
  [image: No Secrets in Spandex cover]

	
        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    
				No Secrets in Spandex

				Toni Jones

				[image: Crimson Romance logo]

				Avon, Massachusetts

	
				This edition published by

				Crimson Romance

				an imprint of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

				57 Littlefield Street

				Avon, MA 02322

				www.crimsonromance.com

				Copyright © 2012 by Toni Jones

				ISBN 10: 1-4405-5995-3

				ISBN 13: 978-1-4405-5995-2

				eISBN 10: 1-4405-5996-1

				eISBN 13: 978-1-4405-5996-9

                This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, corporations, institutions, organizations, events, or locales in this novel are either the product of the author’s imagination or, if real, used fictitiously. The resemblance of any character to actual persons (living or dead) is entirely coincidental.

                Cover art © 123rf.com

	
				For Chelsea, the redhead, and for Steven, the racer.

	
Chapter One

				When Ariel Hayes entered the lobby of the Alpenhof Hotel in Vail, Colorado, she stopped short. What was the word she was looking for? Oh, yeah.

				Wow. 

				Her boss, Theo, might have economized on her plane ticket, but he’d made up for it in spades by putting her up in one of the most luxurious hotels she’d ever entered, let alone stayed in. Of course, thought Ariel wryly, Theo hadn’t had much of a choice. If she was going to break a story on pro cyclist Jacob Hunter, they needed to stay at the same hotel. Things happened in the wee hours at hotel bars. Lounging in the Alpenhof would afford her priceless opportunities to catch Hunter with his guard down.

				But when she’d heard “Alpenhof” she’d pictured a rustic chateau with cuckoo clocks. Maybe some wooden skis mounted over a little fireplace. Nothing in her experience had prepared her for this. An alpine palace. She hadn’t realized that pro cyclists in training lived like princes.

				A bellboy immediately relieved her of her suitcase and matching carry-on, and Ariel moved, in a daze, up to the marble-topped reception desk. Glancing around her as the pretty, trim woman behind the desk looked up her reservation, she tried not to gape at the grandeur of the lobby. At the bank of brass-doored elevators along the wall. At the plethora of blooming flower arrangements and the golden candelabra. At the sumptuously upholstered couches and armchairs arrayed around multiple fireplaces filled with cheerfully crackling flames.

				Ariel felt self-conscious, gawking at the rich décor like she was still a country girl from a one-stoplight town, where the biggest building was the 4-H tent at the county fair. She’d worked hard to put that country girl far behind her. She recovered her poise and assumed the cool, slightly impatient expression that characterized the faces of her urban colleagues, most of them Manhattanites by birth. Theo always told her she was a very good actress, and it seemed he was right. The reservationist gave her a conciliatory smile.

				“Thanks for your patience, Ms. Hayes,” she said. “You’re in the Trillium Suite, number six-twelve. The restaurant is on the second floor, and there’s a bar on the eighth with beautiful views of the valley. You can order room service until midnight. The pool’s on the roof — you’ve missed open hours for tonight, but for the remainder of your stay you’ll be able to use it between eight A.M. and ten P.M. The gym on the floor below is open twenty-four hours. If you need anything at all, my name is Charlotte. I’ll be happy to assist you in any way I can.” Her smile widened.

				Ariel was charmed by the sincerity, the openness, of the woman’s smile. People were friendlier once you got outside city limits, she suddenly remembered, surprised that she’d forgotten. When was the last time she’d even left Manhattan? She’d covered a fairly dreadful story about a senior senator and a high school page in D.C. when she’d first been hired at X-Ray Magazine last spring. But muckraking on Capitol Hill didn’t exactly afford her the opportunity to reacquaint herself with the friendliest, most sincere and open-hearted segments of the U.S. population.

				Ariel couldn’t help but beam back at the woman, her face lighting up as she let herself smile without a hint of urban reserve.

				It felt good. It felt good to smile like that.

				Maybe I’ll like Colorado, she thought.

				• • •

				At first, she’d been resistant to every aspect of this assignment.

				She had never heard of Jacob Hunter, had never thought twice about cycling (when she thought of bicycles the first image that sprang to her mind was her childhood neighbor, ancient Nancy Matthews, wobbling slowly up the street on a massively fendered Schwinn, the front basket holding a dozen eggs, the newspaper, and more often than not, Shirley, Nancy’s club-footed Tabby … not exactly ESPN material) before Theo called her into his office the week before.

				It was the end of the workday. Usually, she didn’t mind putting in extra hours, particularly for the prospect of a juicy byline, but that Wednesday she’d been eager to get outside. By 5:45 she’d had it. She felt restless, claustrophobic. Maybe it was her rural upbringing. Maybe it was her early training as a dancer. But sometimes, after sitting all day in recycled air on the eighth floor of a skyscraper, she felt like she was going to explode. Like she needed to run out of the building, move her limbs, expand her lungs.

				She knew what she was going to do. As she abandoned her cubicle, she was already anticipating her trajectory. First walk a block north to the fruit seller on the corner for a bag of plums and a bunch of grapes, then head west to the Hudson River. Walking alongside the Hudson, looking out at the solemn, dark ripples in the water, she always felt tranquil. So what if New Jersey hunkered unbeautifically on the other side of the river? In her mind, she could replace the dull buildings across the water with oak trees and the Coast Guard ships with summer swimmers. She could trace the Hudson north toward its source, through upstate New York, all the way to the sleepy town where she was raised. The Hudson River connected her hometown to the big city. It connected her with her past. With her father, whose ashes were sprinkled not far from one of this very river’s gentle curves. The water she saw glistening beneath the George Washington Bridge had flowed through the fishing holes her father had taken her to as a girl.

				Sometimes she still needed to feel close to him.

				She was passing Theo’s door when she heard his rich baritone, that unwelcome, cajoling note throbbing in his voice: “Do I hear the footfalls of my star reporter?”

				She paused. Fatally. The plums and grapes, the long, leisurely stroll by the water, the tranquility … she saw it all vanish. Not today.

				“You’ve got a minute, don’t you? Come in here.”

				She sighed, her whole body slumping before she pulled herself together. Over the past year, she and Theo had developed a warm, easy, bantering friendship, but he was still her boss. She couldn’t blow him off, citing her deep urge to commune with a river. That wasn’t how the world worked.

				“You’re going to love it,” Theo said as soon as she’d stepped into his office. Her heart sank as she glimpsed the tower of files on his desk.

				“Hmmmm … ” She raised an eyebrow. Theo’s smiling, preemptive reassurance was triggering all of her alarms. He leaned back in his chair, tipping his head, fingertips pressed together, one of his favorite poses. He was definitely having his fun with her.

				“It’s wonderful,” he said. “Pure Americana. The classic story of small town boy makes good. The stuff dreams are made of. Life affirming. Heartwarming.”

				Ariel snorted. She was still a fairly new hire, but she’d worked for X-Ray Magazine long enough to see through Theo’s games — X-Ray was hardly known for its heartwarming stories. Ariel dropped into the room’s other chair. Patience, she told herself. The river isn’t going anywhere. Sunset happens every day. 

				I’ll go tomorrow, she vowed. Then she wilted. At this rate, she had a lot of things to do “tomorrow.” She tried not to review the mental list, but the items scrolled through her mind, little pleasures she kept putting off.

				Walk by the river. Go to yoga. Take a bath. Cook a delicious meal. Read a book. Go to the Met. Run in Central Park. Make a dinner date with Jenna. Make a dinner date with a man … an intelligent, kind, attractive man willing to put up with her crazy schedule.

				This man was out there. Jenna Pierce née Kain, her busy, successful, high-strung and now happily married college roommate, had assured her of this the last time they’d managed to find time to get together for a quick happy hour drink. Jenna had met her own husband, David, at a Yankees game and was now an indefatigable champion of serendipity, true love, and “getting yourself out there.”

				Jenna just didn’t understand that it wasn’t so easy. Ariel wasn’t being stubborn, as Jenna often exclaimed in disgust. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to meet the man of her dreams. It was just that she needed to invest so much time and energy into building her name as a journalist that other activities — like parking herself in areas with a high level of foot traffic of eligible bachelors — fell by the wayside. She didn’t have time to make a rendezvous with destiny. She would have to worry about finding Mr. Right … tomorrow.

				Tomorrow. When Little Orphan Annie said it, it sounded so hopeful. For a woman inching toward her thirties, it had the ring of doom.

				Theo paid no attention to Ariel’s pained expression. He was gloating. With unconcealed relish, he handed her a glossy 8 × 10. A publicity shot. A blond man distractingly encased in skin-tight cycling gear, standing in front of a bike with a look of predatory arrogance on his handsome face. Theo tapped the photo significantly, and Ariel almost expected him to say, “Behold!”

				She looked at the blond man, his taut body, his insanely snug outfit leaving nothing to the imagination. “He is heartwarming,” she said.

				“Jacob Hunter,” said Theo almost reverently, hamming it up.

				Ariel let the silence stretch out. Jacob Hunter. Not ringing any bells. “Nope,” she said finally. “Never heard of him.”

				Theo rifled through his stack of files and flipped open a Vogue. “But you’ve seen him before?” he asked. “Yes? Think hard.”

				The golden-eyed, impossibly chiseled spokesman for the new Emanuel Ungaro sunglasses line — some of the most expensive men’s eyewear on the market. Who hadn’t seen him? He was pasted on twenty-foot high billboards in Times Square.

				Oh hell, thought Ariel.

				“I think he was on the side of the bus I took to work today,” she said. She examined the publicity shot and the Vogue ad, glancing back and forth between the two. In the ad, he wore the same look of cocksure challenge, as if he expected to dominate anyone who strayed into his path. The same razor-cut swath of straw blond hair swept over his forehead, hanging over his left eye. The power of his stare was in no way mitigated by this partial concealment. Jacob Hunter looked like he could and would crush anything — or anyone — who opposed him.

				“Feeling fluttery?” Theo grinned and Ariel batted him with the Vogue. 

				“Is this where we bond over our taste in boys?” she said dryly. Theo was always trying to tease and goad, and he flirted with her outrageously. His being in a fulfilling, committed, long-term relationship with a handsome orthodontist named Richard helped him to get away with it.

				“Of course not,” he rolled his eyes. “I have a much darker agenda. Listen. Jacob Hunter grew up in nowhere, Colorado. Every day, he rode his bike up and down abandoned gold rush wagon roads, until he got up the nerve to enter his first race at nineteen. Suddenly, he’s the hottest pro cyclist in the world. It’s a fairytale story.”

				“Doesn’t sound too dark,” commented Ariel skeptically.

				“Fairy tales are always dark,” said Theo. “Also, you can’t believe them. Jacob Hunter is no Disney prince.”

				“What’s the angle?” asked Ariel cautiously and Theo leveled his eyes at her.

				“Last year, Jacob Hunter came out of nowhere to upset the top European racers,” said Theo. “He’s so fast, so good … ”

				“He’s too good,” finished Ariel, getting into the spirit of things. “Too good to be true.”

				“Rumor has it the small town hero is getting help,” said Theo.

				“Performance enhancing drugs?” asked Ariel.

				Theo nodded. “It’s a major issue in professional sports. Maybe the major issue. X-Ray has never run a sports story, but, really, sports have never been more controversial. Breaking a story on Jacob Hunter will give us the perfect opportunity to reach a broader audience … ”

				“While at the same time exposing a social problem that can serve as an indicator of our nation’s attitude toward health,” said Ariel dutifully. Theo loved to take the nation’s pulse. If he didn’t talk so much about men and wine, she’d worry it was his favorite thing. He gave her a mock glare.

				“Am I that predictable?” he asked.

				“No.” Ariel sighed. “I’m just that well-trained.” And she’d gone straight home — no river — to begin her research on Jacob Hunter.

				Before she knew it she was on the plane to Colorado. It hadn’t seemed real until the nose of the plane lifted and the wheels left the ground. She’d looked out the window and seen the borough of Queens spread out beneath her, rows and rows of houses shining dimly through the gray mist. She’d seen the grid of city streets, crosscut by expressways and parkways, millions of cars and cabs and buses and delivery vans racing over them. After a while, there’d been nothing to see. Only empty air all around, empty air grading into white distance.

				Now she was here, pleasantly surprised by the Alpenhoff. Ready for a challenge. Excited for a challenge.

				I might as well as enjoy this trip, she thought as she headed to her room. Maybe the mountain air and the friendly people would work wonders. As for the assignment itself … well, that might be fun, too. Given what she’d learned so far about unpredictable, violent, and impossibly arrogant Jacob Hunter, taking him down had begun to seem very enjoyable indeed.

	
Chapter Two

				The Trillium suite fulfilled all the promises of the lobby below. It was gracious. Expansive. Tastefully decorated. The tub was larger than the entire bathroom of her meager Manhattan apartment, and the bed was bigger than her kitchen. She sat down on a loveseat, trying to collect her thoughts. Theo had been in touch with Jacob Hunter’s sponsors and had arranged an interview for noon the next day. A few hours later, Hunter would be competing in an exhibition criterium for the Colorado Classic.

				Ariel opened her tidy binder of Jacob Hunter related photos and articles and reread an article describing the race. The Colorado Classic was brand new and promised to be the most grueling race on the circuit.

				Competitors were to ride well over a hundred miles through stupendously mountainous terrain. They would have to endure extreme temperature fluctuations. Thinning air. Road surfaces that ranged from rutted pavement to gravel. Snow squalls could happen at any moment in Colorado, even in the summer — white outs that made it impossible to see the curves of the winding roads.

				Ariel shuddered. White outs. She didn’t want to think about the kinds of accidents that could happen in unexpected blizzards. She flipped forward in the binder and looked again at pages torn from an upscale men’s magazine. The pages displayed an artfully staged photo spread by a prominent photographer. Jacob appeared in a sumptuous luxury suite surrounded by attentive models — impossibly leggy women with the kind of bone structure Ariel had always wished for and never had a chance of attaining. In one photograph, Jacob lounged in a Jacuzzi. He looked bored, martini in hand, staring into space while the girls lathered and shaved the tanned, incredibly muscular leg he’d thrown over the side of the tub.

				When Ariel had first noticed that particular shot, she’d taken the magazine straight to Theo. “Theo,” she said. “Help.”

				Theo laughed. “Cyclists shave,” he said. “It helps when they crash and mangle their legs on the pavement.”

				Of course. 

				“Why aren’t you doing this piece,” she’d muttered, “since you actually know something about competitive cycling?” She leaned over and dug a handful of raisins and pumpkin seeds out of the bag of organic trail mix on his desk. Theo leaned back in his chair, watching her resentful munching with an expression of amused complacency.

				“Why you know something about competitive cycling is a mystery to me,” Ariel continued, swallowing. Her fit of pique was already subsiding, but she could tell from Theo’s indulgent posture that he was enjoying her complaints. She took another handful of trail mix, pouting. “Watching someone ride a bike is about as interesting as watching paint dry,” she said, dropping into a chair.

				Theo was watching her, delighted.

				Sadist, she thought, her grumpiness tinged with affection.

				“I love it when you get all gingery.” Theo pressed his fingertips together. “And there is nothing I like more than watching a wet chartreuse lighten over several hours to a summery dry lawn green on a bedroom wall.”

				He laughed at Ariel’s outrage.

				“Eat some more nuts,” he said, reaching out and giving the bag a shove. “Your blood sugar seems a little low. I gave you the assignment for many reasons. I know a thing or two about sports, but you are an athlete. And while I am a lovely man, you are a lovely woman, and Jacob Hunter is known to be susceptible to the second category. Otherwise I’d give it a shot.”

				“The assignment?” asked Ariel.

				“All of it,” said Theo coyly.

				That was enough to shut her up.

				To call her an athlete … Ariel appreciated Theo’s compliment, but she was fairly sure Jacob Hunter — and all of the other sweaty, over-muscled, testosterone-addled men she’d be dealing with — wouldn’t see it that way. Ariel was, or had been, a classically trained ballerina. She’d gone from dance recitals in a small, upstate town to the mirrored studios of Julliard, dreaming of debuting onstage at Lincoln Center as Odette in Swan Lake. Once, that dream had seemed within her grasp. She was remarkably talented; more importantly, she’d given her whole life to dance.

				Her father, an English teacher, had cautioned her to hold a little back, to develop other skills, to have a backup plan, but she’d had a hard time following his advice. Although she never felt that she fit well socially within the culture of ballet, among the stick-thin, swan-necked blond girls with their perfect buns and perfect turn-out, she lived and breathed the spirit of dance. And eventually she found herself rising above those pretty blond heads, soloing out in the footlights while the girls who’d mocked her voluptuous figure and uncontrollable red hair stayed in the chorus.

				A foot injury in her second year at Julliard put an end to all her dreams. A tiny bone — something she’d never heard of and couldn’t pronounce — broke under the impact of a grand jeté she’d landed just slightly wrong. The bone wasn’t something that could be splinted; she’d had to stay off her feet — how hard that was to do she’d never imagined until she tried it for four months — to let it heal on its own. When she finally went back to classes, not only had she lost the conditioning she’d worked so hard to achieve, it was immediately clear that however well her foot might hold up in her everyday life, it was no longer able to take the stresses of a serious dance career. By the end of each three-hour master class, she was sobbing, half in pain, half in frustration.

				It was only months later, after she’d mourned her lost future, that she began to remember, and appreciate, her father’s advice. She enrolled at NYU as an English major, then switched to journalism. She’d discovered — to her surprise — that her life was big enough for two passions. She loved everything about it — the sleuth-work of research, scrambling for deadlines, exposure to the most captivating personalities and burning issues of the times.

				Not that she didn’t have regrets. Not that she didn’t miss pushing her body to the limit … the almost unbearable rigor and the giddy reward. She couldn’t bear to dance even casually anymore, to feel the results of her lack of regular practice, her clumsiness. After spending years learning to fly through the air, she was earthbound, wings clipped. She hated to be reminded.

				And now she’d turned sports reporter overnight.

				“This is the plan,” Theo had told her. “As far as anyone knows, you’re a reporter with Cycling Today. You’re in Colorado to watch Jacob train and race, but also to learn a thing or two about the man behind the cyclist. It’s a fluff article. A celebrity profile.”

				“A fluff article,” grumbled Ariel.

				“It’ll give you license to giggle,” said Theo. “To bat your eyes.” At Ariel’s furious expression, Theo laughed aloud. He aimed a blow at Ariel’s mass of unruly red curls with a rolled up copy of Dwell.

				“I didn’t become a journalist to bat my eyes,” said Ariel stiffly. Theo shook his head.

				“Why did I give you this assignment?” He shot her a mournful look. “The opportunity to go undercover among the hard-bodies is completely wasted on you. Listen, just pretend you’re having fun. Pretend you’re a fan. Soften him up, get him to relax, and bam! Get the goods. You can think of this as your own little Temperance crusade. An assault on the unbridled male egotism of the sports world. Remember how much discipline and hard work it takes to be a ballerina? And how the media doesn’t pay a lick of attention? Think of all the dedicated athletes that never get any respect, let alone a shoe franchise. Too many big men in the limelight owe it all to a little pill. Get them out of the way and there’s more room for everyone else. For the real He-Men.” He grinned. “And She-Men.”

				“She-Women?” questioned Ariel delicately.

				“Whatever,” said Theo. “Now go get him. Oh, and Ariel … ”

				“Yes?” she said.

				“While you’re out there pretending to have fun … ”

				She arched a brow.

				“Try to have a little fun, okay? It won’t kill you.”

				“Thanks, Theo.”

				“Anytime.”

				Scrutinizing another photograph of Jacob Hunter, this time repping a cycling shoe, Ariel heard Theo’s words echo in her head.

				Too many big men owe it all to a little pill. 

				Did that body come from a bottle? She gnawed her lower lip, peering at the photo as though it would divulge Jacob Hunter’s secrets.

				The man was broad shouldered and lean; his upper body was classically proportioned, tanned to the color of tawny honey, while his legs were massively developed, like anatomy diagrams that showed each separate muscle in perfect definition, covered in smooth, golden skin that shone and rippled with the curves of the underlying shapes. Unbidden, the image of a racehorse’s glossy flank sprang into Ariel’s mind. She caught her breath. The muscles in her inner thighs were tightening.

				God, what this man could do from a photograph … what would it be like when she was presented with Jacob Hunter in the flesh?

				She flopped back on the enormous bed, rubbed her temples. Lucky for her, he would probably become a whole lot more resistible once she got into proximity to his massive ego.

				Focus, Ariel. She sat up on the bed, leaned over the edge, and retrieved her notebook from her bag. She had work to do. An interview to prepare. What could she possibly ask Jacob Hunter? Her mind was as blank as the paper.

				Do Italian models really shave your legs? Ariel groaned and threw herself back down on the bed. The smoothness of the fabric sent a shiver through her body. She imagined sliding her hands up another smooth, taut surface … .

				What do a pro cyclist’s legs feel like? 

				Ariel sat up quickly. She raked a hand through her hair and straightened her shoulders. Even a fluff journalist should have better questions than the ones she’d been coming up with!

				She paced the thick carpet. Small town hero. Home grown Colorado. Ariel sat down again and took up the pen with a determined air. She scribbled a line.

				“How does it feel to be racing in your home state after so many successes in Europe?” 

				Not bad, she thought.

				“You’re the favorite going into this race. Will victory on Colorado soil be sweeter?” 

				She sighed. This wasn’t exactly the incisive, hard-nosed interrogatory technique she’d cultivated in her journalistic career to date. But, she reasoned, she’d have to put him at ease first if she wanted him to believe that she was a glorified gossip columnist for a sympathetic publication.

				Giving the list of questions up for a time when she felt more mentally astute, she began to flip through the issues of Cycling Today she’d bought before leaving New York, underlining the terms she’d have to look up. Peloton? Breakaway? Embrocation? She sighed. She had a lot of homework to do if she was going to convince anyone, let alone a professional cyclist, his trainer, and teammates, that she had anything to do with this particular specialty publication.

				On the bedside table, several local newspapers were neatly stacked. Each one featured a front-page story about the next day’s qualifying race. It was clearly a tourist attraction. It was also clear that Jacob Hunter was the main event. She began to page through the papers. Once she got past the cover stories, she found the same kinds of local-interest articles, petty editorials, want ads, and crime blotters she’d expect from small papers anywhere. Small-time politicians bickering with the school board. Bored teenagers vandalizing cars and buildings downtown.

				To an outsider, Vail was all glitz and glamour, but she could already see through the façade to the underlying dynamics. Vail depended on tourism, and the people in the surrounding areas — small towns with limited options — depended on Vail for their livelihoods. Ariel herself came from dairy country, but she’d had friends from farther upstate and from Vermont whose towns depended on seasonal attractions. Autumn foliage. Skiing. She had a sense of how the tourist economy worked. And a sense of the resentments it raised.

				An article on the second page of the third paper she looked at — a seedier looking rag than the other two — caught her eye immediately. The headline read: “Hunter incites barroom brawl, narrowly avoids arrest.”

				Ariel felt her pulse quicken. The article described an event that had taken place over the past weekend in the neighboring town of Minturn, Colorado. The prose was sensational, and took not a few liberties with grammar, but Ariel gathered that the story boiled down to this: Jacob Hunter had been involved in what was described as a “heated verbal exchange” with someone identified as “Brian Jenks, area man.” Ariel jotted down the name excitedly. Their verbal exchange had quickly progressed to an exchange of blows. Despite the headline, it apparently wasn’t clear which of the men had thrown the first punch — the only thing that saved one or the other from being arrested and charged with assault and battery. Neither of the men would disclose the nature of their disagreement, and none of the witnesses questioned had heard anything that shed any light on the issue.

				Ariel’s journalistic spider-sense was tingling. Was Jacob’s fight a result of “’roid rage?” She’d learned that cyclists rarely used actual steroids. They didn’t want to gain the bulk. A boxy physique would interfere with their ability to haul themselves and their bicycles up mountainsides as fast as possible. But testosterone was frequently increased by artificial means, and testosterone could certainly drive what started out as typical male energy into the terrain of frightening, hair-trigger aggression.

				Some small town hero, thought Ariel. How does it feel to be a thuggish fraud? 

				Ariel put down the paper and leaned back on the couch. Her diligence had paid off. She felt satisfied. Hunter’s bar fight hadn’t made national news. With any luck, it wouldn’t. That is, not until she found Brian Jenks and got the real story for an X-Ray exclusive.

				The satisfaction was soon replaced by fatigue. But beneath the fatigue, she could sense a humming tension. Her muscles felt shaky. Over-caffeinated. Under-used. She already knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep.

				A walk, she thought. She slipped her room key into her pocket and opened the door. The plush corridor was completely empty, and she padded silently through the maze of hallways. Armchairs were arranged in sitting areas by the elevators, and she paused here and there to inspect piles of magazines on low tables. They all had to do with cycling. Skiing. Fishing.

				Coloradans love their sports, thought Ariel.

				She took the elevator down to the lobby. The friendly woman at the reception desk had been replaced by a young man. The look he gave Ariel was more than friendly.

				She flushed at the unexpected male appraisal. Surely she didn’t warrant that appreciative expression. Not in her casual, rumpled travel clothes, jeans and a boat-necked blue tee.

				It was midnight. A few hotel guests were sitting around the fire with martini glasses talking quietly. The young man was just bored.

				Ariel wound her way back to the elevators. She pressed the button for her floor — then, as the elevator glided upwards, leaned forward impulsively. She hit the button for the roof.

	
Chapter Three

				The elevator door opened onto a scene of celestial splendor. During the day, she was sure the rooftop would boast an unparalleled view of the valley and the surrounding mountain peaks. But the vast bowl of absolutely black sky spangled with more stars than Ariel had ever seen far surpassed the glory of the daytime landscape.

				She walked cautiously onto the cool marble that surrounded the swimming pool. The pool was large, the water dark, reflecting a thousand twinkling stars in its still surface. Ariel slipped off her sandals. She dipped a toe into the water. It was mild, almost warm. The night air was deliciously cool. Still. Silent. She felt hot and sticky from her travels. A wild impulse bloomed within her.

				Suddenly, she was almost laughing. The air was so pure. The stars were so close. She felt the tension leaving her body. This was worth missing a few strolls by the Hudson. This was paradise.

				She looked around, but of course there was no one. It was late. Anyone awake in Vail was out and about, drinking, mingling. She’d found a private spot. She was alone on the roof of the world.

				Giddy, she stripped drown to her lace panties and bra and stood for a moment, face tipped up to the stars. She held up her arms in fourth position, turned a double pirouette. What had come over her? Was it the altitude? She didn’t care. Without another thought, she glissaded to the edge of the pool.

				Diving into the water felt like falling into the sky itself … 

				Instantly refreshed, she set herself to swimming laps, making up for the forced inactivity of her day of cabs and planes, hours and hours in transit. She hated days when she didn’t move her body; going without any exercise left her jittery and off-balance. When she had counted off twenty laps, she let herself float like a leaf on the surface of the water, gazing up into the jeweled night.

				Suddenly, a shiver ran through her body. She heard nothing, saw nothing, but she knew she was no longer alone.

				A splash in the water near her sent a surge of adrenaline rocketing through her veins. She felt something stroke her leg as a body moved past her underwater. She began to count in her head. One one-thousand. Two one-thousand. Three one-thousand. She kept counting.

				Didn’t whoever it was need to breathe?

				A head surfaced, mere feet from where she was treading water, but it too dark to see the person clearly. Before she could do anything, a husky baritone came out of the darkness. The man who spoke didn’t sound remotely winded.

				“The pool’s closed for the night,” he said. The observation was so preposterous that Ariel almost laughed aloud in spite of herself.

				“Are you the hotel security guard?” she said.

				“Would you believe lifeguard?” Ariel could tell from the man’s voice that he was smiling.

				“Aren’t you off duty at this hour?” she responded.

				Her alarm at finding her idyll interrupted by a strange man was swiftly transforming into a wild gaiety. A feeling of exhilaration. It was the night sky, the soft caress of the water, the distance from all the clutter and noise of New York City. She felt daring, free, invincible. She heard her own voice as though she were floating above her body. She sounded relaxed and flirtatious. She never sounded like that. Her voice usually had a pinched quality. Guarded. Even harsh. Theo had once called it a “go-thither” voice.

				The man swam closer. Ariel could see the silhouette of muscled arms stroking the water.

				“I take my job seriously,” the man said. “A good lifeguard is never off duty. Not when there are people in the water.”

				“I take my job seriously, too,” said Ariel. She felt her heel bump the side of the pool and realized she’d been drifting backwards, away from the man.

				“But you’re willing to break the rules,” said the teasing baritone.

				“What do you mean?” said Ariel.

				“Well … ” The man closed the distance between them. Ariel felt his hard, slippery arm brush her shoulder as he reached out to put a hand on the marble. “The pool’s closed,” he said.

				“Here we are again.” Ariel laughed, painfully aware of the nearness of his body. His legs scissored the water to keep him afloat. She felt his thigh brush hers.

				“Two rule-breakers,” he whispered.
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