

    
            Chapter One 





			January Wild couldn’t remember ever having felt this uncomfortable.

			On one side of the enormous walnut desk, halfway out of his leather executive chair, Peter Sundh looked like a furious bear, ready to strike down his prey.

			On the other side stood Mallory Davigne, Peter’s wife, clearly not about to back off so much as an inch. Her hands were firmly planted on the desk, and her classically beautiful face showed rage, but her voice was calm when she addressed the man she was about to divorce.

			At the side of said desk, after backing up a few steps for self-preservation, January clung to her tablet. She was there to take notes to assist Peter, her boss, but so far, she hadn’t been able to hear more than a fraction of what they were saying. Peter because he was spitting the words out like razor blades—Mallory because the angrier she got, the more soft-spoken she became.

			“If you think you’re going to get away with this latest stunt of yours, you’ll find that you’re sorely mistaken! You’re entitled to exactly zero of my mother’s estate,” Mallory growled, finally raising her voice a few decibels. The tone reverberated through January’s abdomen. No matter how intimidating Mallory was, there was no doubt she was classy and stunning. Her light brown hair was meticulously treated at a famous salon. Golden highlights reflected the light from the lamps in Peter Sundh’s corner office. Mallory was dressed in a chocolate brown skirt suit, and on top of that, she carried a camel-colored trench coat flung over her shoulders. Black four-inch heel pumps completed the outfit together with a black Chanel handbag.

			As usual, it baffled January how Peter didn’t seem to notice his wife’s beauty as he glowered at her, his color accelerating from pink to crimson. Whatever had made him fall in love with Mallory at some point was apparently long gone and all he saw was a bitter adversary. He looked at Mallory with such disgust, January feared he might suffer a coronary. What Mallory saw when she looked at her soon-to-be ex-husband was anybody’s guess.

			As if he realized January was focusing on him, Peter snapped his head around, nailing her with his dark brown eyes. He was a handsome man, and when he and Mallory were still happy together, they had been considered one of the best-looking couples in Seattle. He was tall, thin, and had those distinguished gray temples that so many women swooned over. There was nothing handsome about the way he redirected his wrath to January at the moment, though.

			“January! I asked you a question!” Barking the words and adding emphasis by slapping his palm onto the desk, he looked exactly like what his opponents in court called him—a predator. This look was the same as when he cross-examined witnesses in court. January knew she didn’t have to accept being spoken to like that. She reminded herself that all she had to do was stick with her job as his assistant for another few weeks. Then her tenure at the law firm would be over and Peter would provide her with the promised glowing letter of recommendation that would open every door she needed it to in Seattle. She would be several steps closer to her dream job. Now, this said, she wasn’t Peter Sundh’s punching bag, and he better remember that—quickly.

			“Yes, Peter,” January said mildly, and hoped neither of them could tell how hard she held onto her tablet. Only an onset of discoloration of the screen made her ease up on her death grip before it cracked. “It’s just that when you raise your voice like this, HR has told me I should just back off. It is not in my job description to tolerate these decibels.”

			Peter opened his mouth and then shut it again. “Damn,” he said and sounded marginally calmer. “Of course, you’re right. Can you please pull out the documents from the prenup agreement? My lawyer insists he overnighted it.”

			“I think there might have been a delay on the hard copy, but I have access to a digital copy of it and can send it to your email. Will that be sufficient for you as well, ma’am?” January turned to Mallory and lost her train of thought for a moment. Where the woman had been seething only seconds ago, she now regarded January with something close to relief. Then she blinked and her blue eyes went back to being opaque.

			“By all means.” Mallory gave an elegant shrug. “It won’t matter in the long run, of course, but if there is something my lawyer needs to deal with, she will do so immediately. You’re not dragging this out any further, Peter.” Apart from sounding annoyed, there was something else, something like fatigue, tingeing Mallory’s words.

			“We’ll be meeting under completely different circumstances next time,” Peter said. “It was hardly appropriate to spring this surprise visit on me in the middle of a workday like this. We shouldn’t meet at all without our lawyers. I know you’re not a lawyer, but I’m sure your attorney has conveyed this, Mallory.” The condescension was back, but this time Mallory didn’t bite.

			“Oh, I’m fully aware. You were meant to be out of the office today.” Here Mallory shot January a disapproving glance, as if it were her fault that yet another rainstorm prevented Peter from his weekly game of golf. “I used to work here, and I kept boxes of old photos around.”

			“Even old photos need to be shared. You can’t just waltz in here and grab stuff.” Peter sat down and straightened his blue tie. “As for working here, that’s hardly accurate. You used two of the rooms for your little projects.”

			January wanted to smack Peter with her tablet. How could he talk like that about a foundation that helped feed homeless people and furnished small, new apartments that other organizations built for the most vulnerable in Seattle. The foundation employed at least twenty people full-time. They were now housed in a new, better office space in the center of the part of Seattle that was their target area.

			“Exactly. And the photos are from the work we do, from my college and university years, and of the dogs. You’ve never been interested in any of those things before.” Exasperation filled Mallory’s voice as she took her trench coat from her shoulders and put it on. She tied the belt hard around her waist with jerky movements, her knuckles as white as January’s. “The boxes are already in the trunk. If you truly feel it is worth suing me for photos of beach bonfires and the dogs on the boardwalk, you know where to find my lawyer.”

			And with that, she gave January a long, withering look and left.
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        * * *

      

			Mallory got into the back seat of the waiting car. In the driver’s seat, Rita, her chauffeur, turned around and studied her closely.

			“Home?” Rita asked.

			“Yes. Home, for God’s sake.” Mallory thudded her head against the neck rest. She was still enraged, but it wasn’t just about Peter and his infuriating methods of fucking with her. It was so much more. She had spent the last five years trying to make things work between Peter and her, going against a lot she believed in, just to keep the peace. Still the man acted as if she was the one who was trying to screw him over. He was the one with the mistresses, the insanely long business hours, and the one to make plans for holidays and parties without talking things over with her, or even bothering to find out if she was able to attend.

			She could have dealt with all this if he had shown her the least bit of respect. He hadn’t loved her for a long time, and she had fallen out of love with him as a result of this coldness, but the way he acted these days was…unhinged.

			Mallory was glad to be back in the car. It had been tormenting to be on the receiving end of Peter’s fury, but mostly because January Wild, Peter’s assistant, was there to witness it all. It was clear that January had wished she were anywhere but caught in the crossfire of Peter and Mallory, but the young woman had stood her ground. Even if she had clung to her ever-present tablet like her life depended on it, she hadn’t allowed Peter to bully her.

			The image of her soon-to-be ex-husband’s assistant lingered, and Mallory allowed her head to fall back against the neck rest as she closed her eyes. Normally, she was good at pushing unwanted imagery away, but now she allowed her brain to roam freely.

			January Wild. What a suitable name when it came to the diminutive blond woman. How old was she? Twenty-five? That would make her fifteen years Mallory’s junior. Still, there was something in those blue eyes, which were unusually dark. Yes, determination and a fearlessness that Mallory certainly hadn’t possessed at that age. Back then, she had just met Peter and been swept off her feet. For five years, she had thought she lived in a happy marriage, where both of them lived the dream of fulfilling private lives and careers. After her thirtieth birthday, the cracks began to show, and no matter how she tried to repair them, to a degree where she completely went against her grain and humiliated herself, it was in vain.

			The turning point had come when Mallory moved offices a year ago and became completely independent of Peter and his ability to drape himself like a wet blanket on top of everything she did. Her foundation soared, she networked well outside hers and Peter’s circle of friends and business associates, and reached such success, any thought of trying to appease Peter left her. She wasn’t sure when Peter had realized he’d lost her years ago, but when he did, she filed for divorce—and all hell broke loose. At that time, January had worked for Peter for one year and Mallory had dealt more with her than her husband. Peter wasn’t above using his assistant as a shield, which wasn’t fair on anyone. January had gone from looking like the proverbial deer-in-the-headlights to vaguely exasperated employee in mere months.

			When Mallory’s foundation moved offices and began hiring more staff, Mallory had almost offered January a job as her assistant but stopped herself in time. January was loyal, even if it was obvious that she found Peter difficult. She would never agree to work for Mallory as she would find it a conflict of interest.

			At one point, when Mallory had arrived at Peter’s office to collect her two golden retrievers, after finally getting Peter to agree to give full ownership of them to her, she stumbled into a scene that lingered in her mind since then. The dogs, Corma and Hera, sat on either side of January, who was suffering through one of Peter’s dress-downs.

			“And I shouldn’t have to tell you how important it is to never, ever leave the desk unmanned. Clients, damn it, clients that are more important than you could ever dream of, know they can depend on reaching this office at any time. You weren’t there and now Richard Castell is unhappy. Most unhappy.”

			Corma, the more impulsive of Mallory’s dogs, began to growl deep in her throat. January sent the dog a quick glance but didn’t move.

			“I apologize, Peter, but—”

			“There’s no excuse!” Peter bellowed, and Mallory gaped at the way the arteries at his temples stood out like thick ropes. “The Castell account makes more than fifteen percent of our revenue. As my assistant, you know this!” Peter glared at Corma, whose ears lay flat against her head. “What the hell’s wrong with the dog?”

			Perhaps it was the way he stared at the dogs, but now Hera joined in, actually pulling her lips up a fraction of an inch. Mallory knew Hera didn’t like when someone locked their gaze on her. What was different, though, was how they pressed their bodies against January’s legs. Taking the tense situation as her cue, Mallory stepped into the office and broke the dog’s focus on Peter.

			“I’m here for the dogs.” Mallory patted Corma, who came over to greet her, her tail wagging. Hera didn’t budge. She had stopped growling, but remained by January’s side and didn’t take her eyes off Peter.

			“Ms. Davigne.” January sounded relieved. “I’m glad you’re here. I have tended to Corma and Hera, but I fear Hera may have come down with a stomach bug, or perhaps swallowed something that didn’t agree with her. She threw up on the outer office floor earlier.” She shot Peter a disgruntled look. “And that’s why I was absent for a few moments, as I had to clean it up. It was that or letting some of your other important clients step all around the poor dog’s vomit.”

			Peter sighed. “Damnit. All right. Not your fault this time, January.” As expected, he turned his annoyance toward Mallory. “Take your damn dogs with you. They’ve cost me enough as it is today. We don’t run a dog daycare here.”

			“They wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t fought me every step of the way for custody of them.” Mallory accepted the leather leashes from January and attached them to the dogs’ collars. “Thank you for looking after them. I will make sure Hera’s all right.”

			“No problem, Ms. Davigne. They’re lovely dogs.” January ran her hand over Hera’s head. “Feel better, sweetie.”

			Hera tilted her head, angled her ears forward, and drew her eyebrows together, which meant she was listening intently to January. Neither of the dogs gave Peter so much as a glance when Mallory left the office with them walking at heel. When they reached the elevator, Mallory stealthily glanced back at the open door to Peter’s office. January was still there, standing ramrod straight with her tablet pressed to her chest.

			Mallory shifted restlessly in the back seat of the car. She had often wondered what sorcery January possessed that made it possible for her to work for Peter for two years without strangling him. It couldn’t be the pay, as an assistant’s salary was barely above minimum wage.

			As Rita maneuvered rush hour traffic with ease, Mallory closed her eyes, as always exhausted after dealing with Peter. She hoped there would come a time when all this wouldn’t haunt her so mercilessly.

			





    
            Chapter Two 





			January was relieved to step onto the bus. She was lucky that there was a bus stop right outside the office building she worked in and also just one block from her apartment complex. The ride took about half an hour, depending on traffic, and for her it was a perfect time slot to down yet another mug of coffee in the morning and decompress a bit in the evening. Not that anyone was waiting for her when she came home, but she still liked to enter her private domain in as good a mood as possible. There were some days that working for Peter Sundh made that impossible, and today certainly had all the markings for such a day. Drawing a deep breath through her nose, she let the air out via her mouth.

			“One of those days, eh?” a male voice said from across the aisle.

			Jumping slightly, January looked over at an older, rather distinguished-looking man, dressed in a navy trench coat and holding a briefcase on his lap. He looked friendly enough, but January wasn’t much for striking up conversations during her efforts to relax. “Yes.” She nodded politely and then focused on something outside the window.

			“I can see that I’m intruding,” the man continued, unperturbed. “I don’t mean to impose, but your gloves are on the floor.”

			January saw that her new leather gloves indeed had slipped off her lap and ended up on the floor. “Thank you,” she said, warmer now, and bent to collect them. As she straightened up, the bus made an unexpected sharp turn and came to a stop. Only her quick grip saved January from falling off her seat. The man across the aisle wasn’t as lucky. He lost the grip on his briefcase, which fell to the floor and skidded several feet along the aisle.

			January watched the man slip halfway off the seat and acted without thinking. She let go of her gloves and bag, stood up, and pushed against his side, effectively shoving him back onto his seat.

			“Now that was fast thinking, my dear,” the man said, his eyes wide. “I think you may have saved me from breaking my hip.” He shook his head. “Thank you.”

			“Are you all right?” When the man nodded, January looked toward the driver, who was in an argument with some of the passengers up at the front. She wondered what just happened but wasn’t going to insert herself in any more arguments today. “Hang tight.” She collected the man’s briefcase, her bag, and—again—her gloves, and returned to his side. “Here you go, sir.” She handed over his briefcase.

			“Ah, thank you, my dear. But please, call me Constantine.” He smiled broadly. “After all, you’re my savior.”

			Reluctantly charmed, January remained standing beside him, starting to feel responsible for the older man. He looked like he might be in his early eighties. Him fearing a fracture wasn’t unwarranted. “I’m January,” she said and watched his smile widen further.

			“Now that suits you perfectly,” Constantine said. A frown appeared between his eyebrows. “I hope we won’t be too delayed.”

			“I second that.” Looking around, January saw that most of the other passengers were slightly familiar faces of fellow commuters, which made the elegant Constantine stand out, as she had never seen him before. “Where’s your destination?”

			“I’m changing buses four stops from here. I’m on my way to my granddaughter’s. As a surprise.” Constantine gripped his briefcase harder. “Perhaps I should have taken a cab after all.”

			“It’s not too late.” January placed a gentle hand on his arm. “I live at the hub where you’re supposed to switch to another bus. What if we call a cab when we get there?”

			Constantine brightened. “Now, that’s a clever idea. My sweet girl will approve. I meant to surprise her with not just coming to see her, but also to show her that I can still function independently.” He straightened his tie. “Although she’s one of the few in my family who thinks there’s still life in the old man.” A tinge of sorrow flickered through Constantine’s hazel eyes.

			“I don’t mean to pry,” January said slowly, “but does anyone know that you’re on an adventure, Constantine?”

			His expression grew mild. “Not really. I’m a widower, living alone. I have some assistance with house cleaning and meal preparations, but mostly, I reside in that big old house alone. My sweet girl has asked me to move in with her, but I value my privacy, and nowadays, so does she. So, no, this surprise is just that—a surprise.”

			“Why the bus? You look like you can afford a cab.” January winked to remove any hint of criticism from her voice.

			“I know, but—I wanted to see people. Be among people. See this city before they change things again. I’ve lived here all my life, and you wouldn’t believe how much has changed. It’s a surreal experience.”

			The bus started moving, but a lot slower than before. The driver used the speakers and informed them that he was going to let everyone off at the next stop due to technical difficulties, and that a replacement bus was on its way.

			“Damn.” January looked out the window where snow had begun to fall. “This isn’t ideal. Why don’t we call a cab right away and we share it.” January hardly ever splurged on cab fares, but she felt responsible for Constantine, and sharing the cab would make it less expensive.

			“That sounds excellent. I think I’ve seen enough of Seattle for now.” Constantine nodded.

			“Let me call one from the company my boss uses. They’re fast to arrive.” January pulled out her phone and pressed the speed dial for the company. Talking to the same woman she’d gotten to know over the last two years, January smiled in relief when she disconnected the call. “The dispatch is redirecting a cab as we speak. It won’t be long.”

			“You’re a miracle worker.” Constantine shot her another blinding smile, but it was obvious that he was starting to get tired. He was leaning toward January, and she placed her body to keep him from sliding off the seat. The woman sitting next to him by the window nodded approvingly.

			Only two minutes later, the bus turned off the busy lane and into the bus stop. Something underneath was obviously broken, as it gave ear-piercing, metal-against-metal screeching sounds.

			“Good Lord,” Constantine said and shook his head. “Glad we didn’t get into an accident on top of all this.”

			“For sure.” January waited until all the other passengers had gotten off before she offered her arm to Constantine. “You all set to go find our cab?”

			“I am.” He disregarded her arm at first and heaved himself into standing up, but then he fumbled for her, his eyes unfocused. “I apologize. I seem to be a little dizzy.”

			“Lean on me.” January took small steps next to Constantine as they maneuvered through the bus toward the back exit. The woman who had sat next to him turned out to be another helpful soul, and January drew a deep breath of relief when they were all safely outside. Once she felt large, wet snowflakes land on her head, only to melt and run beneath the collar of her coat and onto her back, she pulled Constantine closer. “Hold on to me.”

			“Same goes for you, dear.” Constantine squinted at her through the rain. “This is quite the change in weather.”

			January had to smile at his perpetual politeness. Looking around, she saw a taxi approach and pull in behind the bus. To her dismay, a large group of people swarmed it and pulled at the door handles. Fearing they might lose their ride, she raised her hand and tried to get the driver’s attention. He didn’t see her, but he was smart enough to keep his doors locked as he got out enough to call out. “January Wild! This cab’s for January Wild.”

			“Here!” Jumping up and down to make it possible for him to see her behind the mob, January waved her free arm.

			“Gotcha!” the driver called out and then simply pushed through the crowd and approached them. “Got ID?”

			“I do.” January had already pulled out her driver’s license and gave it to him, hoping they could get into the cab before Constantine caught his death in the relentless snow-mixed rain. “This ride’s not to be charged to Sundh, Ferris, and Ferris Jr. I’ll be settling the cab fare personally.”

			“All right. No probs.” The driver, a stocky man in his forties, smiled at Constantine. “Need some support to get through this mob, Grandpa? But perhaps you risk drowning more than being trampled in this weather. I was sure the forecast said snow. This is slush.”

			January closed her eyes in exasperation at the “grandpa” comment, but Constantine merely returned the grin. “I think that would be safer, yes. It might change fully into snow yet.” He turned to January. “Will you be all right plowing through them on your own, my dear?”

			“I will.” January turned to the woman who had helped them. “Can we drop you off somewhere?”

			The lady shook her head. “You’re sweet to ask, but this is my stop, so I’ll be fine. Take care of him. I’d say they don’t make men like him anymore.” She patted January’s shoulder. “But then again, I didn’t think they made girls like you anymore either.”

			January blinked. “Um, thanks?” She hurried after the cab driver and Constantine and made herself ignore it when several people became rude when she wouldn’t let them in on the ride. “We don’t know them,” she murmured as she sat down next to Constantine in the back seat.

			“Exactly. I’m sorry that you have to endure listening to such rude language,” Constantine said sorrowfully. “I suppose they’re angry and tired after a long day.”

			January regarded the man next to her and found herself agreeing with the lady who helped them out of the bus. Constantine was one of a kind. “All right. Let’s drop you off first. I can tell you’re cold.” And she wanted to make sure there was someone to take care of him when he arrived at his granddaughter’s.

			“All right. And please, January, let me pay for the cab fare. You’ve saved my life today, after all.” He patted her hand.

			“No, no. We’ll share—” January cringed. “I never meant—”

			“Please.” Constantine opened his briefcase and pulled out a business card. “My granddaughter’s private address and cell phone number is on the back.”

			January took the card but was still trying to argue with Constantine and didn’t look at it. “But it’s not fair that—”

			“Humor an old man.” Constantine closed his eyes hard for a moment, and this made January stop protesting.

			“All right. Thank you for making sure I get home at a decent hour.” She turned the card over as she took his left hand in hers. “Let’s see.” And then all she could do was stare at the business card as if she had never seen one before.

			





    
            Chapter Three 





			Rolling the snifter in her hand, Mallory inhaled the aroma of the Rémy Martin cognac with a feeling of sudden calm. She didn’t often indulge, but when she did, this brand made all the difference. After today’s showdown—not one of the worst with Peter, but bad enough—she could use the comfort of the familiar scent. Her father had been a cognac afficionado, and Mallory had often sat on his lap as a little girl while he was going through papers, a glass of cognac by his side.

			Mallory was not eager to rehash today’s argument, but the fact that January had been a witness to the way Peter behaved made it hard for her to let it go. It had been refreshing how January had stood her ground against Peter, and it had been quite educational to see her ex backpedal when HR’s policies came up. The last thing he wanted was for old and new clients to catch wind of anything untoward going on at his law firm. Unfortunately, this didn’t extend to how he had treated his wife the last few years.

			Sipping the cognac, Mallory walked along the panoramic window and studied the falling snow that only moments ago had presented as a torrential rain. Christmas had been three weeks ago, and it had been a sad affair weatherwise, not unusual for Seattle. It hadn’t bothered Mallory, who had let the holidays pass her by without doing much about it on a personal level. She had spent all her time with her foundation making sure that as many people as possible had some sort of festivities. The only time she had felt the holiday spirit coming on was when she and her employees were able to have Santa show up in shelters and soup kitchens.

			The road that wound itself up to her house, which was located at the top of a hill, was almost snowed over, but a car still made its way up. Frowning, as she wasn’t expecting anyone, Mallory followed its progress. She shared the hill with two other properties. One neighbor was away for the weekend, but it could be a delivery or visitor to the bachelor living on the other side of the cul-de-sac.

			To Mallory’s surprise, the car, a cab, turned toward her driveway. It stopped and the driver jumped out and rounded it and opened the door. A woman dressed in a long, black coat with a hood and knee-high boots more made for the city than plodding through the snow got out. She wasn’t very tall, and the pulled-up hood made it impossible to identify her.

			A man, tall, gangly, and all too familiar, got out of the cab after the woman. He was dressed in his blue trench coat, which wasn’t warm enough in this weather. A hat covered his white hair, and he held the briefcase she gave him for Christmas more than ten years ago.

			“What the hell?” Mallory put the snifter down on the baby grand piano and hurried through the house to the front door. She flung it open just as her grandfather walked along her driveway with the cab driver and the woman flanking him.

			“Granddad? What are you doing here? In this weather—and at this hour?” Mallory heard her voice being too shrill, but she was stunned to see him.

			“Surprising you, sweet girl,” her grandfather said, his beautiful baritone voice warming her, despite her shock to see him. “I had help getting here, thank God. The bus broke down and this girl saved my life.” Granddad smiled a little too broadly, and Mallory could see he was shivering.

			“Come inside.” She held the door open and let Granddad pass. The woman hesitated at the threshold but stepped into the foyer when Mallory motioned for her to do so.

			“Hey, I got to keep going while I can still make my way down the hill. If you’re going to make it home, lady, you need to come now.” The cab driver spoke up.

			“I should, yes. You’ll be okay now, Constantine,” the woman said, keeping her face turned toward him.

			“I’ll be fine, but you should meet my granddaughter. I’m sure she can drive you home later. It’s not far, right?” Granddad took off his trench coat, and Mallory took it when he looked confused at what to do with it.

			“I need an explanation regarding what’s going on. I would appreciate if you could stay a while and help me sort this ‘surprise’ out.” Mallory turned to the young woman. “Please.”

			“All right,” the woman murmured, turning to the cab driver. “Thanks for coming so quickly. Let me get my card—”

			“I won’t hear of it.” Her grandfather’s voice still had the resounding tone from the days when he commanded every room without really trying. “Here you go, young man. You were most helpful.” He walked over to the doorway and handed over a set of bills. “Keep the change, please.”

			“Thank you, sir. Stay safe now.” The cab driver nodded to them and walked back to his car.

			“Let’s get you warm and comfortable before we call your staff.” Mallory hung the trench coat on the handle on the outside of the foyer wardrobe. She turned to the woman and said, “Your coat—” only to stare in disbelief. The woman had removed the coat and held it folded over her right arm.

			“Good evening, Ms. Davigne,” January Wild said, as she smoothed down her straight blond hair. “What a coincidence, huh?”

			That was putting it mildly. January looked concerned, which was hardly surprising. She had some explaining to do, but not here in the foyer.

			“Why don’t you go to the living room and sit down, Granddad?” Mallory motioned toward the spacious room with the panoramic window she just left. “I’ll bring you something hot to drink.”

			“Let me help you, Constantine,” January said and offered her arm. “You seem a little unsteady.”

			“I’m fine, my dear. Just a little cold. I seem to have forgotten to put on my cardigan.” Granddad still took January’s proffered arm and allowed her to guide him into the living room. Mallory followed just behind them, not comfortable with how January took over the care of her grandfather in her own home with such ease.

			Her grandfather sat in one of the recliners, and another big grin spread over his face. “Now, this is the ticket,” he said and patted the armrests. He found the button that maneuvered the footrest and chuckled as he got comfortable.

			Mallory took one of the cashmere blankets and draped it over his legs. “There you go. I’ll be back with some hot tea if that’s all right?”

			Granddad nodded. “Think you can scare up a cookie too, perhaps?” He winked at her.

			“I’m sure I can. Chocolate chip?” Mallory smoothed down his thick, white hair.

			“You know me well, darling girl.” Granddad closed his eyes, still smiling. “I’ll just rest my eyes in the meantime.”

			Mallory regarded him for a few moments before turning to January. “Join me in the kitchen, please. I need to know what happened.”

			In the kitchen, Mallory pointed to one of the island stools. “Please, have a seat.”

			January climbed the tall stool and then rubbed her face with both hands. “This wasn’t the Friday evening I had in mind.” She sighed. “The most important thing is that your grandfather is all right.”

			“He said you saved his life. What did he mean by that?” Mallory set the electric kettle to boil water.

			“He means he came close to sliding off the seat and down into the aisle. The floor was lower along the center of the bus, and it would have been quite the fall. He was sure he might have broken something if he’d fallen.”

			“Why were you on that particular bus?” Mallory wasn’t going to comment on such a dramatic deduction.

			“It’s my bus. I mean, it’s the bus I always ride home from work. I get off where you would normally switch buses to get to this part of town.” January shrugged. “It was just happenstance that I ended up sitting across the aisle from Constantine.”

			Mallory forced her tense shoulders to lower themselves as she pulled three mugs from a cabinet. “Do you drink tea?”

			“Sometimes. Thank you.” January traced the pattern of the marble countertop with her index finger. “I really should get home now that your grandfather is safe. This, my being here, isn’t a good idea at all.” She looked up at Mallory with a frown. “If Peter finds out, God knows what he’ll think.”

			“You think he’ll suspect you of colluding with the enemy?” Mallory placed tea bags in the mugs. She knew Peter was quick to anger even when his life was going smoothly. January was correct in her assumption that her presence in Mallory’s home would not go down well with Peter.

			“What’s that sound?” January asked, tilting her head. “Is that the dogs?”

			Mallory was just about to pour the steaming hot water into the mugs. “Damn it. That’s Corma and Hera. I forgot I let them out a little while ago. They want to come in.”

			“Let me get them while you finish the tea.” January slid off the stool. “Where…?”

			“Through that door and to your left. Use my boots.” Mallory watched with reluctant fascination how January hurried across the kitchen and pushed her feet into the lined rubber boots that Mallory used for the backyard during the winter season.

			January went outside in just her trouser suit, and Mallory wanted to kick herself for not remembering to tell her about the Canada Goose jacket that hung on a hook just beside the kitchen door. She could hear her call out the dogs’ names.

			It only took January a couple of minutes to return with Corma and Hera. The two retrievers acted as if they hadn’t seen Mallory in weeks, but only until Corma stuck her nose up in the air and sniffed intently. She gave a low woof and took off toward the living room.

			“Bring your mug. I have to make sure they don’t try to sit on Granddad’s lap, both of them.” Mallory grabbed two of the mugs and hurried after the dogs. To her relief, they were flanking her grandfather on both sides, licking his fingertips and wagging their tail in utter bliss at the sight of him.

			“These are my other sweet girls,” Granddad said, and Mallory was relieved to see that he had rosy cheeks and appeared a little less out of it.

			“They adore you.” Mallory made sure the dogs lay down and handed Granddad his tea. “Careful. It’s—”

			“Hot. I can tell.” Granddad looked just behind Mallory. “And there’s my guardian angel. Come sit down, girl. Are you still cold? You’re shivering.”

			Looking over her shoulder, Mallory saw that January was clinging to her mug with both hands and trembling. Cursing under her breath, Mallory pointed to the corner of the couch closest to her grandfather. “There. Have a seat. And for God’s sake, use one of the blankets.” Mallory pulled her phone from her back pocket and dialed the home care staff that normally took care of Granddad’s needs. After talking to an infuriatingly indifferent young person, she harnessed the impulse to send the innocent phone through the closest window. Instead, she placed it on the coffee table and sat on the opposite end of the couch from January.

			“First of all, thank you for helping Granddad,” Mallory said slowly. “A strange fluke, but I am truly appreciative that you came to his aid now that he got it into his head to visit with me.” She shot her grandfather a firm look. “Next time, you call me. That’s non-negotiable. What if I hadn’t been home?”

			“You’re right.” Granddad sighed. “I didn’t think of that.”

			“I would have taken him home with me and then located his address and made sure he got back in one piece. Still, Constantine, you took a big risk. Just look at the weather. It’s coming down even worse now. Huge snowflakes. I was just out for a minute, and I’m soaked.”

			Mallory winced. Of course. “I didn’t realize. Do you need to borrow a shirt, or a sweater? At the very least, you need a towel.”

			January colored faintly. “I…no…I mean, it’s not that bad.” She pulled the blanket up under her chin.

			“You just said you’re soaked.” Mallory couldn’t take her eyes off January. Her damp hair was becoming wavy as it dried. This meant she straightened it in the mornings. Was her natural hair curly? Mallory had only seen her with shiny, straight hair, parted in the middle in a perfect shoulder-length hairdo. “Come with me.” She waved to January to follow her. Before she stepped out of sight of her grandfather, she shot him a firm glance. “You remain where you are and I’ll fetch you something dry as well, all right?”

			“Certainly, sweetheart. You’re always so considerate.” He waved at her and then closed his eyes.

			“He’s truly exhausted. Not sure how long he’s been on different buses,” January said where she padded on sock-clad feet behind Mallory.

			“I’d guess at least four. Not that I ever use public transport.” Mallory opened the linen closet in the closest bathroom. “Here. Use whatever you need. I’ll go help my grandfather and then I’ll find something for you to wear.”

			January colored and studied her clothes. “The downpour turned into snowflakes nearly the size of mittens, and that did a number on my best office suit.” She sighed but then grabbed a towel. “Thanks, though.”

			“You’re welcome. I’ll be back.” Mallory took two towels and then stopped by the guest room across the hall and pulled a terrycloth guest robe from the closet. She checked on her grandfather and saw that he was asleep. Loath to wake him, Mallory knew she had to since he was sensitive to the cold. He would suffer badly from sitting in damp clothes.

			“Grandad?” She gently shook his shoulder, and he slowly opened his eyes. “Your trousers are all right, but we need to get you out of that shirt. I have a nice robe you can borrow.” Mallory held up the garment.

			“That’s very stylish. Forest green is a favorite color of mine.” Granddad sighed. “And you’re correct as always, dear girl, I seem to be a bit damp. I hope I haven’t ruined your chair.”

			Mallory helped her grandfather out of his shirt and tie. “Never mind the chair. Here we go.” She steadied him as he stood and pulled on the robe. “There. Better?”

			“I’m quite comfortable, thank you.” Granddad looked at the couch. “Would you mind if I tried out your guest bed for a spell? The couch is really not the place to have a nap, not when you’re entertaining another guest.” He began to move toward the bedroom wing of her house. “It’s over here unless I’m mistaken.”

			“It is. And you can stay in my guest room for as long as you like.” Mallory knew she was promising way too much, but right now, all she wanted was for him to be safe. She guided him into the guestroom and up on the bed. Covering him with a wool blanket, she made sure he had bottles of water on the nightstand and left the door slightly ajar.

			Sighing, she walked toward the bathroom to put his shirt in the hamper. As she opened the door, she cursed under her breath, having forgotten that January was still in there, waiting for something dry to wear.

			





    
            Chapter Four 





			January pivoted and pulled the towel closer around her when the door swung open. Mallory stood there, looking as stunned as January felt.

			“For heaven’s sake,” Mallory said and pressed her lips together. “I apologize. Unbelievably, I lost track of what I was doing.” She tossed what looked like Constantine’s shirt and tie into a hamper. “I’ll find you something to wear while we dry your clothes.”

			“Thanks.” January tried to sound casual but found it difficult to take her eyes off this unfamiliar version of Mallory Davigne. Where January had mostly seen the stern—even outraged—Mallory, she had occasionally also glimpsed other sides to her. Humor, regret, and even sadness. Now she knew what bewildered embarrassment looked like on those classic features. No matter what expression Mallory displayed, it was only adding to the passion January felt for her.

			“Come with me. That way you can pick something out yourself. Saves time.” Mallory was already walking down the hallway when she turned her head over her shoulder. “Bring your clothes.”

			January scooped up her outfit, acutely aware that the only garment not soaked through was her blue lace panties. Everything else needed to go in the tumble dryer.

			They entered a large room that turned out to be a huge walk-in-closet. Walnut shelves and open cabinets displayed Mallory’s impressive wardrobe. In the center of the room sat a large counter that held drawers on both sides. The glass top showed off watches and jewelry that made the ceiling above it sparkle.

			“The washer-dryer unit is over in that corner.” Mallory pointed it out. “Let me know if you need help with the settings.”

			“All right. Thanks again.” January stepped into the room and her bare feet sank into the lush, off-white rug. She did her best to keep the towel in place while maneuvering her pile of clothes. Thankfully, they were all able to go in the dryer. Just as she opened the hatch to the dryer and pushed her clothes inside, everything went dark.

			A stunned silence, and then Mallory’s sharp voice reached her. “What happened? What did you do?”

			What did she do? January held on tight to the towel. “Nothing. I just opened the dryer and put my clothes in. I haven’t even touched the controls.” Annoyed now, and a bit freaked out at finding herself in a pitch-black, unfamiliar house. Wait, pitch-black… “It’s the entire house. We should look outside to see if it’s the entire neighborhood. And check on your grandfather.”

			“Right.”

			January heard shuffling of fabric, a muttered curse, and an exasperated sigh. All was quiet for a few moments and then Mallory spoke again, sounding much closer. “Here you go. A leisure suit. It’ll be big on you, but it’s something, at least.”

			January held out one hand to receive the clothes, but misjudged where Mallory was standing. Her hand touched something soft and firm, eliciting a clipped gasp. Realizing she had just brushed along Mallory’s entire left breast, nipple and all, January pressed her lips tightly around a panicked whimper before she was ready to speak.

			“I’m so sor—”

			“Get dressed. I’ll find the flashlights and candles and check on Granddad.” And then Mallory was gone. Of course, she knew the layout of her own house and was able to move much faster. January felt around the hems and linings of the clothes, hoping not to put them on backward.

			She put on the amazingly soft leisure suit, and she didn’t care that she imagined the garments carrying Mallory’s scent—in her mind they were. This made her inhale in a half-guilty sort of way, which was of course absurd. Turning toward the barely closed door, she could see a soft light flicker, like from a candle, around the doorframe. This lit up the walk-in closet enough for her to spot a pair of white socks that had fallen to the floor next to her. After putting them on, she went in search of Mallory and found her coming out from what had to be the guest room.

			“He’s asleep. I’ll just leave the door open. I don’t dare leave him with an open flame in there, even if it’s only a candle.” Mallory sighed. “And I looked outside. It’s affecting the whole neighborhood.”

			“I hope they’ll have it fixed soon. I need to dry my clothes and call for another car.” January pushed her fingers through her hair. As she suspected, large ringlets of curls were forming around her face. “Or an Uber. That might be quicker.”

			“It’s not safe to venture out in this,” Mallory said firmly. “Why don’t you take a seat and I’ll get you something to drink? I wish I could get you something hot. You’re still shivering.” Mallory indicated January’s hands.

			She looked down at her fingers and was about to object and say she wasn’t cold at all any longer when she saw the obvious tremors. January couldn’t very well tell Mallory that it was her presence that made her tremble. “Just a little. I’m much warmer now, thanks.”

			“Still. You can take the couch and choose a blanket from that basket.” Mallory pointed at a wicker basket to the left of the couch.

			“Thanks.” January knew when it was time to relent. As much as she would rather have placed the entire city of Seattle between her and Mallory, she had to be practical. The snowflakes were even bigger now, and it was coming down faster. She hugged the dark blue blanket to her and groaned. “This isn’t going to melt in a few hours, is it?”

			“I doubt it. If it were just a matter of snow, a cab could make its way up here, but in this storm, it’d be suicide.” Mallory didn’t wait for a reply but
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