
  
    [image: Winter’s Edge]
  


  
    
      WINTER’S EDGE

      

    

    
      
        J. LEIGH JACKSON

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

    

    
      
        NEXT ON THE HORIZON FOR J. LEIGH JACKSON IN 2022 …

      

      
        Message From The Author

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Winter’s Edge

      © J. Leigh Jackson 2022

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, businesses, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used in a fictitious manner. Any similarity to events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted, given away or re-sold in any form, or by any means whatsoever (electronic, mechanical, etc.) without the prior written permission and consent of the publisher. Thank you for being respectful of the hard work of the author.

      

      
        
        Published by thewordverve inc. (www.thewordverve.com)

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        First Edition 2022

      

      

      

      
        
        eBook ISBN:  978-1-956856-02-6

        Paperback ISBN:  978-1-956856-03-3

      

        

      
        Library of Congress Control No.: 2022902051

      

        

      
        Cover design by Cindy Bruckner

      

        

      
        Book Formatting by thewordverve inc

        www.thewordverve.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Claire and Grant

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          JANUARY 15, SUNDAY

        

      

    

    
      The shrill ring of the phone interrupted her reading escape, and she cringed. Blair Mathews sat cross-legged in her comfy chair, flipping through her favorite Agatha Christie novel. As she breathed in the scent of the pages, images of boarding school days in England flashed through her mind—back when things felt hopeful, fun, simple. Not so anymore. She stared at the page, ignoring the ring, but couldn’t seem to move through the words. She was a mess, a hot mess, and she didn’t know whether to run, scream, or cry—the swirl of emotions resulting in a numb paralysis. She’d been dumped; the diamond ring on her left hand would never make it down the aisle. Even worse, he’d been the reason she was asked to take some personal time from work.

      How much more horrible could things get?

      She groaned, then reluctantly answered the call from her older brother.

      “Hi, Liam.” She imagined him with his ash-blond curls and chiseled features, sipping a cappuccino in designer thermals. He always looked better than she did, even over the phone.

      “Get yourself on a plane and get up here. The snow is fresh, and the drinks are on ice.” He chuckled.

      “You sure do live the life.”

      “Join me.” He drew out the me, teasing her to take a chance. Leaving Los Angeles and diving into Liam’s perfect world in Whistler, Canada, didn’t sound like the worst thing right now.

      “I can’t just drop everything, fly up there, and hang out indefinitely. I have obligations.” She almost bared her soul, told him about Nic and how he’d double-crossed her. How he’d usurped the funds that she’d raised for the San Francisco Animal Shelter project and moved them to his project. That he’d made it look like she’d dropped the ball. Then, he’d sucked up to the board, finagled himself into her job. She clenched her fists. Opened her mouth to speak, but she knew Liam, and if she told him, he’d step in—or rather, stomp in—with his big connections and deep pockets, and take control. Yes, he’d probably restore order, but he’d also make her look like a protected, spoiled princess—which she’d worked years to disprove. Oh, he would put Nic in his place for sure. The man may never work again, not that he didn’t deserve it. She wrestled with it some more, but the words stuck in her throat like a bitter pill.

      She swallowed the lump and said, “What about Whiskey?” She recognized the defeat in her voice. She wanted to fight, but she also wanted to run and … well, an escape could be the remedy, or at least a reprieve.

      “We have plenty of whiskey. Trust me.”

      “My cat Whiskey, you goon.”

      “Of course … the cat. Bring it.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      Liam continued, “And exactly what are these obligations? I’m sure we can solve those too. Besides, you told Mom and Dad you’re on hiatus from work, that you and Nic are on the fritz.”

      “Geez. I only talked to Mom yesterday. I guess being in France hasn’t stopped her from spreading the family gossip at warp speed.” Why did her mom always do that—tell Liam everything, no matter the timing or how personal? She leered at the photo of her and Nic in the silver frame on the table next to her. Her eye twitched. Stress. She reached out, grasped the cool metal, and tossed it in the box of things for her newly-ex boyfriend. Better.

      “Just hang up the phone, pack a bag. I’ll even get the jet fired up for you. You can sulk in private on the plane all the way here. Get it out of your system.”  He rattled off flight information, which she scribbled on the nearest notepad. “See you tomorrow.”

      “Overconfident much?” she jabbed, annoyed that he’d already made the flight plans.

      He laughed and hung up.

      No chance to refuse.

      Tapping her finger on the arm of the chair, she kicked her feet out. “Oh, why not?” Her pulse went into overdrive at the thought, and she was surprised to discover the ache in her heart had diminished a little—even if temporarily. A distraction might indeed be exactly what she needed.

      First things first. She dialed her best friend, Jordy Green. Skipping the hellos, Blair said, “Jordy, get yourself out of that pool and pack your designer ski gear. We’re joining Liam in Canada. The jet is being fired up as we speak.”

      Jordy squealed. “Does this mean you’re out of your breakup funk?”

      Blair could clearly picture her friend’s bright smile and beaming brown eyes behind those words of hope.

      “I’m being forced out, I guess.” Blair’s chest expanded as she squeezed her eyes closed. She felt like someone preparing to jump off a cliff in a high dive. Invigorated, but terrified. The clear blue rush of water was always worth the fall, right? She hoped so.

      “Well, I can’t say I’m sorry about that. I like Nic, but not how he … well, you know.” Jordy’s voice trailed off, and Blair could feel the tension over the phone.

      Blair sighed. “Yes. That’s why I want to get away.” She bit her cheeks. She’d have plenty of time to tell Jordy about Nic’s backstabbing at work, which may change her like.

      “Sorry. I won’t bring it up again. I swear,” Jordy said, and those words brought forth a memory of Jordy holding up her pinky when they were little girls: a pinky swear.

      “Thanks.” She stared at the overturned frame in the box. Maybe she should move the menagerie of pain to the entryway closet, out of sight.

      “Besides, you know what they say … When one door closes …”

      “If you finish that sentence, I swear I’ll uninvite you,” Blair teased.

      “Zipping it now. I’ll be ready in five.”

      Blair knew her friend was impulsive, willing to shift gears at the drop of a hat, but she was still surprised at how quickly she’d agreed. The benefit of a trust fund life! “I’ll text the details. You have more than five though. We’ll leave tomorrow.”
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      The next morning with three bags and a cat carrier at the ready, Blair spoke to the glaring feline as she reached for him. “Whiskey, now don’t worry. You’ll be fine at Aunt Tiff’s house.” He let out a screech as she stuffed him into the carrier. She held the note with the flight info in her teeth as she set the box of Nic’s things by the door for him to pick up after she’d left, of course.

      “Ah, ah, achoo!” The note went flying. She searched high and low. “Where on earth?” The cat meowed a murderous yowl, and her phone beeped with a text. Oh, forget it. She had to go.

      The drive to Aunt Tiff’s house in Malibu gave her a headache. With the thick traffic, she probably could have walked there faster.

      When she finally arrived, she made quick work of a hello and here’s Whiskey and goodbye. Next stop was Jordy’s house, then on to the private hangar where they would await their flight.

      Jordy ping-ponged around the lobby, talking with whoever would engage with her, which was pretty much everyone. Every so often, she’d say, “Isn’t that right, Blair?” to which Blair would nod, not knowing what on earth she had just agreed to.

      Once they’d settled on board, Blair yawned and dug through her bag for her cashmere wrap. She positioned the neck pillow behind her head, kicked off her shoes, and crisscrossed her legs on the gray leather seat. Jordy, on the other hand, had a seemingly endless supply of energy. She investigated every nook and cranny on the plane, returning to her seat with a bag of chips and a bottle of rosé champagne. She waved the bottle in the air and said, “How about a vacation toast?”

      Blair screwed up her lips, considering the idea. It was not even 10 a.m. Then again, this was a new day. Maybe even the start of a new attitude, new life.

      “Let’s do it.”
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          JANUARY 16, MONDAY

        

      

    

    
      Liam and his lifelong pal, Cooper Grey, sipped espressos and munched on toast in the gourmet kitchen of the Mathews family’s Whistler chalet.

      “Hey, Coop, let’s take one snowmobile to the bunker today. I want to drive the extra one back here later.”

      Cooper peered out the floor to ceiling windows that revealed the fresh blanket of snow covering the mountain slopes. “Fine,” he said. He didn’t mind the early mornings or the daily ride up the mountain. The crisp air always got the gears in his mind rolling. He didn’t like having Liam chirping in his ear on the back of his seat, but it’d only be on the way up, so he’d suffer through.

      Liam stood abruptly, making a sharp noise with the legs of his chair on the wood floor. Cooper’s jaw tightened at the sound. “Blair and Jordy should land around noon. So …” Liam paused using his fingers to accentuate some mental math, “With the drive, I expect they’ll be here around three.”

      Cooper pressed his lips into a fine line. He would try to make himself scarce. He’d never really had any luck connecting with Blair in the past. Pretty and smart and made him nervous. Usually, he just felt awkward, like he was lurking in the shadows when she was around. He’d make his hellos, then spend time at the lab. No need to torture himself.

      “Cat got your tongue this morning?” Liam said as he loaded the dishwasher.

      “Huh? Oh, no. Just thinking about that rock at the lab.”

      “You mean, the Lair,” Liam teased.

      “You really are going to call it that, aren’t you?”

      “Look, when one spends what I had to spend on that abandoned Cold War bunker, one calls it what one likes.”

      “Touché,” Cooper said. “By the way, you could just call it the Diefenbunker.”

      Liam quirked a brow. “Well, that wouldn’t be any fun, now, would it?”

      “Well, it is the proper name, fun or not.”

      “Let’s go, party pooper,” Liam said, adding in a whisper, “to my lair.”
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      The snowmobile twisted and turned, making fresh marks in the snow on the twenty-minute ride to the mountain bunker. Cooper rode on the back as Liam drove. Better that way—he wouldn’t have Liam shouting in his ear, things that could never be heard anyway over the roar of the engine. When Liam was in the front, he didn’t even try to communicate.

      All that being said, Cooper felt grateful to be participating in some real scientific advancements. The bunker sported a terrific history. Built by the government during the Cold War as a secure facility, it had been carved directly into the side of the mountain like a massive cave. Thanks to a large family trust, Liam had purchased and converted it into a completely temperature-controlled, high-tech lab for his alternative energy project. It was impressive by any standard. Cooper just tried not to say that out loud—at least not within earshot of Liam who loved a compliment. Liam wasn’t just a wealthy eccentric. He’d actually spent years in school preparing for this type of research by earning two master’s degrees and a doctorate in related fields. And using good old-fashioned charm, he’d recruited his lifelong friend and physicist, Cooper Grey, to be his partner in this endeavor.

      Cooper hopped off the snowmobile and entered the code to open the massive garage door so Liam could park the snowmobile. They stowed their snow gear, then headed into the lab.

      Liam swapped his boots for a pair of monogrammed sheepskin slippers. The guy was nothing if not dapper.

      “Don’t forget your smoking jacket,” Cooper teased.

      Liam sniffed and lifted his chin, not hesitating one beat in his stride.

      Cooper snickered as he followed the padding of the slippers.

      “Hiya, fellows.” The short, bald Simon looked up from the microscope, peering at the two through his round glasses layered with large safety goggles.

      “How can you see anything through those goggles?” Liam asked.

      Simon ignored him and began his spiel about the rock. In truth, it was a rock, but not from this planet. Back when he’d first purchased the property, Liam discovered a few locked storage boxes in the bunker, one of which contained the black, metallic rock encased in a protective, fitted sleeve. Presumably left over from the Cold War. The three of them were still trying to identify its composition in order to prove it as the infamous missing meteorite stolen from the private collection of a Russian scientist.

      Cooper poured a healthy splash of cream into a coffee cup before diluting it with piping hot coffee from the bunker’s kitchen. Settled at his computer he spent the next few hours working under the umbrella of constant whirring from Liam’s over-the-top industrial ventilation system.
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      Blair and Jordy hightailed it through the cold Canadian air, straight for the car Liam had waiting for them at the hangar.

      “What time is it?” Jordy asked as she struggled with her bags and purse that had somehow tangled together after only a few steps.

      “Well, here in Vancouver, it’s right around noon,” Blair said. Her phone buzzed in her black satchel, but she just kept on walking.

      “Aren’t you going to answer that?”

      “I was hoping to just ignore it, but … fine.” Blair reached into her bag for the dreaded phone. It felt like an anchor on her spirit, especially since she fully expected it to be Nic calling. “Oh.” Her mouth curved up just a bit. She’d missed the call, but there was a text too.

      “Oh, what? It sounds like a good oh, at least.”

      “It’s my cousin, Cain McDougal. You remember him, don’t you?” Blair raised an eyebrow, trying not to laugh.

      Jordy looked like she’d just swallowed a lemon. “How could I forget?”

      A burst of laughter shot out of Blair, and she covered her mouth to hold back the continuing chuckles.

      “No, really. How could I forget what he did?” Jordy pressed.

      “That happened years ago. He doesn’t play with frogs anymore.” Blair shook her head. How long could someone hold a childhood grudge? “Be reasonable.”

      “I had to go to therapy for that.”

      “No, you didn’t. You were in therapy for your parents’ divorce, and you used the time to talk about Cain throwing a bucket of frogs on top of you.”

      “Still.” Jordy flipped her white scarf around her neck and walked with purpose toward the car.

      “He’s arriving tomorrow night—surprising Liam. You can thank my mom for adding him to the guest list,” Blair said.

      “Great.” The word lay flat as they climbed into the back seat of the car, waiting for the driver to load their luggage and get them on their way.

      Jordy pouted, lips out, arms crossed. Blair ignored her for as long as she could, but finally broke the silence by pointing out some bald eagles in the distance. Jordy said nothing, though she did make a half-hearted attempt to catch a glimpse out the window. Two beats, and she turned her gaze to her phone screen.

      “Jordy,” Blair whispered. When her friend didn’t respond, she poked her in her rib cage.

      “Ouch!”

      “What’s on your mind? If Cain’s arrival is going to ruin the whole trip, then I’ll tell him not to come.”

      Her lifelong friend heaved a loud sigh. “Okay. Don’t be mad.”

      Blair felt a rush of heat. Any sentence that started out like that was certain to end up making her angry.

      Jordy continued. “Nic asked where you were. Apparently, he stopped by your apartment and noticed the cat was gone. And thought something was up.”

      “Oh, no. You didn’t.” Blair’s brows knitted.

      “I didn’t, but he found a note with the flight info, said if I didn’t tell him the truth, he’d file a missing persons report.”

      “Argh. And you believed him?”

      “No, of course not, but he had all he needed to know from the note. Sorry. I did my best. It doesn’t matter, really. You’re still miles and miles away.

      “It matters because he—” She had a hard time verbalizing all the trouble and anguish he’d caused her. She took a breath, leveled her voice. “Oh, forget it. You’re right. It doesn’t really matter. Let’s not spoil the trip over it.” She patted her friend’s arm and smiled, even though inside she felt a growing fury toward Nic. How dare he!

      She tamped down her emotions. Nic knowing where she was, maybe it didn’t matter. She’d still be Nic-free. Jordy hummed along to the radio, and Blair solved two puzzles on her phone.

      “And here we are, ladies,” the driver said as he pulled up to Liam’s chalet.

      Jordy squealed. “It’s picture perfect.”

      Blair smirked, thinking, What else would it be with Liam at the helm?

      “This is going to be fantastic.” Jordy pushed open the car door and stepped out. “Look at this. Driveway’s clear as a bell.”

      “It’s heated,” Blair said.

      “Neat!” Jordy exclaimed as she flung the loose end of her scarf around her neck and bounded up the stairs to the oversized glass front door.

      The driver looked at Blair in the rearview as she dug for her wallet.

      “It’s all taken care of, Miss Mathews.”

      “But I’d like to tip.”

      “Mr. Mathews already has.” He unlatched his seatbelt and rounded the car to open her door. “Is it okay for me to leave the bags in the foyer?”

      “Sure. Thank you.”

      They headed inside, where it smelled like warm caramel and vanilla. Classic Liam.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Blair took her time unpacking her bag. Her room was on the top floor of the three-story chalet, flanked by an empty bedroom and Jordy’s room. Liam had the master suite around a corner at the far end of the hallway. The chalet could sleep a lot of people. Another four bedrooms and a game room with a pull-out couch were in the walkout basement. As she stuffed a few sweaters into a drawer, sounds of a friendly commotion wafted up from the main floor—the common area of the house with the kitchen, dining room, living room, and direct access to a garage that housed a two-person bunkroom.

      Jordy popped her towel-wrapped head around the edge of the open doorframe and said, “I hear people.”

      “I’ll go. Take your time.”

      “Just need to dry my hair. Don’t start any celebrations without me. Promise?”

      Blair promised then headed downstairs, grinning when she heard a bellowing voice from below. Had to be Liam. She peered over the modern glass railing that framed the landing above the entry, looking down and calling out, “Hello, stranger.”

      To her surprise, Cooper stood looking up at her, not Liam.

      “Oh, Cooper. Hi. I thought you were Liam.”

      He waved shyly. “Sorry.” He pointed toward the kitchen. “Chef Liam.”

      Cookware clanking.

      A slightly off-key rendition of a Taylor Swift song.

      “Yup, that would be Liam,” she said, her smile widening. She scurried down the stairs and practically ran right into Cooper. “Oof. I’m so sorry.”

      “No, no. My fault. I was just—” He nodded toward the kitchen. “Going in there.”

      “It’s cool. Me too.”

      But they didn’t move. Instead, their eyes stayed locked on each other for an awkward moment, and she felt strangely caught off guard.

      She’d never noticed the blond strands in his hair or the deep blue of his eyes before.

      They each took a step back. He dropped his gaze to the floor.

      She tried to reset, force away the flush she was sure had entered her cheeks. He’d always seemed shy—that much she did remember about him. Why hadn’t she noticed the attractive details, though? Had she been that into Nic?

      Big mistake.

      She took a small step forward and opened her arms. “Hugs?” After all, Coop was her brother’s best friend. A hug was more than appropriate.

      He leaned in and gave her a squeeze. “Great to see you,” he said, his breath gliding past her ear, sending her nerve endings abuzz.

      “Same here,” she replied in a husky voice. She cleared her throat and looked in the direction of the kitchen. “Shall we check on my mad scientist brother?”

      “Let’s,” he said, gesturing for her to take the lead.

      “Liam!” She ran to embrace her brother, who towered substantially over her five foot five, slender frame.

      “Ahhh. I see the queen has arrived. Where’s your court jester?” He quirked an eyebrow, hands on hips.

      “Very funny. She’s finishing up a shower, but she’ll be down soon.”

      Liam smirked, and his hazel eyes twinkled. “Let the fun begin, then,” he said while grabbing a bottle of champagne from the wine fridge. “Coop, could you get the glasses?”

      “I could and I will,” Coop said. “Just the four of us?”

      “Just us,” Liam confirmed, and Coop grabbed champagne glasses from the cupboard.

      She almost mentioned the text from Cain announcing his imminent arrival the next day, but Jordy entered just as the cork flew across the room. She ducked, avoiding the flying debris with precision.

      Liam said, “All those tennis lessons at the club paid off, I see.”

      “You betcha,” was Jordy’s offhand response, but Blair knew better. Any attention from Liam was like gold to Jordy. She’d harbored a crush for him for as long as Blair could remember.

      Liam poured. The shimmering bubbles fizzed and popped. “A toast,” he said, holding up his glass.

      Blair already had hers at her lips. The bubbles tickled her nose. She pulled the glass away and hoisted it in the air.

      “To fresh snow, warm fires, and lasting friendship.” Liam always knew exactly what to say.

      Before their second glasses, the oven timer chimed.

      “That’s dinner. Buffet style.” Liam hopped up and retrieved a steaming lasagna from the oven, which he placed on the counter. Then he plopped down a basket of bread and a giant salad from the fridge.

      “Are you sure we’re not expecting more guests?” Cooper asked as he helped to lay out the plates, forks, and napkins on the counter, ready for the taking.

      “Nope,” Liam said.

      “Well … for tonight.” Blair dragged out the words. One side of her mouth pulled into a sly grin.

      Liam pursed his lips in what she recognized as a let the cat out of the bag look.

      “Cain is on his way.”

      “You invited him?” Liam did not look at all happy about the news. Was it shock? She hoped it was shock. She couldn’t tell.

      “Actually, no. I didn’t. Mom, however …”

      Her brother seemed to recover and interjected with an empathetic tone, “Of course.”

      Jordy added, “Not that it matters, Liam, but I feel the same way.”

      He winked at her, and Blair thought Jordy was going to melt right into the hardwood floor.

      But what was up with Liam’s reaction. Had something gone wrong between Liam and Cain that she was unaware of? If so, why had no one told her? She cut her eyes at Jordy, annoyed that she’d fanned the fire.

      “Anyone for a beer?” Cooper asked, pushing his chair back and standing. He didn’t wait for an answer and soon returned with a few bottles, which he placed on the sidebar. Blair eyed him, trying to determine if he knew something about the Liam/Cain situation, but he wasn’t letting on. Seemed he was keeping his opinions to himself.

      Smart man.
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      After dinner, the group gathered on the cozy couches around the fireplace, an unfinished jigsaw puzzle on the coffee table. Blair wanted to talk to Liam alone, but he was in full clean-up mode. His reaction still niggled at her, but her questions would have to wait. She scooted forward to join Jordy in working on the puzzle.

      “How many pieces are in this one?” Jordy asked, looking up at Cooper.

      “A thousand, I think.”

      “Blair’s a puzzle addict.” Jordy cut a glance at her friend. “When she’s not sulking.”

      “Wh-what?” Blair pressed her lips together to keep from rattling off a smart remark. Instead, she batted her lashes—all innocence and sweetness. Ha! Not.

      Cooper looked uncomfortable. Who could blame him really? He fidgeted with the drink in his hand, then asked Jordy something about LA. He didn’t look very interested in the answer. Blair assumed he was just being polite, trying to fill the silence. Every so often, he smiled at Blair and then would abruptly look across the room or at the puzzle. Still shy, she thought.

      Blair’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out and glanced at the screen. Unknown Caller. She swiped to answer. “Hello?”

      No response.

      “Hello?”

      Walking around the room, she felt all eyes on her. She could hear someone saying her name on the other end. She said, “Hey, I don’t have great service. I can barely hear you.”

      More talking, and a few words finally came through as decipherable. Her heart sank when she recognized who was on the other end. She said, “Did you get a new number?” He rattled off some strange excuse about using a new work phone. New phone to go with your new job, huh?

      Then he asked a question.

      She blurted out, “Yes, I’m in Whistler.”

      The call ended abruptly after that—her doing—and she stomped back over to the couch and tossed her phone on the cushion. She glared at her best friend, and Jordy returned the stare-down. “What?” Jordy asked.

      “That was Nic. Giving me the third degree.”

      “Oh, sorry,” Jordy said, grimacing.

      Cooper kept his eyes down, laser-focused on the puzzle pieces but looking like he wanted to sink into a hole.

      Blair filled her lungs with air, closed her eyes briefly, counted silently to four then exhaled. Nic didn’t deserve another second of her time.

      “Puzzle time always calls for red wine,” Liam said as he appeared clutching the upturned stems of four glasses and a bottle of Del Dotto.

      Saved by the grapes.
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          JANUARY 17, TUESDAY

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, my head,” Jordy groaned as she squinted against the beam of light coming through her bedroom window. She’d definitely had a bit too much wine last night. She grabbed her wool sweater from the end of the bed and headed to the bathroom to splash water on her puffy face. Every step pounded in her head.

      As the cold water hit her face, she heard a chipper Blair call out, “Sleeping Beauty, are you up yet?” Then came a soft knock on the bathroom door. “Breakfast is ready.”

      “Be out in a minute.” Annoyed at having to say even one word before her first cup of coffee, she did her hair up in a messy bun and hustled down the stairs.

      As she entered the kitchen, the group rang out, “Good morning,” like chirping birds. Was she the only one paying the price of too much wine? The smell of fresh bacon and waffles roused her senses and her mood. Thank goodness Liam liked to cook.

      As she drizzled syrup over the mound on her plate, an excited Liam said, “You girls must come to the Lair today.”

      Cooper stopped mid-chew, stared at his plate.

      Blair hid a smirk with her coffee mug.

      “Um. What’s the Lair?” Jordy asked, not sure she really wanted to know the answer.

      Blair seemed to brace herself for what would most likely be an entertaining answer. Jordy waited. A laugh may help her hangover.

      “It’s my lab. Didn’t Blair tell you? I bought a Cold War bunker and had it converted. What’s the formal term again, Cooper?”

      Cooper mumbled, “A Diefenbunker.”

      “Anyway, you have to see it. It’s got everything, including a kitchen sink.” Liam grinned. “Coop and I usually take the snowmobiles up—it’s only about a twenty-minute ride. But I’ll have a special transport coming for you two. Let’s say around 11 a.m.” He texted someone as he spoke, not waiting for an official yes. “Darn. The message won’t send from here. I’ll send it from the lab.” He abandoned the phone, sipped his espresso, and said, “Dress warm, ladies, and maybe stash some of that bacon in your pockets.” Wink, wink.

      Jordy’s mouth was full of waffles, so she couldn’t speak. She side-eyed Blair, who shrugged halfheartedly.

      Oh, Lord. Shouldn’t one of us ask a question or two?
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      Eleven o’clock came fast. Jordy’s headache lingered slightly, but on the whole, she felt good.

      Barks and yelps pinged through the front windows of the chalet. Jordy and Blair dashed to the window.

      Blair said, “What on earth?”

      Jordy only managed a groan and then said, “Explains the bacon comment.”

      The musher wasted no time in securing the dogs. Then he pulled off his cap and gloves and approached the door.

      Jordy elbowed Blair hard.

      “Ouch. Geez.”

      “Dibs. I called it.”

      “No problem.” Blair rubbed her side. “I wonder if he knows first aid. I need a rib splint.”

      Jordy flung open the door, catching the man off guard with his hand stuck out as if he were prepared to ring the bell.

      Jordy’s eyes dropped to the black silicon wedding ring on his finger.

      Blair elbowed Jordy hard.

      “Ready for this, ladies?”

      Jordy mumbled, “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Blair rallied, clapped her hands, and said, “Can’t wait. I want to drive. That’s what you call it, right?”

      The musher grinned. “Yep. Let’s go over a few safety precautions first.” He stepped inside and spent a few minutes reviewing the basics.

      Jordy found it hard to pay attention to the rules, focusing instead on how cold it was going to be on a dogsled. “How long is the ride?”

      “Half an hour or so,” he said, then went back outside to wait for them to put on snow gear.

      And sure enough, it proved a fairly short ride up the hill. Jordy hardly felt the cold amid the breathtaking viewpoints. When they stopped, they found themselves in front of a windowless, industrial-sized rolling door. It was built into the side of the mountain.

      “Fascinating,” Blair said in a hushed tone. “It looks like the side of a cargo ship.”

      Jordy scrunched up her nose. “It’s also weird.”

      “You’re not wrong there.”

      Once inside, Liam buzzed around them like a bee. First, he introduced them to Simon, a seemingly nice man who, to Jordy’s surprise, lived and worked inside the bunker.

      “He’s like a hobbit,” she whispered, and Blair chuckled behind cupped hands.

      Liam led them deeper into the bunker, weaving through the garage into a mudroom and then down a long corridor flanked by a series of doors on one side—a storage room, three sleeping quarters, and a dormitory-style bathroom with a wall of three sinks and three showers. Jordy rubbed her temples halfway down the hall, claustrophobia closing in. This place was a blend of military and mad scientist weirdness. Finally, they arrived in the main lab area with higher ceilings and some breathing room. There was an adjoining kitchen and a sixties vibe lounge area.

      Liam treated them to lunch. Jordy gulped a glass of rosé before she’d even started her salad. People jabbered and chewed as people do. When lunch was finished, Blair offered to do the cleanup.

      “Remember, paper plates go in the trash, not the recycle bin,” Liam said. “Excuse me while I take care of a few things …”

      Blair gave him the thumbs-up. “No problem. I’ve got you covered.”

      Cooper offered to help. Almost too eagerly, Jordy thought, and that was interesting. She leaned back on the couch and watched the two chatting cheerily as they worked.

      “So … it’s been a while, Blair,” Coop was saying. “Liam mentioned you work with animals?”

      “Yes. I raise money for shelters. Anyway, I’m actually on hiatus. Things got a little complicated,” Blair said. “Let’s just say I probably won’t mix my personal and professional lives again.”

      Jordy wanted to say, I second that, but she kept her mouth tightly sealed.

      “I get it,” he said, which had Jordy wondering if he’d experienced something similar recently—like dating a colleague, getting engaged, being dumped—but she doubted it. There definitely weren’t any eligible ladies around here.

      Until now, that is.

      “Anyway, what about you? How long has Liam had you sequestered up here in this cave?” Blair asked.

      “About four months. Honestly, I don’t mind it. I’m used to working in buildings without windows. So, it doesn’t feel any different, and being able to hit the slopes anytime … well, that’s not all bad.”

      “Hey, you want to do a couple runs together tomorrow, early?” Blair asked. “Before the ski schools take over the mountain?”

      She sounded timid. Jordy fought a smirk. Were there some sparks going on between these two?

      “Uh, yeah. Sure. I’d love to,” Cooper replied without hesitation.

      Blair grinned, and they completed the cleanup in silence.

      In fact, Jordy noticed they were both smiling now. Is it getting warm in here?
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      The tall, dark-haired Cain McDougal and his business partner, Maxim Bordeaux, boarded the semi-private flight from Westchester to Whistler. He didn’t have access to the Mathews family jet unless one of his two cousins invited him along, which did not happen much.

      Maxim was stout and far from athletic, and he struggled to carry his bag up the stairs that led to the aircraft. “It’s cold as—” He stopped when he noticed a young boy looking up at him. “Well, you know. It’s cold.”

      Cain just shook his head. The man grated on his nerves. “Nice save,” he muttered with an eye roll.

      Once seated in business class, Maxim got chatty. Cain just wanted to close his eyes, listen to some music, and zone out for a couple of hours.

      “So, how are you related to this bunch?” Maxim asked as he fought with the seatbelt and blatantly adjusted his nether regions in the process.

      Cain looked away, but said, “My mom’s sister’s kids.”

      “These the spoiled kids of your uncle, the British billionaire?” Maxim waved for the flight attendant as he spoke.

      “Yes. But you can’t show any animosity, got it?”

      Maxim waved him off. “Yeah, yeah. Whatever.” He belched, then ordered a scotch from the attendant. “Want anything?”

      Cain declined and waited for the woman to move down the aisle, out of earshot of their conversation. “Listen, can you try to class it up a bit? It will go a long way
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