still milled, talking. This small community church, only a few blocks from the skating share house, had proven to be such a blessing. A healthy mix of old and young, middle class and poor, these people were like an extended family, and after the tension and rivalry of competition, Holly always appreciated the simple love she experienced here. They accepted her for who she was and weren’t concerned about what she did or how well she performed.

      After fielding questions from several people concerned about her accident, Holly finally moved to where she’d parked her bike but then felt a light touch on her shoulder.

      David Aldridge, the minister, stood with his wife, Gina. “You’re off now?”

      Holly nodded. “Thanks so much for those casseroles this week. And your prayers. I’ve really appreciated it.”

      Gina wrapped her in a hug. “How is Kate?”

      Holly sighed. “She and her dad still blame me. There’s a review panel tomorrow. If everything’s fine, I should be okayed for travel to Europe for the next World Cup events.”

      “You know we’ll be praying for you, Holly. Keep in touch.”

      “Thanks.” She hugged them both, strapped on her helmet, then hopped on her bike for the short ride home.

      This past week had been crazy. After spending hours in hospital getting her finger bound and her gash stitched up—twelve stitches, a new personal record—Coach Chan had eventually allowed her to join the team at the airport, where she’d emailed Bree. Of course, that email had unleashed a flood of concerned phone calls and emails from Bree, Bree’s parents, even Brent. His email had been much like the others, expressing shock, concern, the usual. But it was his offer to pray for her that had touched her heart. He was…nice. Much nicer than what she remembered from June.

      Holly pushed the pedals for the short climb up the hill to their share house. She had it to herself today. Jess was at work, Kate still in hospital. Guilt spiked. Lord, heal her. The race officials had cleared Holly, and she shouldn’t feel responsible. Stuff happened, especially in short track. But Kate’s dad had never been less than pushy when it came to his daughter in this sport. And the way he’d spoken to Holly in Japan suggested tomorrow’s meeting would not go well.

      Lord, help me trust You. Please work this out. And help me get this assignment done.

      She reheated a portion of Gina’s chicken casserole and ate in front of her laptop, scrolling through the barrage of emails before tackling her health science assignment. Why didn’t spam filters work properly? Delete, delete, delete…pause. There were messages from her parents, her brother, Bree, and—

      Her heart gave a tiny kick. She peered closer at the name and opened the email.

      
        
        Hey Holly,

        I thought you’d probably still be feeling a little down about your friend. I got sent this today and thought it might make you laugh. And check out 1 Peter 5:7, one of my favorite verses. Hope you find some peace. Take care. Stay up.

        Brent

      

      

      Brent? Why had Brent sent her another email? She chewed her lip and opened the attachment. It was a Gary Larson Farside cartoon of two deer, one with a target on its chest, the other saying Bummer of a birthmark, Hal. It made her smile. Shake her head.

      And Brent was recommending she read Bible verses? He even had favorites? Who would’ve thought? She flicked open her Bible and read the reminder to cast her anxiety on God. Huh. So maybe he was more than just a jock. Maybe he was someone she could consider as a friend.

      She hesitated, fingers hovering over the keys. Despite the weariness of the past few days starting to bite, she summoned up enough energy to reply.

      
        
        Hi Brent,

        Thanks for your email. The bad thing is that Kate has never really been my friend. She blames me for her injury, so now there’ll be a review. It’s such a mess.

      

      

      The accident flashed through her mind, the image of Kate lying with her leg positioned so awkwardly that everyone knew it was at least a break. She cringed. It still made her wake up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat. And now there was this stupid review.

      
        
        Please pray for Kate. And that the review is fair and everyone knows the truth.

        Thanks, Holly

      

      

      Holly pressed send, took a deep breath, lifted her chin, and opened up the university course work.

      

      Next day, Holly arrived with Jess at the rink and quickly changed. When they headed out to the ice, Coach Chan motioned for them to join the others from the squad who were standing in front of a group of serious men.

      Jess leaned over. “Aren’t they from the Winter Sports Institute?”

      Holly nodded, her heart sinking. Yep. Judging from their frowns, she’d better kiss her dreams of golden glory goodbye.

      Jess whispered again. “And isn’t that Kate’s dad standing there?” She motioned to the man standing with his arms crossed, his frown deep. His lean physique still bore traces of the World Cup-winning long track speed skater he’d been in his youth, and his hard expression—Holly had seen it on Kate’s face a million times before.

      Mr. Pearson was Australia’s International Skating Union representative. “We’ve brought you all here today to clarify the situation concerning Kate Jenkins’s accident in Japan.” He shuffled some papers and looked up again, his eyes skipping over Holly.

      Her hopes dropped further still.

      “We wanted to have you all here so our position will be very clear and there can be no misrepresentation.”

      Holly’s heart hammered hard. Oh Lord, please help me.

      “There have been allegations that Kate may have been deliberately targeted.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Jess muttered.

      Holly glanced over to where Coach Chan stood, expressionless. Holly bit her lip. No help from that quarter. Mr. Jenkins was nodding away. Holly was ready to sink into the floor.

      “I have been assured by Coach Chan that could not be the case.”

      What?

      “The interviews we’ve conducted amongst the skaters involved and the spectators on the day attest to what Holly Travers claims”—he looked at her—“that it was the usual contact one would expect from short track, and if any contact occurred, it was accidental and definitely not deliberate.”

      Mr. Jenkins stepped closer, his face rapidly turning red. “But—”

      Mr. Pearson held up a hand. “Furthermore, the video footage makes it very clear that it was Kate’s fall that led to Holly and the Chinese competitor crashing out. Kate’s injuries resulted from a series of extremely unfortunate circumstances. So, considering this material, we have decided to not pursue this matter any further, as it appears to clearly be an accident. Therefore, I do not want”—he glanced at Kate’s father, who looked ready to erupt—“I repeat, I do not want to hear any further allegations or insinuations being made about any member of this team.” He nodded. “I hope that’s understood.”

      There were various murmurs of compliance, apart from Mr. Jenkins, who moved closer to Mr. Pearson, remonstrating.

      Jess nudged her. “Wow, Holly, you’re in the clear. Looks like it’s your lucky day.”

      “I don’t believe in luck.” Prayers, however…

      “You make your own luck, huh?” Jess laughed before chatting with someone else.

      Mr. Jenkins stomped away, and Mr. Pearson beckoned Holly forward, his expression grave. “Holly, this is a very bad business, which is why we wanted to speak to everyone today, so there’d be no gossip.” He shook his head. “You know how people can get.”

      She did. The competition for sponsorship and places was fierce.

      Coach Chan’s expression remained inscrutable. “You good skater, Holly. You our new number one girl.”

      “But—”

      “You’ll head to Europe for the next World Cup event, and as our top skater, you’ll receive some extra funding,” Mr. Pearson said. “It’s designated for the top athlete attending the event, and if they can’t attend…” He shrugged.

      Ouch. This was a harsh business. But Holly nodded. Thank You, God. With this funding boost, maybe she could even quit her supermarket job one day.

      Coach Chan’s eyes narrowed. “You have ability. You must show it.”

      Holly nodded again. “I’ll do my best.”

      “No distractions, understood? Distractions are enemy of success.”

      Those black eyes bored into her. What did Coach Chan think? That Holly was going to suddenly find a man? She nearly laughed. Instead, she smiled. “No distractions. I get it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Toronto, Canada

        December

      

      

      
        
        Hi everyone,

        Sorry this is a group email, but since everyone’s been so interested I figured it’s best to share this ASAP. I’m cleared! Coach Chan not only found evidence that proved the crash wasn’t my fault, but I’ve also been publicly endorsed as the new #1! Not exactly the way I wanted, but still… thank You, God! And thank you all for praying. I’ll receive some extra funding, so I can cut back on my hours at work. I need to up my training though, which may affect uni, which is getting pretty stressful, so I’ll need to make some decisions about that too.

        Anyway, thanks again for your support and prayers—it’s SO appreciated!

        Love, Holly

      

      

      Brent reread Holly’s email and shot up a prayer of thanks. It was cool to see how things worked out for good. But “love”?

      He swallowed. It meant nothing—she’d sent this to others—but the word was enough to get him flustered. He allowed his brain to go there for a moment…

      They had more in common than he’d first realized. Elite level sport meant the continuous pressure of travel, training, and competition, often demanding sacrifices on the relationships that made life worthwhile. Hockey was great, and he’d always loved it, ever since he first strapped on a pair of skates as a kid. But it could be very transitory regarding friendships. Guys got traded on team management’s say-so, and suddenly a buddy he’d been rooming with for the past few seasons was on the opposite team. It wasn’t always easy.
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