
        
            
                
            
        

     
 
Mythe:
A Fairy Tale
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
P.J. GORDON
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Copyright © 2012 by P.J. Gordon
 
All rights reserved. Except as allowed under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any way, without the prior written permission of the author.
 
Pago Publishing
P.O. Box 801
Eastlake, Colorado 80614-0801
www.PagoPublishing.com
 
The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. 
Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.
 
Library of Congress Control Number:  2012910467
 
Printed in the United States of America



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To my family, who inspire me every day.
 



 
  
Prologue
Josh had a feeling that something was going to happen. He just wasn’t sure if it would be something very good or something very bad. He only knew that their carefully constructed life was about to change. He’d suspected it the moment his brother had laid eyes on the girl. 
Josh had tried to run interference, as he usually did whenever a woman looked at Richard in that one particular way, but it hadn’t worked. Not that Manda had thrown herself at him. In this case it had been the way Richard had looked at her that had put Josh on alert and caused him to turn on the charm. If he could redirect her interest away from Richard and toward himself, things would be simpler for everyone—and Richard wouldn’t have to deal with the guilt again.
Josh’s older brother had misstepped before, but only once that Josh remembered. That slip, and the ones before, still haunted Richard. That was why he avoided women. It wasn’t that he didn’t like them—quite the contrary—but he refused to put them in danger.
Richard seemed to be breaking his own rules with this girl though. When she’d announced that she was going downstairs to pick up their dinner, Josh had already been headed for the door to help her when Richard volunteered to go. He’d walked out with her just a few moments ago, leaving Josh standing alone in the conference room in a state of confusion and concern. This was untrodden ground for Josh. He’d never seen Richard volunteer to be alone with any woman who was even vaguely attractive and available. Yet Manda was more than vaguely attractive. She was very beautiful…and quite likeable. It wouldn’t upset him at all if she fell for his diversionary flirtation. Okay, she was a bit quiet for his taste, but she hadn’t been giddy and star struck either, so that was a mark in her favor.
Outgoing and gregarious, Josh was an anomaly in a family that had a lot to hide. The rest of the family was private, even secretive. It was natural, he supposed. It was drilled into their heads from childhood. Keep a low profile. Don’t draw attention to yourself. Josh, however, hadn’t really absorbed that particular lesson. He was the black sheep, never shying away from the spotlight. Hey, it had worked out pretty well for him so far.
David walked in, interrupting Josh’s introspection. Josh liked the designer. He sensed a kindred spirit there and hoped they would get the chance to be friends. He liked Manda too. Maybe they could be friends as well…maybe, if nothing happened. He still had the feeling that something was going to happen though, and the greater likelihood was that it would be a bad something rather than a good something.



 
 
Chapter 1
Richard walked through the glass doors into the airy office space with his brother one step behind him. When the receptionist, a smiling older woman, looked up from behind her curved, pale wood desk, her casual glance toward the visitors transformed into a wide-eyed stare. She stammered “They’re here” into the headset she wore and fumbled with a button on the phone console before gathering herself enough to greet them with a faint “Good afternoon.” 
“Good afternoon,” Richard smiled down at her. “My name is Richard Raines, and this is my brother Joshua. We have a three o’clock meeting with Curtis Aronson.”
“Yes, of course you are...um...of course you do,” the flustered receptionist stammered. “Please have a seat. Someone will be right with you.” 
She made a fluttering gesture toward a seating area to her left. Richard turned toward one of the armchairs. He didn’t mind waiting, but didn’t expect to be left there long. It had been his experience that people didn’t tend to leave him unattended for any length of time. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been left sitting in a waiting room to flip through magazines or just watch the other waiting people. Funny how you could miss such small, normal things like that.
“I’ll walk them back, Lena. No problem.”
A young, female voice brought Richard up short before he reached the armchair. Just as he’d thought, he wouldn’t be waiting at all. Josh, who was already half-seated on one end of the sofa, straightened back up and both men turned in the direction of the voice.
Richard was startled. The girl who had just spoken was pretty—beautiful actually—but Richard was used to attractive women. He was often surrounded by stunningly beautiful women—women who were all too often maneuvering to secure a place on his arm, or in his bed. Of course it was what he did, not who he was, that interested them. He’d gained quite a reputation for his handling of such women. He pushed that train of thought away. This girl was more than pretty, with even features, high cheekbones, and an expressive mouth. Her wide eyes were the dark, blue-gray color of a thundercloud and they sparkled with humor and intelligence. They met his gaze directly and without faltering. It was her eyes that startled him, guileless yet unexpectedly and disconcertingly perceptive—too perceptive for the young face they stared out of.
“I can take you back to the conference room,” the girl offered. “Curt’s already there.” She turned her eyes away, suddenly self conscious, and offered Josh a friendly smile.
“Thank you. That would be perfect,” Josh said, returning her smile with his most winning grin. Yes, Josh would like her.
“This way then,” she directed and gestured behind herself. She led them away from the still-flustered receptionist, tossing a quick “Thanks Lena!” over her shoulder as she went.
She walked slightly ahead of the two men, half looking back over her shoulder at them. The soft sound of her footfalls on the thick carpet mingled with the low ambient noises of the office.
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen Lena quite so out of sorts,” she said in an amused undertone. “She’s usually so composed and unflappable!” She laughed, a quick, quiet laugh. “But you’re probably both used to it.”
“You could say that,” Josh agreed, still grinning at her.
Richard offered a wry smile. “Yes.”
“The conference room is right here,” she said, opening a large door that was paneled with the same light wood as the reception desk. She led the way into the room and then stepped to one side, allowing them the full impact of the view before them. 
The conference room occupied a corner of the top floor of a 40-story building in downtown Denver. Glass walls circled all four sides of the room; the two interior walls were constructed of frosted panels inset in deep frames of the pale wood, while the two exterior walls were each made up of one thick pane of lightly tinted glass stretching from floor to ceiling. These two expansive windows offered a panoramic view of the Rocky Mountains. The large glass conference table in the center of the room, surrounded by eight padded leather swivel chairs, did nothing to distract from the impressive vista.
“The mountains are beautiful today, aren’t they?” The girl commented before turning to a balding, gray-haired man in a business suit who had been seated at one end of the table with a laptop computer open in front of him. “Curt, Richard and Joshua Raines are here.”
The man had stood up when they entered and he walked around the table with his hand extended toward them.
“Hi, I’m Curt Aronson. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person. I’m glad you could make it. Thank you again for allowing us to help with this. My team is looking forward to working with you.” He shook each of their hands firmly. “We’re just waiting for a couple of people before we get started. They’re on their way up now. Please, sit down.”
Richard gave himself a quick mental shake. He’d been somewhat distracted by the picture that the girl with the storm-blue eyes made in front of the picture-postcard mountains. Thankfully, Josh spoke up before his distraction was evident.
“The pleasure is all ours. We’re excited to work with you, too. We’ve heard great things about your team.”
As Josh spoke, Curt slid back into his chair at the head of the table. Richard glanced at the girl, waiting for her to sit. When she moved toward the door instead he took a seat at the table, with Curt to his right. Josh claimed the chair to Richard’s left.
Would the girl be staying for the meeting, he wondered? Who was she? He noticed Josh watching her with decided interest. His younger brother was as accustomed to the attention of the opposite sex as he was, but was much more susceptible to the attractions of beautiful young women. And this girl was very appealing, Richard had to admit. If she was going to stay, Josh was going to be distracted. Richard grudgingly acknowledged that he himself was already distracted. Those eyes! They were disconcerting. You’re being ridiculous,
he thought to himself. There’s nothing about this little girl of any interest to you! She’s just a pretty child. Focus!
“Can I bring you something to drink?” she asked, intruding upon his silent self-reproach. “Coffee, tea, a soft drink, water?”
“Water would be fine. Thank you,” Richard responded with a polite smile.
“For me, too. Thanks,” Josh agreed, but his smile was much warmer.
Was she some sort of assistant or intern? She didn’t seem to have claimed a seat at the table and she was certainly too young to be anyone of rank or standing in as prestigious a public relations firm as Aronson & Associates. She couldn’t be more than 20 or 21—no older than Josh.
“No problem,” she said from the doorway. “I’ll bring some for everyone. Be right back.”
A moment later, Richard heard new voices from the direction of the reception area, as well as the girl’s voice again.
“Hey guys, they’re already in the conference room. Go on back. Do you want anything to drink?”
Richard heard their negative responses, then the sound of approaching footsteps.  
“Good,” Curt remarked as two people walked into the room. “That’s everyone then. David, Jen, I’m sure you know who Richard and Joshua Raines are. Gentlemen, this is Jennifer Allen, our special events director.”
Richard and Josh both stood when the newcomers entered the room. Richard extended his hand toward the slender, strawberry blonde woman, who shook it firmly.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Allen,” Richard greeted her.
“Please, call me Jen,” she replied with a smile, shaking Josh’s hand as well.
“And this is David Ellis, our senior graphic designer,” Curt introduced. The young man flashed them both a friendly smile.
“Hi! It’s nice to meet you,” David said. He shook Josh’s hand and then Richard’s before taking the seat across from Josh with his back toward the windows. Richard and Josh waited for Jennifer to seat herself in the chair between David and Curt before retaking their seats.
“We’ve called in the A-team for you. I know that’s why you came to us. I think they’ll be able to accomplish everything you need and more,” Curt assured Richard and Josh. 
The girl slid back into the room, carefully balancing a pitcher of ice water and a tray of glasses. Richard stood, stepping forward to help her, but Josh was faster. He quickly relieved her of the pitcher, returning her grateful smile with a broad grin of his own. She placed the tray on the table and proceeded to distribute glasses quickly around. Then she retrieved the pitcher from Josh and moved around the table filling them all.
“Thanks, Manda,” Curt acknowledged. “Now let’s get started.” 
Richard expected her to leave then, but after pouring herself a glass of water, Manda seated herself in a chair at the very end of the table, directly opposite from Curt, with empty chairs between herself and both David and Josh, as if separating herself from the rest of the group. She took a sip of the water, then sat the glass on the table and retrieved a small leather-bound notebook from the chair beside her and pulled a pencil from its center. Apparently she was going to sit in on the meeting and take notes. 
“Richard,” Curt addressed him, interrupting his speculation, “why don’t you fill everyone in on what you want to accomplish and then we’ll talk about how we can help you with it.”
“Thanks, Curt,” Richard responded. “It’s no secret that Josh and I have been blessed with more than our fair share of good fortune. We’re very grateful and we’d like to share some of that, so we’ve decided to create a charitable foundation to benefit a variety of organizations that are close to our hearts. We’ve done some volunteer work for a guide dog training organization and we really admire what they do. We’d like to facilitate their work, as well as the work of other service animal organizations. We’re at a very preliminary phase at this point. We’ve discussed it with our lawyers and our business manager, and laid the initial groundwork. Now we’re looking for an identity for this foundation, and some ideas to help us launch it with real impact, which is what brings us to you.” Richard smiled around the room. “I’ve been hearing a lot about the Aronson ‘Dream Team’ over the last couple of years, and if you’re half as good as your reputation, I’m sure we’ve come to the right place.”
“So, Richard and Joshua are bringing us in on the ground floor,” Curt explained to his team, “which is exciting! You’ll collaborate with them to come up with a complete identity package—name, logo, tagline, launch events, media and fundraising strategies, the works. We want to leverage all of our resources for this. You three, as the core team, will be working closely with Richard and Joshua, but feel free to pull in anyone else you think you need.”
Richard glanced at the girl, Manda, in surprise. You three Curt had said. So she was a part of the almost legendary Aronson creative team? He watched her scribbling furiously in her small notebook, deep in thought. She was barely more than a child! She looked up then and, noticing his attention, she blushed and smiled.
“I’m sorry,” Richard interrupted, stopping Curt before he could continue, “but I don’t believe we’ve been introduced to the third member of your team.”
“Who? Manda?” Curt asked, startled. “I’m sorry. When you came in with her I assumed she’d introduced herself.” Manda’s blush deepened. 
“Gentlemen,” Curt went on, beckoning to the girl, “I’d like you to meet Amanda Jensen, our creative director for special projects.”
Richard and Josh stood up as Manda approached, Josh quickly grasping her hand in greeting.
“It’s certainly a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Jensen,” he enthused with a boyish grin. She returned an embarrassed but friendly smile.
“You can call me Manda,” she corrected, extracting her hand when Josh failed to release it and offering it to Richard. She was still blushing.
“It’s a pleasure, Manda,” Richard said, shaking the proffered hand.
“I’m sorry,” she apologized. “I knew who you were and it just never occurred to me to introduce myself.”
David laughed and she shot a quick glare in his direction. From her expression, Richard half expected her to stick her tongue out at him as well. It would certainly be in keeping with her apparent youth, if not her title. Creative director! Richard struggled to realign his thinking to accommodate this new information. His assumptions had been completely wrong. She was no intern or assistant. Far from it. It was difficult to reconcile the young girl in front of him with the responsibilities of such a role. She couldn’t have been out of high school for more than a couple of years, much less have the experience necessary to attain a position of authority on such a renowned team.
“Well, now that everyone is acquainted,” Curt interjected, refocusing the group, “we’ll see if we can’t come up with a timeline for this project.”
Manda, Richard, and Josh all returned to their chairs, and everyone but Manda spent the next hour working out a plan to accomplish all of the steps necessary to successfully reach the brothers’ goal. Manda sat at the distant end of the table, studying all of them, absorbing the conversation, and jotting in her notebook frequently. Jennifer was central to the conversation and Richard was impressed by her grasp of the logistics required for such an undertaking, as well as by her brisk, organized approach. As the group began to discuss timetables and deadlines, David contributed more, offering advice about how long certain stages in the creative process should take. His comments were insightful and assured. So far, Richard was very impressed with two of the three members of the Aronson team. Manda, however, was a mystery, sitting silently through the meeting while David and Jen did all of the talking. She seemed to be an anomaly in this dynamic group. It wasn’t until David and Jennifer began discussing a timeframe for naming and logo creation that Manda spoke up.
“No, guys. We’ll need more time than that.” She was frowning in concentration and staring unfocused at a point above Richard’s head. “The name will be easier I think, but the logo might be hard. It has to be perfect, because that’s what everyone will key into. I’ll want to allow at least another week for that, just to be safe, and we’ll need to meet with Richard and Joshua a few times to get a feel for what they like and who they are.” She nodded thoughtfully to herself and then her eyes focused and dropped to Richard. “Will that be okay? Will you be available? I think it’s important to reflect you two in this, so ideally you should be involved in the creative process.”
“I agree,” Richard approved with an encouraging smile. She’d been very decisive in her initial statement but had become more tentative when addressing him directly, as if afraid of offending them. “Josh and I would like to be involved in this every step of the way. We want to be very hands-on. We have a few prior commitments, but for the most part we’ve set aside the next several months to devote to this.”
Jennifer spoke up then. “Well, if Manda thinks this stage needs more time, we’d better get on it right away. We can’t get started on a lot of the other things until we’ve got this nailed down.”
“When are you guys available to discuss it?” David asked. “The sooner the better.”
“We leave for New York in the morning and then we won’t be available again for ten days,” Richard told him regretfully.
“That’ll slow us down,” David sighed. “It would be nice to just sit down with you for a while so we could get a feel for what direction you’d like to go.”
“Well, we’re free tonight,” Josh offered eagerly. Richard was sure his brother’s enthusiasm had more to do with Manda’s company than it did with the actual project at hand. He suppressed an indulgent smile. 
“That’d be perfect,” Manda enthused, fully engaged for the first time that Richard had seen. “Then we can get started right away!”
“Works for me,” David agreed, and Richard nodded his willingness as well.
“Good!” Curt said with a nod. “You four can brainstorm tonight and then Manda and David can get a jump on some identity concepts. Now…” and the conversation turned back to a more general discussion about timelines, arranging future meetings, and other business concerns. Manda’s animation quickly faded.
It was almost five o’clock when the meeting finally wound down and Curt stood to shake hands with Richard and Josh.
“I think we’re off to a good start,” he assured Richard, “and I’m leaving you in good hands.”
He and Jennifer left them then, after a brief admonition from Jennifer not to work too late.
“I know how you get, Manda, and Richard and Joshua have a plane to catch in the morning.”
“No worries!” Manda nodded and waved as Jennifer and Curt disappeared down the hall. Then she stood and stretched. “Well, that’s enough of the dry, business stuff. I was starting to slip into a coma.” She was suddenly much more relaxed and confident. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m hungry! Shall we order in some dinner before we get started?”
David stretched too, leaning back in his chair. “That sounds good. I’m starving.”
Josh groaned and copied David, arching back in his chair and stretching his arms over his head. “I’m in. What sounds good?”
“You know what I like,” Richard told his brother. “You guys figure it out while I let Mikey know what’s going on. Is there somewhere I can go to make a call?”
“Sure. You can use the small conference room,” Manda advised him. “It’s right there.” She indicated an open door just across from the room they occupied. He could see the end of a sofa and coffee table through the doorway.
“Thanks.” 
Richard closed the door behind himself and pressed the speed dial number on his cell phone. He quickly filled their manager in on their plan for the evening and advised him of a few last minute details that would need to be attended to before they flew out in the morning. After hanging up, he returned to the larger conference room to find David and Josh alone.
“We decided on pizza,” Josh filled him in. “Keeping it simple.” 
“Manda went to get some soft drinks to have with it,” David supplied. 
Richard reclaimed his seat at the table and leaned back in the chair, taking advantage of the opportunity to relax for a moment. He liked David. The young designer was open and direct, seemingly unfazed by Richard and Josh’s notoriety. Richard had begun to wonder about David’s role on the team. He was very intelligent and articulate, and much more outgoing than Manda. How much of the success of Aronson’s team was his doing? 
“How long have you been with Aronson?” Richard asked, looking for clues to the puzzle.
“Three years,” David replied. “They recruited me right out of college. Manda asked if she could have me, and whatever Manda wants, Manda gets.” He grinned fondly. His tone was unexpected, given his words, with none of the jealousy or bitterness that Richard would expect to accompany such a statement. And, unless Manda had already been with Aronson when she was seventeen, he had obviously underestimated her age.
“Is that a fact?” Richard chuckled.
“Is what a fact?” Manda asked, breezing back into the room with her hands full of soda cans.
“Is it a fact that you are a spoiled, overindulged brat,” David retorted earnestly.
“Oh, that! Yes, that’s completely true,” she confirmed, just as seriously. Then, without warning, her hand flashed out and launched one of the soda cans at David. Without flinching, he caught it in two hands, popped the top, and took a drink, completely unruffled. She smiled appreciatively. “I’m glad to see your reflexes are still in top form.”
“Remind me never to make you mad,” Richard laughed, startled by her sudden and unexpected move. This was a completely different person than the quiet, reserved girl in the meeting.
Josh collapsed back into his chair, shaking with mirth. “Especially when she’s holding a projectile!”
“Oh, I only throw things at David. It keeps him on his toes. Besides, I didn’t throw it hard, and he knows I love him.” She grinned impishly, but there was a hint of pink in her cheeks. David, who’d been trying to keep a straight face, gave in and guffawed. 
“Heaven help me if she ever decides she hates me!”
Manda glided over to David’s chair and draped her arm over his shoulder fondly. “I have my moments,” she assured him, and then skipped away laughing when he aimed a half-hearted poke at her ribs.
“Getting comfy, are we?” David shot after her.
Manda had changed while she’d been gone. During their meeting she’d been wearing a navy blue suit jacket over a blue-gray shirt that reflected the color of her eyes. A navy blue skirt, the same color as the jacket, had swirled around her legs, and she’d been wearing a pair of high-heels. While she was out of the room she’d removed the jacket and shoes. Now she looked much more casual in just the feminine skirt and the sleeveless top she’d been wearing under the jacket. Much more casual, much younger and more innocent...and much more appealing.
I’ll never get Josh out of here tonight, Richard thought wryly.
“Curt’s gone and these two don’t seem like the sort to rat me out. Besides, I can’t eat pizza in a business suit,” Manda informed David archly. 
“Well, congratulations gentlemen,” David said in mild surprise. “You have been admitted into the circle of trust. And after only a few hours. Impressive.”
“Don’t make me throw something else at you, David Ellis,” Manda warned, her smile fading almost imperceptibly.
“The circle of trust?” Josh questioned.
“Yes, the circle of trust. The exclusive group of people that Manda feels free to express her evil side to,” David joked, after a quick glance toward his teammate. Richard sensed Manda relax and suspected that David’s light-hearted explanation was a reaction to her warning, and not what he had really meant at all.
“Curt still hasn’t attained this mythic status after all these years. He’s still not privy to our little Manni’s evil tendencies.” David winked at Manda, then addressed Richard and Josh again. “He wouldn’t treasure her dark side like I do.”
Manda attempted an evil sneer without much success, then smiled and curled up into one of the plush leather chairs, pulling her feet up under her skirt. “The pizza guy should call from downstairs when he gets here. I’ll have to go meet him. In the meantime, we can get started. Oh, darn!” She grimaced in annoyance. “I was going to bring some examples for you guys to look at and I forgot them.” She started to get up but David stopped her.
“No, no. Don’t get up. You look way to comfortable. I’ll go grab them. You want the latest design annuals?”
“Yeah, that’d be great. Grab the last three or four. Thanks, Davie!”
David smiled and trotted out.
“You can look at a bunch of different logos and tell us which ones you like and don’t like, and maybe what you do and don’t like about them. That will at least put us in the ballpark, style-wise. We’ll need to discuss the name first, but…” The ringing of her cell phone interrupted her. She pulled it out of a pocket in her skirt and answered the call. After a quick acknowledgement, she hung up and slipped the phone back into her pocket. “Well that was really fast. Pizza’s here. Hold that thought and I’ll run down and get it.” She jumped up from her chair and headed for the door.
“Hold on,” Richard interjected, “I’ll come with you.” The gentleman his mother had always taught him to be couldn’t let her go alone.
“Thanks!” she said in mild surprise. “We’ll just stop by my office on the way and grab my wallet. I forgot that, too.”
“Don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of the pizza,” Richard offered. “Remember, I’m trying to stay on your good side. I’m not sure my reflexes are as good as David’s.” Manda rolled her eyes at him and he grinned. “Besides, if you’re going to stay and work late for us, it’s the least I can do.”
Manda laughed. “Okay, I won’t argue...this time.”
“Tell David we’ll be right back,” Richard instructed Josh, and followed Manda out the door. She led the way back past the reception desk and through the glass doors to the elevators, then pushed the down button and stepped back to wait.
“It’s a really nice thing you’re doing,” she remarked. “I mean your foundation, not the pizza.” Richard smiled at that. “When Curt came and asked us if we’d be interested in working on it with you, I was excited. It’s always nice to work on something that really matters—something that makes a difference.”
“Thanks,” Richard replied. “We hope it’ll make a difference. That’s the plan, anyway.”
“With you guys behind it, how can it not?” Manda assured him confidently.
Richard laughed and turned it back on her. “Well, with you guys behind it, how can it not? That’s what we’re counting on, anyway.”
“Ouch!” Manda grimaced. “No pressure or anything.”
The elevator arrived then. Richard let Manda precede him, and then stepped in behind her, pushing the button for the lobby. He found himself enjoying the humor and easy friendliness of this young woman, just as he enjoyed the same qualities in David. The two seemed to have a very close, familiar relationship. The banter between them was relaxed, almost intimate. He suspected that if Josh decided to pursue this girl, he might not find her available. That bothered Richard but he didn’t quite know why. After all, it would be good for Josh if just once a woman didn’t swoon at his feet the first time he smiled at her. Richard chuckled softly to himself. Manda hadn’t shown any sign of that yet, which no doubt made her even more attractive to his little brother.
“Something amusing?” Manda inquired, her lips turned up at the corners in a small smile. Richard had noticed that she almost always appeared to be either smiling or on the verge of doing so. The exception was when she was deep in concentration, when a small frown would narrow her wide eyes and crinkle her forehead.
“No offense, but you are,” Richard admitted, grinning to take any sting from the words. He decided to be honest. “Josh has been flirting with you from the first minute he saw you and I get the impression that you couldn’t care less. Sorry, but I find that funny, and rather refreshing.”
“Oh!” Manda looked down self-consciously. “He’s very attractive, but really young. Honestly though, I just assumed he was that charming to everyone. Hmmm. Good to know though. Thanks for the heads-up.” Manda looked thoughtfully at the elevator doors.
Richard blinked in surprise. Josh was young? That was ironic coming from Manda. Richard tried to decide whether he had hurt or helped his brother’s chances with this girl but couldn’t tell from her considering expression. Of course, if she and David were a couple it might be a moot point.
The elevator doors opened onto the lobby and Manda stepped out, smiling again.
“I can smell the pizza,” she sighed appreciatively, and Richard heard her stomach growl. She gave him a sheepish look. “I told you, I’m starving. I missed lunch.” 
Richard scanned the lobby quickly, noting with relief that it was mostly empty. He spotted the pizza delivery person waiting near the security desk and groaned inwardly. Just his luck—it was a girl. He pointed her out to Manda and they crossed the lobby to meet her. The girl wasn’t paying attention when they approached, staring instead out the glass doors with a bored expression.
“Pizzas for Amanda Jensen?” Manda inquired politely to get her attention.
“Yeah,” the girl confirmed, turning toward them. “That’ll be…” Her voice trailed off when she saw Richard, and her eyes widened in shock. “Oh my God! You’re Richard Raines! Oh my God!”
Richard sighed inwardly but smiled politely. “Yes, I am. And I believe you have my dinner.”
“Oh, y-yeah, h-here you go,” the girl stammered, thrusting the stack of pizza boxes toward him. Richard took them from her and then handed them to Manda with an apologetic look.
“How much do I owe you?” he asked the girl, still smiling politely.
“Uh, umm…” she stammered again, looking confused and distressed by her sudden inability to pull the answer to his question from her shell-shocked mind. Richard reached out and slipped the receipt from her frozen fingers. He checked the total and then tucked it into his pocket, pulling out his wallet. He counted out enough cash to cover the pizzas, with a large tip thrown in as well, and offered it to the girl. She looked at it blankly for a moment, as if unsure what it was, and then slowly reached out and took it.
“Thank you,” Richard said. He put his wallet back into his coat pocket, then reached to take the pizzas from Manda.
“Wait!” the scarlet-faced delivery girl blurted. “Um...can I have your autograph?” She held out one of the bills he’d given her as a tip.
“Of course,” Richard agreed patiently. He took the proffered bill and pulled a pen from his pocket. He scribbled his name quickly and handed the signed bill back. Then he retrieved the pizzas from an amused Manda, nodding her toward the elevators. He was eager to make his escape before the encounter escalated into something less orderly. She led the way and pushed the button. One set of doors opened immediately and they both stepped in. When the doors slid shut, Richard sighed in relief.
Manda’s warm, infectious laughter filled the elevator, unrestrained and authentic. “Oh, the trials and tribulations of a rockstar!”
Richard laughed with her.
 
 



 
 
Chapter 2
You are so lucky, Aunt Manda!” Katie gushed as only a star-struck 13-year-old girl could. “I can’t even believe you had dinner with Joshua and Richard Raines! Are they as gorgeous in person as they are in their pictures?”
Several patrons of the restaurant where Manda and Katie were having breakfast stared in their direction. Katie hadn’t been as quiet as Manda would have wished. She made a shushing motion toward her and then giggled.
“Even more gorgeous. And tall! And they’re both really nice.” Then Manda giggled again, doing her best impersonation of a gushing school girl. “They’re dreamy!” 
“Aunt Manda!” Katie hissed, mortified. “You’re embarrassing me!”
“Sorry!” Manda chuckled. She was embarrassing Katie! That was rich! Manda had known her niece would flip when she found out Manda was working with Rain, as the duo of Richard and Joshua Raines was known. Katie had all of their CDs and a bedroom plastered with their pictures. Manda had refrained from telling her in advance, not wanting her to be disappointed if the project fell through. 
“When will you see them again?” Katie demanded. “You have to promise to introduce me. And an autograph! You have to get me an autograph!”
Manda smiled smugly and reached into her purse. ”Oh, you mean something like this?” She held out the autographed pizza menu to Katie, who squealed in delight.
“Oooh! Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!”
“Well, read it,” Manda ordered, struggling not to laugh.
“To Katie, who has the best aunt in the world.” Katie threw an accusing look at Manda and then read on. “We look forward to meeting you. Best regards, Richard Raines and Joshua Raines.” Katie bounced with excitement. “You are going to introduce me to them! You are the best aunt in the world!”
“I know,” Manda said in a bored voice, almost suppressing her grin. “I knew you’d say so, that’s why I asked Richard to write it.”
Manda had felt silly asking for an autograph but she’d promised herself that she would do it for Katie. In the elevator, when she and Richard had been laughing about the pizza delivery girl, Manda had gathered all her courage and sheepishly asked him. He’d laughed even harder.
“It would be my pleasure. If she’s half as charming as you are, I hope we’ll get to meet her.” Manda had blushed furiously then. 
As soon as they got back to the conference room, Richard had put the pizza boxes down on the table and torn off the menu that was taped to the top. 
“What’s her name?” he asked Manda.
Manda told him, asking him to add the part about the best aunt as well. He’d chuckled to himself and written what she asked, adding the part about meeting Katie, and then signed it and handed it to Josh to sign also.
“Well?” Katie demanded, drawing Manda’s attention back to the present. “When will you see them again? When do I get to meet them?”
Manda sighed. “They had to leave town this morning and won’t be back for over a week. I’ll see what I can do when they get back. Maybe you could come downtown and have lunch with me or something on a day they’re around.”
“Oh.” Katie echoed Manda’s sigh with disappointment shadowing her features. Manda didn’t blame her. She’d enjoyed the two brothers’ company more than she’d expected. Josh was impulsive and sweet, while Richard was charming and thoughtful. Surprisingly, she’d been as comfortable working with them as she usually was working with David alone. The exchange of ideas between the four of them had been easy and prolific, with each building off of the creativity of the others. 
The fact that both Richard and Joshua were movie star handsome had occasionally thrown her off, it was true. At one point she’d been in the middle of an animated exchange with Richard about logo themes, excited about the direction their concept was taking, when she’d looked up into his surreally attractive face, with its startling blue eyes, and her mind had gone blank, erased by the fluttering of her pulse. He’d smiled knowingly at her then, but hadn’t commented. He just restated his last point and pulled her back into the conversation. She supposed he was accustomed to women losing their good sense when he was around, but the idea that she would be one of them made her squirm inwardly with embarrassment. 
“Aunt Manda! You aren’t listening to me at all,” Katie complained.
“Sorry,” Manda apologized, “I was thinking about work.” She supposed thinking about their two newest clients could be considered thinking about work. 
“That’s okay. I was just saying that I’m done and Kristin is expecting me in 20 minutes. I can’t wait to tell her, and show her this!” Katie clutched the pizza menu to her chest. “She is going to die!”
“Well then, let’s not keep Kristin waiting. I won’t know what to do with myself all day with you at Kristin’s and Robbie at camp though.”
“You’ll work. That’s your favorite thing,” Katie teased. 
“So sue me! I like my job,” Manda countered, giving Katie a playful nudge as they got up from the table.
“What’s not to like? You’re working with Rain,” Katie sighed. 
Manda dropped a suitable amount of cash on the table and herded Katie to the car. After delivering her niece to Kristin’s house, she returned home, already thinking of Richard and Josh’s project. 
Their brainstorming session the night before had been very productive. They’d decided on a name by the time the pizza was polished off. Manda had eaten two slices before declaring herself full. The remainder of the four large pizzas was divided among the three men, with Josh consuming a pizza and a half by himself.
The quick consensus was that they should keep the name simple. Nothing cute or clever. Name recognition was most important, so why start from scratch? The brother’s name was already as recognizable as they could ever want, so “The Raines Foundation” was ideal.
“Such a simple name makes the logo crucial,” Manda explained when that had been decided. “It will have to speak volumes, to convey everything that the name leaves unspoken. The name will be easy to remember. The logo will have to be impossible to forget.”
“And you can do that?” Josh asked between bites of pizza.
Manda nodded confidently. “We can do that.”
Richard studied Manda appraisingly for a long moment, and then glanced at David and back to her. Finally he nodded. 
“I believe you can. Let’s see what you can come up with for this unforgettable logo. What do you need from us?”
They immediately immersed themselves into the task of narrowing down Richard and Josh’s preferences. Manda and David showed them examples of the best logos they could find, seeking their opinions on which appealed to them and which didn’t. Josh’s responses were usually broad and unspecific. He did or didn’t like something, but wasn’t precise about why. Richard, in contrast, expressed his opinions very articulately.
Manda found herself agreeing with most of his opinions. There were only a few times when she disagreed with him and pointed out something she felt he’d missed. Most of those times, he came around to her way of thinking, but not always. Occasionally he swayed her toward his view. She was pleased that they were of such similar tastes, and even more pleased that he, like David, was willing to challenge her. It was just that sort of give-and-take that produced the best ideas. By the end of the evening they’d arrived at a definite consensus regarding the general visual style they wanted and what message they wanted the logo to convey, and Manda had several good starting points she wanted to explore further. It was past midnight when the phone rang in the conference room, startling everyone. Manda checked the caller ID and then didn’t pick it up. 
“It’s Jen, checking to make sure I didn’t keep you guys here too late.” She gave them a penitent look. “Sorry! I lost track of time.”
“Don’t worry about it. We’re used to keeping late hours, and besides, we got a lot accomplished,” Richard reassured her. “I’ve really enjoyed working with both of you tonight, and if anybody asks, we were out of here at 9:30.”
David handed Richard a business card. “e-Mail or call us when you get a chance and we can set up a meeting to go over what we’ve come up with for first drafts.”
“Sounds good,” Richard agreed, pocketing the card and shaking David’s hand. Then he turned to Manda and extended his hand to her as well. “It’s been a pleasure working with you, Manda. I look forward to our next meeting.” The formality of his words was belied by his warm, friendly smile. She was lost in his stunningly blue eyes for several seconds before she managed to breathe a marginally coherent response. Then he relinquished her hand and Josh was there to claim it. 
“Thanks, Manda. It’s been great. I think it’s going to be a lot of fun working with you guys.” He smiled his dazzling, boyish smile then. Katie would faint dead away if he ever smiled at her like that, Manda mused. Josh had always been her favorite. 
“Thank you, Joshua. I think it will be fun.” She tried to sound lighthearted, grateful for Richard’s tip-off that his brother was flirting with her. She didn’t want to encourage him if that was the case. He really was too young, and, though he did seem very likable, she wasn’t at all interested in him in that way.
“Call me Josh,” he corrected. “I guess we’ll see you in about a week and a half then.”
Manda and David walked the two brothers to the elevator, and as they waited Richard spoke up.
“Shall we wait and walk you to your car?” he asked, as if it had just occurred to him. “It’s pretty late. Are you parked very far away?”
“I’ll take her home,” David assured him, with a dismissive shake of his head. “Don’t worry.”
Richard nodded, as if coming to a conclusion, and he and Josh said their final goodbyes and stepped onto the elevator that had just arrived. As soon as the doors closed on the two, Manda exhaled and drooped against the wall. 
“It’s too late to swoon now. They’re already gone,” David mocked, grabbing her hand and dragging her toward their offices. “Besides, since you missed the last train I have to drive you all the way out to suburbia, and I’d like to get some sleep tonight. Move it!”
“I can just grab a cab downstairs. It’s okay,” Manda protested, letting him pull her along. “You don’t have to drive all that way. Thanks though.”
“It’s okay. You know I don’t mind. It’s not the first time and it won’t be the last. I just wish you’d move closer.”
“No way. Too many people.” They’d had that argument before, and the words were just routine. David released her when they arrived at their shared workspace, allowing her to gather her things while he grabbed his computer bag.
“So, what are your big plans for your day off tomorrow?” he asked as they rode the elevator down.
“Robbie is away at camp, and Katie and I are going to have breakfast, then she’s going to spend the day at a friend’s house. After that I don’t really have any plans.”
“Which means you’ll probably work. You need to find some friends over 13, Manda.”
Manda wrinkled her nose at him. “I enjoy spending time with Katie. She’s a lot of fun. What are your plans for tomorrow? Are you and Stacey going to do anything exciting?” 
They spent the rest of the walk to David’s car discussing his plans to go hiking with his girlfriend the next day, while the drive to Manda’s house was occupied with a rehashing of the evening’s meeting. By the time they pulled up into her driveway it was past one o’clock and Manda’s eyes were heavy.
“Thanks for the ride, David,” she told him, stifling a yawn. “I’ll see you Thursday.”
“No problem. Night, M.”
Within fifteen minutes Manda was in bed asleep. A pair of brilliant blue eyes and a heart-stopping smile filled her dreams.
 



 
 
Chapter 3
When Manda got home after dropping Katie at her friend’s house, she sat down with her notebook and a pencil and began brainstorming ideas for the Raines Foundation logo. By the time she went to bed she had a dozen workable concepts to share with David the next day, with rough sketches of each drawn in a sketchbook. 
David arrived at work with several ideas of his own, and the two spent the next week narrowing down the choices and refining the drawings of the ones they decided to keep. They also tied up the loose ends on numerous other projects they’d been working on, freeing up more of their time to devote to the Raines project. Five days into the process, on Monday, Richard called to schedule a meeting for the following Friday morning. 
“By Friday we’ll be ready to run these by them. That’s perfect,” Manda approved, excited to get Richard’s reaction to their designs. Richard’s and Josh’s reactions, she corrected herself.
Manda and David took the designs to the computer thenat that point, creating more polished, professional looking logos based on their sketches. By Thursday afternoon they had six initial logo designs to show Richard and Josh the next morning.
“Let’s take off early,” Manda suggested when the last design was finished. “I’m tired.”
“You don’t have to tell me twice,” David agreed. “Stacey’s been complaining about the late hours I’ve been putting in. Maybe I’ll go over to her place and cook her a nice dinner as a surprise.”
“Have you decided what to do for her birthday yet?” Manda asked pointedly. “You’re running out of time you know.”
David frowned and sighed. “No. I want to do something special but I haven’t been able to think of anything really good.”
“Just get Richard and Joshua to autograph something for her,” Manda chuckled. “Katie’s still walking on clouds.”
David rolled his eyes. “Oh please! She’s been harassing me all week to introduce her to them. I’m not sure I want to do it though. I don’t think I’d come out well in the comparison.”
“Oh shut up!” Manda exclaimed, lobbing an eraser in his general direction. “You’re a catch and you know it. And so does Stacey.” Manda had always considered David very attractive. He was handsome in an all-American way, with sandy blonde hair and laughing brown eyes. He was tall and athletic, with an open, friendly smile that women were drawn to. They’d become good friends almost at once. His gregarious, confident personality complemented her more introverted, cautious one. However, while their differences made them a good team and good friends, it had been apparent to both of them from the beginning that these differences precluded a more intimate relationship. They were simply too different. It had been a relief to Manda, actually. There was none of the tension or expectation that would have accompanied the possibility of a romantic involvement. She was comfortable around David, at ease. As clichéd as it sounded, he really was like a brother to her.
“That’s kind of you, M, but I’ve never had a mob of women trying to tear my clothes off!” David lamented melodramatically.
“I’ll see what I can arrange,” Manda shot back with a laugh. “Now go cook for your lady fair.”
“Yes, ma’am!” David said, heading for the door. “See you in the morning.”
“See ya, Davie,” she called, as the door swung shut behind him. Then, she gathered her things and headed down to meet the early train.
The train station in her neighborhood was just a few short blocks from her house and she enjoyed the walk through the sunny afternoon. She was excited about the next morning’s meeting. The ideas she and David had come up with were good and she was eager to share them. Oh, who are you kidding? she scolded herself. You just can’t wait to see Richard again! She smiled as she let herself into her front door. She really was looking forward to seeing him. He’d crowded her thoughts since their first meeting. She didn’t harbor any illusions that he’d given her a second thought, though. He could have his pick of beautiful, glamorous women, after all. Why would he be interested in her? But still, they had hit it off well enough.
Reality check, please! Manda chided herself. They had a working relationship. That was all. After this project was completed she’d never see either one of the Raines brothers again. She couldn’t let herself get all starry-eyed and silly. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t look nice for their meeting tomorrow, she decided. She spent the following hour sorting through her closet trying to decide what to wear.
The next morning Manda woke early and her nervously racing thoughts kept her from going back to sleep. The designs that had seemed so promising the afternoon before suddenly seemed inadequate. What if they didn’t like them? Manda pushed those thoughts down firmly, and then jumped up and down on them for good measure. They were good designs. They would need some fine-tuning, but they were good. This was one insecurity Manda refused to indulge. 
She growled in frustration, threw back the comforter, and got out of bed. She knew it was pointless to just lie there now—she’d never get back to sleep. She may as well get up and get going. She showered and washed her hair, then dried it until it fell in a thick, soft, golden-brown curtain that framed her eyes and hung to the bottom of her shoulder blades. She brushed her teeth and then put on a little mascara and some lip gloss before dressing in the slate blue skirt and blouse she’d picked out the day before. She preferred jeans but Curt demanded a certain level of professionalism when meeting with clients, particularly new ones. Satisfied that she looked her best, Manda collected her purse and her bag and headed out to catch the train.
She arrived downtown very early. The streets were quiet and she decided to enjoy the calm for a little while before going up to her office. She stopped at a shop and picked up a bagel and a cup of tea and then found a secluded corner among the trees and flowers that filled the plaza in front of her building. She perched on a low wall to watch the morning antics of the squirrels while she ate her breakfast. This was her favorite time of day downtown—before the crowds arrived, when it was cool and quiet. The hustle and bustle during the day drained her and made her edgy. She much preferred the company of the squirrels. She smiled when one chastised her from the branch of a nearby tree, vociferously chattering his displeasure.
“I think you’re in his spot,” an amused voice informed her. Startled, she jumped, spilling tea on her leg.
“Oh!” she exclaimed, blotting her leg with a napkin. She turned to find Richard looking down at her.
“I’m sorry, Manda. I didn’t mean to startle you. Are you scalded?”
“No, it wasn’t that hot,” she assured him, much too pleased to see him to be concerned about her leg anyway. He looked even more disconcertingly handsome than she remembered. His thick, dark brown hair was still damp from his morning shower. It curled up slightly at his collar, with one unruly lock falling across his eye and brushing his cheekbone “You’re certainly here early.”
“We’re staying in the hotel there,” Richard informed her, gesturing to the building that contained the Aronson offices. The bottom floors housed a luxury hotel, while the upper floors were devoted to office space. “This is the only time of day I can enjoy some fresh air and peace downtown. What’s your excuse?” He sat down on the wall beside Manda, sipping from the paper cup he carried. Manda detected the aroma of fresh coffee.
“I couldn’t sleep, so I just came on in. It’s nice to beat the rush hour crowds. It’ll be convenient for you guys, staying just downstairs from the office. You won’t even have to come outside and brave the crazed fans,” Manda teased.
“Exactly,” he agreed, grinning. “It’s always such a shame to have to break out the tear gas just to get to a meeting.”
“Yeah, the squirrels really hate that,” she confided. “So, are you guys in town for a while this time?”
“Yes, actually. We’re going to make Denver our home-base for the foreseeable future. We’ll have to be in and out a little, but we’re pretty much going to be calling this home for the time being.”
Manda was inordinately pleased by this news but she suppressed the thrilled smile that threatened to make her look like a giddy girl with a crush. “That’ll be nice. Better than flying in and out all the time.”
“Definitely,” Richard agreed. “Commuting can get old. You said you liked missing the rush hour crowds. Do you commute far or do you live nearby?”
“Well, that’s a matter of opinion. David lives nearby and according to him, I live in the southern annex of Wyoming. But it’s not that bad. I live in the northern suburbs. It takes me about half an hour by train. I like it though. It’s nice and quiet. Not so many people.”
“Not a big fan of the crowds then?” Richard asked, amused. 
Manda’s lips quirked into a lopsided grin. “I prefer the humans in small doses.”
Richard’s answering grin quickly turned into a frown. “Well, I suggest we go inside then, because here comes a whole pack of humans, and I for one don’t want to deal with them this early in the morning.” Richard sighed. As he spoke, the first wave of early commuters descended on the plaza from the train station across the street. Manda wrinkled her nose in disappointment. She’d been enjoying their impromptu conversation.
“Shall we head up to your office, or will I be in the way? I know it’s not time for our meeting yet, but I’m at loose ends right now. Maybe you could show me around?” Richard’s request was tentative, allowing her latitude to refuse him if she wished. As if she wasn’t thrilled to have his company. It’s business, she reminded herself sternly.
“Is Josh around? Won’t he wonder where you’ve gone?” Manda asked as they walked quickly toward the building entrance. Richard kept his face carefully turned away from the approaching crowd.
“No. He’s not really a morning person. He’s probably still trying to wake up. I told him to meet me upstairs for the meeting. I can go entertain myself if you have things to do though.” Richard held the door open for Manda. She glanced back over her shoulder and then hurried through.
“Come on, quick. They’re gaining!” she whispered, and led the way to the elevators. “You won’t be in the way at all. I don’t have anything scheduled until our meeting. You can hide out in the office.” 
The two of them ducked into an elevator just before the doors closed. A young man in a business suit was its only other occupant. He glanced at Richard and Manda and then did a quick double take before staring straight ahead without a word. They rode in silence until the man got off on the thirtieth floor. 
Manda was the first to break the silence. “I don’t think he could decide if it was really you or not.” 
“A couple of more floors and he would have worked up the nerve to ask,” Richard told her. “Trust me.”
“I suppose that gets pretty old, doesn’t it?” she asked sympathetically.
“It’s usually not bad one-on-one. It’s the crowds that get out of hand. People lose their inhibitions when they’re in a group, and they start doing things they wouldn’t do if they were alone. And,” he looked at Manda apologetically, “the women and girls are the worst.”
“You know, a disfiguring accident might help with that,” Manda offered with a grin, then frowned as if reconsidering. “But, on second thought, probably not.” 
Richard rolled his eyes and chuckled. “You’re just a font of helpful advice, aren’t you?”
“I try.” The elevator opened onto the fortieth floor and Manda stepped out, smiling. “We’ll go drop my stuff off in my office and then I’ll give you the grand tour.” She led him through the glass doors and past the empty reception desk, taking him in the opposite direction from the conference room they’d used during their previous meeting. At the far end of the corridor she stopped at the door to the workspace she and David shared and punched the pass code into a keypad by the door.
“Welcome to the inner sanctum,” she declared as she opened the door and gestured Richard in with a flourish. The space inside was a dramatic departure from the spare, sleek décor that characterized the rest of the office. The locked door was like the gateway into another world. Manda and David each had their own offices at one end of the large rectangular room, sectioned off by frosted glass panels and pale wood doors. The common area was furnished with an oval table and six leather office chairs, a large leather sofa, and a glass-topped coffee table. A large flat-panel television dominated the wall opposite the sofa. Posters and random images plastered the remaining wall space and a number of beanbag chairs were piled in one corner. Strands of white twinkle lights were strung back and forth below the ceiling tiles and a stuffed parrot hung on a perch in one corner. The back walls of David and Manda’s offices featured expansive windows that faced south. Pikes Peak was just visible in the distance. The adjacent wall, which stretched from Manda’s office into the common area, was another wall of windows that faced east, and the morning sun streamed in cheerily. The windows were cluttered at one end with scribblings and drawings done in dry erase marker—some pertaining to work, others random and amusing. A small refrigerator was tucked into one corner next to a line of shelves packed with books and magazines. The overall effect was casual and fun.
Richard stood with his arms crossed, absorbing the riot of color and clutter around him. 
“This is definitely more in keeping with the barefooted girl who was assaulting her coworker with soft drinks last week,” he concluded in amusement.
“That’s why Curt keeps us locked away in the corner. I think he’s afraid we might infect the whole office! Don’t tell him I let you in here. He’d be afraid it would scare you off.” 
Richard laughed and Manda couldn’t help but smile. His laughter was so warm and rich it did funny things to her breathing. 
“My office is over here. Let me drop my things and I’ll show you around the rest of the office.” Manda walked to her office in the corner and Richard trailed behind, examining the eclectic contents of the room. She sat down on the edge of her chair and opened a bottom drawer to put her purse away. Richard leaned against the doorframe and inspected her office as well. Potted plants cluttered the space, thriving in the southern light. A small teapot and matching cup sat on the corner of her desk, which was cluttered but neat. On the wall above hung her college diplomas and a few awards, placed there at Jen’s insistence.
Richard focused on the framed certificates. “You graduated with honors and you have your masters. Very impressive.” He sounded slightly surprised. She was used to that.
She blushed uncomfortably and looked away. “Um, yes.”
Richard went on, changing the subject slightly—for which Manda was grateful. “I tried to convince Josh to go to college, but he’s not ready yet. He says he’ll have plenty of time later. I suppose he’s right. He may as well enjoy his singing career for now. It can’t last forever, after all. I promised our mother that I’d push him though. An education is important.”
“You lost your parents, didn’t you?” Manda asked quietly.
“Yes,” Richard replied evenly. “They died in a car wreck when Josh was sixteen. He was just becoming well known then. That’s sort of how I got dragged into the whole thing. He needed me, and since I was writing all of his songs anyway, it just sort of evolved into the two of us.”
“So, you weren’t looking for the fame and fortune?”
“No. That’s really not my thing. I enjoy the music, the writing. Josh is the one who really lives to perform. And what about you, Amanda Jensen? What do you live for?”
“Right now, my greatest ambition is to show you where the coffee machine is,” she answered lightly, sidestepping his question self-consciously. “Since you’re apparently a coffee drinker, that’ll be our first stop.” Manda proceeded to lead Richard through the Aronson office, pointing out the lunchroom, bathrooms, conference rooms, and other amenities. Their conversation was friendly and light, but no more personal questions were asked. When they returned to the “Special Creative Services” area, as the plaque by the door named Manda and David’s work space, David was there, perched on the edge of the sofa playing a video game on the flat screen.
“Nice to see you hard at work,” Manda teased as they entered.
“Hey, I’ve got to beat your high score,” David retorted, not taking his eyes from the game.
“You wish!”
By the time Lena called to tell them that Josh had arrived, Richard, David, and Manda were all three battling it out on the large television screen and laughing exuberantly. Manda abandoned the game to go retrieve Josh, and returned with him just in time to see Richard defeat David soundly. 
“If I’d known I was missing all the fun, I’d have gotten here sooner,” Josh lamented. 
“You snooze, you lose,” Richard taunted, leaning back on the sofa and folding his hands behind his head.
“Well, since we’re all here now, I suppose we should get to work. We don’t want to take up too much of your time,” David suggested, stowing the video game equipment in the cabinet under the television.
“I reserved the north conference room, but since we’re all comfortable, shall we just do it here?” Manda suggested. 
“I vote for here,” Josh asserted, dropping down onto the sofa beside Richard.
“You won’t get him up now,” Richard said wryly, not looking inclined to move himself, “so we’ll just have to do it here.”
“Then it’s unanimous,” David agreed. 
“Good!” Manda said, kicking off her shoes and retrieving the logo designs from the table. She pulled one of the leather chairs over as well, and then spread the printed pages out on the coffee table. “Here’s what we’ve come up with so far.”
She and David proceeded to point out the strengths of each design, and Richard and Joshua listened carefully, asking questions and offering opinions. Very quickly they narrowed it down to two choices—Manda’s favorite was one of the two. For some reason it seemed to make Josh a little uncomfortable at first, but Richard chuckled with delight and immediately singled it out as his favorite as well, after which Josh visibly relaxed.
“We’ll fine tune these further, using your ideas, and we should have the new designs ready by Tuesday afternoon,” Manda advised when they’d finished discussing the two logos.
“Shall we plan on meeting again on Wednesday then?” Richard asked. He seemed very pleased with what Manda and David had come up with.
“We won’t be in the office on Wednesday,” David informed him before Manda could speak. “Manda has a standing social engagement on Wednesdays. Tuesday afternoon or Thursday would work though.”
“Let’s go for Tuesday afternoon then,” Josh suggested. “The sooner the better, right?”
“Good. I’ll let Jen know so she can join us. Does one-thirty work for everyone?” Manda asked, looking to the three men for confirmation. When they all nodded their approval she wrote a reminder in her notebook. 
“I guess we’re done here then,” David said, leaning back on the sofa beside Josh.
“That was quick. Now what are we supposed to do for the rest of the morning?” Josh sighed. “I thought this would take longer.” He sounded disappointed.
“Now we let these two get back to work without bothering them,” Richard replied. Manda sighed to herself. She wished they didn’t have to leave so soon, but she didn’t have any excuses for them to stay. They were busy men and no doubt had things to do. She knew they had a concert the following night but didn’t know what preparation that might involve.
“Do you have a lot to do to get ready for your concert?” she asked, mostly as an excuse to keep them there a little longer.
“Not really, but that reminds me,” Richard answered. “I wanted to invite the two of you. It’s at eight tomorrow night.” Manda smiled enthusiastically but David grimaced and shook his head.
“Thanks, but I can’t make it,” he declined reluctantly. “Tomorrow is my girlfriend’s birthday and I’m taking her out. I’m really sorry to miss the concert though.” 
Richard looked startled, but Josh grinned. “Have you come up with anything good yet?” he asked David. Then he noticed Richard’s confusion and snorted in amusement. “You thought that David and Manda were a couple, didn’t you? Keep up, Richie! I asked David about that last week. Maybe that was when you two were off getting the pizza though. He told me all about his girlfriend, Stacey, and said he couldn’t think of anything special to do for her birthday. I didn’t realize it was tomorrow, though.”
“I still haven’t come up with anything,” David said with a grimace. “It might just end up being a nice dinner and some flowers.”
Richard cast a sheepish look in Manda’s direction and shrugged. “Sorry. I guess I jumped to the wrong conclusion. I seem to do that often recently.”
Manda smiled. “Don’t feel bad. We get that a lot. His last girlfriend wouldn’t even speak to me.”
“Yeah, that one didn’t last long,” David grumbled. “What was I supposed to do, quit my job? She was completely psycho.”
Manda bit her lip to suppress a laugh. That particular young woman had been extremely threatened by David’s friendship with Manda, and no amount of convincing had been able to persuade her that it was completely platonic. David had grown tired of her paranoid jealousy in short order. Manda liked Stacey though. She was confident enough in her relationship with David to take Manda in stride, and the two women were on friendly terms. Stacey, like David, was gregarious and adventure seeking, making her a good match for him.
“Well, thank you for your understanding. Both of you can bring whoever you’d like, of course,” Richard offered. “We have an entire suite.” Addressing David, he continued. “I’ll tell you what, since you haven’t come up with anything else yet, bring Stacey to the concert. We’ll send a car to pick you up early and, in honor of the occasion, we’ll have dinner catered in for all of you in the suite. Then you can come backstage after the show. Would she like that?”
Manda collapsed back in her chair in a fit of giggles. “You should’ve just gotten the autograph and called it good!” she teased David, using her best “I-told-you-so” voice. He gave her a dirty look but thanked Richard with his next breath.
“She’d love that! Thanks!”
“It’s our pleasure, really. It’s the least we can do. We’ll have a car pick you up at, say, 6:30 then?” David quickly agreed, thanking Richard again.
“Write down your addresses and phone numbers,” Richard instructed David and Manda, “and we’ll take care of everything.” David jotted his information down on a pad of paper and handed it to Manda.
“Thank you, but you really don’t have to do that,” Manda objected self-consciously. “I can drive.” 
“We don’t have to,” Josh agreed, “but we want to.” He smiled his dazzling smile at Manda and she couldn’t help but smile back.
“Just say thank you, Manda,” David said, taking the paper back and adding Manda’s address and phone number below his own and then handing it to Josh. “We’ll see you tomorrow night.”
“Good!” Josh enthused with a satisfied smirk. “Tomorrow night then.”
Richard stood up and shook David’s hand. “I look forward to meeting your Stacey.” Then he turned to Manda. “And I look forward to seeing you tomorrow night, too. The great thing about the suites is that you can enjoy the concert without having to deal with all the humans.” He winked at Manda, causing Joshua to look at him sharply. Manda laughed but, still wary of Josh’s possible interest in her, hoped that the younger man’s disapproving look had nothing of jealousy in it.
David, oblivious to any uncomfortable undercurrents, groaned in dismay. “Oh, please don’t encourage her antisocial behavior!”
“We don’t stand a chance,” Josh commiserated. “Richard would be a hermit if he had his way.”
Richard and Manda rolled their eyes and sighed in unison, then laughed together. David eyed them both and groaned again. “They’re a matched set. Oh, we are in so much trouble!”
“I think you two have heaped enough abuse on Manda and me for one day,” Richard interjected dryly. “Come on, Josh. Let’s get out of their way. We’ll go work on that new song.”
“See ya, guys,” Josh said as he stood and followed Richard to the door. Then, too soon for Manda’s liking, they were gone. She exhaled and dropped onto the sofa, propping her bare feet up on the coffee table, crinkling one of the rejected designs in the process.
“Well, that went well,” David observed, propping his feet up beside Manda’s. “It’s going to be a lot of fun working with those guys.”
“Yeah, they’re really nice,” Manda agreed with a sigh. David eyed her speculatively, but wisely said nothing. “Well, let’s get to work I suppose.”
They each took one of the logo designs and set to work modifying and perfecting. Manda worked on her favorite again, jealously refusing to relinquish control of it. She felt connected to it and had been relieved when Richard singled it out as his favorite. At five o’clock they called it quits. 
“So, are you going to tell Stacey about the concert, or are you going to surprise her?” Manda asked David as they waited for the elevator.
“I think I’ll surprise her. Especially about meeting the guys afterward. Oh! I almost forgot. I left her birthday present on my desk.” The elevator arrived just then. “I have to run back and get it. Don’t wait for me. I’ll see you tomorrow night!” David waved as he dashed back through the glass doors. Manda stepped onto the empty elevator, already looking forward to seeing Richard again. 



 
 
Chapter 4
The roof of the high-rise across the street offered a perfect view of the girl as she left the building and waited for her train. She might be a problem. She was very pretty, in a girl-next-door sort of way. She looked quite young, however. Maybe too young. It was too soon to tell. 
Lizzy, the stage manager, had seemed likely. She was more mature and they shared a common interest in music. But even though they had been thrown into close proximity for quite a long time, she had not turned out to be his type at all. Those months of vigilance had resulted in nothing…which was all for the best. 
The girl boarded the northbound train and disappeared from sight. A quick jump from the rooftop railing and a short dive followed by a gliding descent on black wings to a street light brought the girl back into view through the train window. She was scribbling in a small leather book and paying no attention to the people around her. So unaware.
What were her intentions? Had she been waiting for him in the courtyard that morning, or had it just been an accidental meeting? She’d certainly seemed pleased to see him. That wasn’t unusual, of course. He had thousands of admirers. It could become a problem, however, if they were going to be working together a great deal. 
The train pulled away from the station and picked up speed as it traveled out of the city, but keeping up with it was no problem. It was important to see where the girl lived in order to prepare for any eventuality. Being away from the hotel wasn’t ideal but couldn’t be avoided in this instance. There was probably just enough time before they left for their evening outing to follow her to her house and get back. 
Only one young boy noticed the black bird that shadowed the train all the way from downtown to the suburbs. Everyone else was, as usual, conveniently oblivious.
 



 
 
Chapter 5
At 6:20 the next night, Manda and Katie were dressed and waiting excitedly for the car to pick them up. Katie had stayed over at Manda’s the night before and then the two had spent the day shopping for new outfits for the evening. With Katie’s input, Manda had picked out an expensive pair of slim black jeans, a black silk shirt layered over a deep blue tank and black boots. Katie wore a similar pair of slim jeans, but in faded blue, with a fitted tee shirt and brown leather jacket. Manda had vetoed the precarious high heels her niece had wanted, and instead bought her a pair of leather boots that matched the jacket. Katie had received special dispensation from her mother to wear more makeup than was usually allowed. “Just for this one night? It’s a special occasion!” she had wheedled. As a result, Manda, who always looked young for her age, and Katie, who with the extra makeup appeared considerably older than her 13 years, looked more like sisters than aunt and niece.
When Manda had picked Katie up the night before and given her the news about the concert, Katie had, not surprisingly, been ecstatic. Manda refrained from mentioning the backstage visit though. She knew David wanted to surprise Stacey, and suspected that Katie might let it slip in her excitement.
“Do I look okay?” the younger girl asked, peeking out the window yet again as they waited for the car to arrive.
“You look very pretty, and very grown-up—at least sixteen or...,” Manda didn’t get to finish her sentence. 
“I think the car’s here,” Katie exclaimed, practically dancing with excitement.
Manda looked out the window as a sleek silver Mercedes pulled up to the curb in front of her house. She picked up her small black handbag and quickly checked her reflection in the compact mirror inside.
“You look awesome, Aunt Manda,” Katie assured her, bouncing impatiently by the front door. “Let’s go.”
Manda smiled indulgently, snapped the mirror closed, and slipped it back into her purse. The doorbell rang just as Katie flung open the door.
“I’m here to pick up Ms. Jensen and her guests,” the driver announced politely.
“I’m Amanda Jensen,” Manda informed him, “and it will just be the two of us.” They followed the driver to the car and slid into the spacious backseat as he held the door for them. 
“It’ll be about a twenty minute ride to the arena. I have your tickets here.” He handed Manda a white envelope. “Please help yourself to anything in the bar and enjoy the ride.”
“This is cool,” Katie whispered after he shut the door. Manda winked at her and made a show of cuddling into the plush leather upholstery. 
Katie’s explored the compartments around them until she found the soft drinks. “Can I?”
“Sure,” Manda answered. “Help yourself. And if there’s a bottled water in there, give me one, too.”
Katie handed Manda a bottle of spring water and took a can of cola for herself. She settled into the seat and stretched her booted feet out in front of her. 
”If my friends could see me now,” she sighed. 
Manda reached into her purse and pulled out a small camera. She snapped several quick shots of Katie before stashing it away again.
“You can at least show them the pictures,” she suggested. 
“That’s a good idea,” Katie agreed. She chattered on excitedly about which Rain songs were her favorites, and speculated about which they would sing and how her friends would react when she told them about it. Manda nodded at the appropriate times but was really only half listening, instead mentally replaying her encounter with Richard the morning before. 
Very quickly they arrived at the arena, where numerous vendors created a carnival atmosphere. Eager fans milled around outside the venue’s rows of glass doors, waiting impatiently to get in, though it was still very early. The driver pulled to the curb a few yards from the VIP entrance and walked around to open the door for Manda and Katie. Eyes turned to watch as the two emerged from the limousine, accompanied by a few wolf-whistles.
“Enjoy the concert,” the driver told them. “I’ll be here to take you home afterward. Just call me at this number when you’re ready.” He handed Manda a business card.
“Thank you,” Manda said appreciatively, tucking the card into her purse. She led Katie toward the glass doors, past the waiting crowds and through the VIP entrance. Manda leaned toward Katie and whispered conspiratorially. “I love this part! Straight to the front of the line!”
“Me, too,” Katie whispered back excitedly.
Manda handed their tickets to the gate attendant, who waved them under a scanner and then glanced at them cursorily, already beginning to wave Manda and Katie through with a polite smile. She stopped when she read the suite name, though. “Oh. You’re in the Aspen suite. If you’ll wait here for a moment, someone will escort you.” She motioned to a uniformed man several yards away. The man approached and the attendant gave him quiet instructions that Manda couldn’t hear. The man nodded and stepped away. He spoke quickly into the radio he wore and then nodded at the attendant and to Manda and Katie, and resumed his original position. 
Katie looked at Manda quizzically, but Manda just shrugged and shook her head. She’d attended events in the suites a few times before, as thank you gifts from Mr. Aronson or clients, but she’d never been asked to wait like this. She hoped there wasn’t a problem. 
Within moments a suited man appeared and took the tickets from the attendant. He smiled warmly at Manda and Katie. “Good evening. I apologize for the wait. My name is Jonathan and I’m the suite concierge this evening. It’s my pleasure to escort you up, if you’ll follow me.” He led them to an elevator that was tucked into an inconspicuous corner near the entrance. “You must be Ms. Jensen?” he said, half questioningly. Manda nodded and he smiled and nodded back. “Mr. Ellis and his guest have already arrived.” He took them up in the elevator and out onto the suite-lined concourse that encircled the arena. “The two Mr. Raines have asked that we get you anything you’d like, so please feel free to let me know if you have any requests.”
He stopped outside of a door marked as the Aspen Suite and passed their tickets under the scanner beside it before handing them back to Manda. The lock opened with an electronic buzz and he opened the door to let them in, entering behind them. David and Stacey were standing at the front of the suite overlooking the arena floor, each with a champagne flute in hand. 
“Hi, guys,” Manda greeted, drawing David and Stacey’s attention when she spoke.
“Hey, M. Hi, Katie!” David called across the short distance.
The concierge stepped forward to address them all. “Dinner will be brought in shortly. Please help yourself to the hors d’oeuvres and beverages.” He paused with an uncomfortable look at Manda and Katie. “Mr. Raines has provided champagne for the evening, but....”
Manda smiled. He was very diplomatically trying to ascertain if they were old enough to drink. Katie, of course, wasn’t, and Manda had never developed a taste for alcohol. She let him off the hook.
“We don’t drink, but thank you. We’ll just have soft drinks.” 
 “I can bring you some sparkling juice instead of the champagne if you’d like?” he suggested, undoubtedly grateful to avoid an uncomfortable confrontation.
“That would be perfect,” Manda answered gratefully. “Thank you very much.” He slipped out the door then, leaving the four guests alone.
“Ha! More champagne for us!” David exclaimed with a grin, popping a morsel of food into his mouth. Stacey elbowed him playfully in the ribs and he half choked on the food before he managed to swallow it.
“Take off your jacket and get comfortable, Katie,” David said, when he’d recovered. “Have you ever been in one of the suites before?”
“No, not until now,” Katie replied, taking off her new jacket. She knew David well and had at one time had a crush on him. 
“Then let me give you the guided tour. We can hang your jacket up back here in the closet.” 
Manda left David and Katie to their tour and sat down on a stool next to Stacey. “Happy birthday,” she greeted the other woman. “Did David manage to surprise you?”
“Completely!” Stacey gushed. “This is the best birthday present ever!”
“Whoa! Back up! I never said this was your birthday present,” David interrupted, distracted from his conversation with Katie. “We’ll get to your present after dinner.”
“You mean there’s more?” Stacey asked in delight.
“Of course,” David answered, smoothly pulling a small wrapped package out of his pocket. He sat the flat, rectangular box on the bar in front of Stacey. “But you can’t open it yet.”
Manda smiled, pulling Stacey’s birthday card out of her purse and setting it on the bar beside the box.
“Do I have to wait to open that one, too?” Stacey complained.
Manda glanced at David out of the corner of her eye and he nodded slightly. Manda hadn’t intended to make Stacey wait, but was willing to go along with David.
“Yep. Not until after dinner,” Manda told her. 
Stacey turned to Katie and addressed her mournfully. “These guys are just mean!” 
Katie laughed, and Stacey, unable to maintain her hangdog expression, joined her. There was a firm knock on the door, and it opened to admit several servers and two carts laden with serving dishes. The concierge, Jonathan, followed them in and supervised the transfer of the food onto the serving table that sat against the sidewall of the suite. When everything had been set up to his satisfaction he ushered the servers out and addressed David. 
“Please help yourselves. When you’re ready for dessert, or if there’s anything else you need, let me know. I’ll be right outside.” He indicated an additional bottle that had been placed on ice beside the champagne. “I’ve had them bring some sparkling white grape juice. If you need more of that or more champagne, just ask. Enjoy your dinner.” He smiled and left, closing the door softly behind himself.
“It smells delicious,” Stacey declared, inhaling deeply. 
David started peeking into the dishes, savoring the aromatic steam that escaped. “When I told Richard you liked Italian food, I didn’t think he’d send all the Italian food in the city! There’s some of almost anything you could want here!”
“When did you tell him that?” Manda asked, puzzled. She didn’t recall David ever mentioning anything of the sort.
“I ran into them downstairs when I went out at lunchtime yesterday,” David explained absently, still checking the covered dishes. “They invited me to have lunch with them but I’d already grabbed something after I picked up Stacey’s present. They asked about you too, but I told them you were working through.” 
Manda opened her mouth and then closed it again soundlessly, struggling to keep the disappointment she felt from showing on her face. “Oh,” was all she finally said.
Stacey, however, was more vocal in her shocked dismay. “Why did you do that? I’m sure Manda would rather go to lunch with them than eat at her desk! I’d certainly play hooky from work to meet Richard and Joshua Raines!”
Katie was looking at David in horror and disbelief as well, as if unsure what kind of person would pass up a lunch invitation with her idols. David looked around at the disapproving females in bewilderment.
“But I asked you if you wanted to run out and pick something up with me and you said no!” he defended. 
Stacey put her arms around David’s waist and kissed him on the cheek. “Take my word for it on this; it’s not the same thing at all.” 
David cast a penitent look at Manda. “I’m sorry if I screwed up, M. Stacey doesn’t have me fully trained yet. It’s her fault.” He pulled Stacey closer so she couldn’t get a good angle on her retaliatory punch and she chuckled.
Manda shook her head. “It’s fine. I did tell you I didn’t want to go out. But right now the food is going to get cold, so let’s eat.” Manda firmly pushed away her disappointment over the lost opportunity to enjoy a leisurely lunch with Richard—but it was more difficult than it should have been for a supposedly level-headed person.
They let Stacey fill her plate first, in honor of her birthday. Manda sampled a little of everything and was too full by the time she did that to go back and try more of her favorites. 
“That was so good,” Stacey raved, pushing her plate to the side. 
“What’s for desert?” Katie asked enthusiastically, eliciting groans from both Manda and Stacey.
“Let’s find out,” David suggested. He walked to the door and stuck his head out. Manda could hear him talking in a low voice, and then he shut the door and returned to his stool. “They’ll bring it right in. Anybody want some more champagne or juice?” he asked, refilling his own glass.
“I’m good for now,” Manda refused, but Stacey and Katie each took refills. Manda strolled to the front of the suite and looked out over the arena. The seats had filled up while they were eating and the noise level had increased accordingly. She checked her watch and anticipation fluttered in her stomach. Katie came to stand beside her, a glass of sparkling juice in hand, and examined the round stage in the center of the arena floor. 
“These are awesome seats, Aunt Manda. We’ll be able to see everything. How much longer until it starts?”
“About fifteen minutes,” Manda replied. She heard the door open at the back of the suite and looked over her shoulder to see Jonathan directing one of the servers to place a small but elegant birthday cake onto the bar. 
“Is there anything else you need right now?” Jonathan asked.
“No, we’re fine, thank you very much,” David assured him, and Jonathan excused himself and slipped out.
“Can I open my presents now?” Stacey pleaded, picking up David’s present.
“Yes, now you may open your presents,” David intoned, like a king granting a favor. Stacey wasted no time ripping the paper from the package to reveal the black velvet box inside. David had shown Manda the gift the day before, right after he’d picked it up. Stacey flipped open the lid and delightedly turned the box around to show Manda and Katie the gold charm bracelet in the satin-lined box.
“It’s beautiful! Thank you!” Stacey gushed, removing the bracelet from the box and fastening it around her wrist. She kissed David enthusiastically, and then admired the bracelet on her arm again.
“Open Aunt Manda’s card now,” Katie prompted eagerly, handing it to her.
Stacey, happy to comply, slid her finger under the flap and tore open the envelope. She smiled as she read the comical card Manda had made for her, and then opened the smaller envelope that held the gift card to a boutique that Manda knew she liked. Her eyes widened when she saw the amount on the card and she hugged a startled Manda.
“Oh, you shouldn’t have! You really, really shouldn’t have, Manda!”
“I figured you deserved it for putting up with David,” Manda joked, downplaying the gift. “Happy birthday.”
“Thank you,” Stacey replied earnestly. Before she could continue the crowd in the arena roared and the group in the suite turned as one toward the stage. 
The opening band had just appeared. It was a group that Manda had heard of but wasn’t very familiar with. David, Stacey, and Katie knew them well, however, and dessert was forgotten while the band played.
At the end of the performance, as the group left the stage to the sound of enthusiastic applause, Manda stood and stretched. She had, it turned out, recognized several of the group’s songs. David had occasionally played them at work.
“They were great,” David enthused.
“Yeah, they were pretty good,” Manda agreed. “Shall we cut the cake now?”
“Yes, definitely,” Stacey said. “It’ll take them a while to reset the stage anyway.”
Katie groaned unhappily. Manda sympathized. Rain couldn’t take the stage soon enough for her. Her appreciation of the opening band had been diminished by her eagerness to see Richard and Josh perform.
“Come help me cut the cake,” Manda suggested to her niece. The busier they stayed the quicker the time would pass. Katie jumped up to join her, taking pieces to David and Stacey as Manda cut them. Katie took a large piece for herself and Manda took a small one. After two bites she found she wasn’t hungry and pushed the cake around on her plate idly until David finally took it away from her and threw it in the trash.
“For Pete’s sake, Manda! You’re worse than Katie,” he accused. Katie was prowling the suite like a nervous cat. She’d eaten her cake quickly, and then returned to her seat in the front box. After a few minutes she’d grown restless and wandered to the bar, where she’d flipped through the channels on the flat screen television there before returning to her seat. Now she was alternating between surfing the Internet on the suite’s computer and sitting restlessly, watching the crowd.
“But I’m just sitting here quietly,” Manda protested.
“Exactly. We’ve been talking to you for the last ten minutes and you haven’t heard a word,” he told her, exasperated.
“Sorry,” Manda apologized sheepishly. “What were you saying?”
“I was just warning you that two of the guys in the next suite are checking out Katie.”
 “Hmmmm” Manda responded with a frown. She dropped her chin and tilted her head, letting her hair swing forward to hide her face from the occupants of the adjacent suite. She peered through the curtain of hair, watching as two men in their early twenties leaned on the low wall that divided the boxes at the front of the two suites. Katie was focused on the stage, waiting for Richard and Josh to appear, and was as yet unaware of the men’s interest. She wouldn’t remain oblivious for long, however, as one of the men was apparently badgering the other to speak to her. “I’ll go run interference,” Manda growled, all of her protective instincts toward her niece coming into play. She strolled to the front row and took the seat beside Katie, between her niece and the two men. She very casually ignored them, angling her body toward Katie and engaging her in conversation.
“It shouldn’t be too much longer,” she assured her niece. “Are you having fun so far?”
“Yes! Thanks for bringing me!” Katie enthused.
“Excuse me,” a man said behind Manda. One of the men had finally worked up the nerve to speak. Manda pretended not to hear, turning instead to address Stacey. She and David had taken seats in the second row, behind and to one side of Katie and Manda. 
“How about you, Stacey? Are you having fun?”
“Definitely,” Stacey responded excitedly.
“Excuse me,” the man said, louder this time.
“So, did you get enough to eat?” Manda asked Katie, still refusing to acknowledge Katie’s admirer.
“Um, yeah, I guess so,” Katie answered, looking past Manda toward the man and then back to Manda and clearly wondering why her aunt was ignoring him. Almost at once Manda felt the tap on her shoulder she’d been half waiting for. It seemed they weren’t going to give up easily. She turned, pasting a look of wide-eyed surprise on her face.
“Yes?” she said innocently. She heard David grunt in annoyance behind her, but didn’t turn around.
“Hello,” the young man greeted her, smiling. His grinning companion eyed her appreciatively. “We were wondering if you and your friends would like to join us over here for the rest of the show. We’re having a little party and we have room for four more.”
Manda doubted that. Their suite looked quite crowded and she was thankful for the roominess they themselves were enjoying. “Thank you, but we already have seats here. Have fun and enjoy the show though. I hear that this band is supposed to be pretty good.” She gave them a dismissive smile and turned back to Katie. From the corner of her eye she could see David turn his head away, biting his lip to suppress his laughter. He was always inordinately amused when she gave men the brush off. She was never sure why.
The men in the neighboring suite were persistent, however. Since the first one had struck out, the second was taking a turn at bat.
“Maybe the two of us could come over there and join you then. We could even things up, men to women. You look like you have plenty of room.”
Manda grimaced at Katie before turning back to face the second man. Judging by their pick-up lines, these two might not be bright enough to take a hint.
“No, thank you,” she said, letting her annoyance show clearly. “We’re fine as we are.” 
“Oh, well...,” the man began, obviously unsure what approach to take now.
The arena lights dimmed just then and the stage was plunged into darkness. She didn’t have to feign distraction as she dismissed the two men. 
“Well, enjoy the concert,” she said absently, and leaned forward on the front railing beside Katie, all thought of the men vanishing.
After a few moments, during which the crowd roared in anticipation, the opening piano chords of a song sounded from the darkness. Drums joined in as a single spotlight illuminated the middle of the empty stage, where a large circular hole darkened its center. As the crowd screamed its approval, a rotating platform rose into the opening, lifting Richard and Josh into view. Richard was seated at a black piano, while Josh stood on the opposite side of the platform. As they became visible, Josh began to sing, his clear voice joining the piano and drums.
Manda was immediately enthralled and the evening sped by too quickly. Richard alternated between piano and guitar, while Josh sang most of the lead vocals and played guitar as well. Their music was an eclectic mix, ranging from slow ballads to aggressive, guitar-driven rock songs, and spanning a wide range in between. The common thread throughout all of the songs, however, was the beautifully written and performed lyrics. While Josh sang most often, Richard lent his voice to a number of songs. Josh’s voice was warm and pure with an amazing range. Richard’s voice, on the other hand, was richer and deeper than his brother’s, and while he lacked Joshua’s vocal range, he was even more expressive. Of the two, Manda preferred Richard’s voice.
Manda was disappointed when, after two hours, the brothers finally left the stage. She and Katie both waited eagerly for an encore and were thrilled when the brothers returned, Richard on piano and Josh on drums, to perform Resolute, one of Manda’s favorite songs. They were joined by an extensive complement of musicians, including a sizable strings section. After several bars, Richard began to sing, his voice a moody growl. Josh drove the music forward with a thundering drumbeat, which was echoed by both bass and lead guitars, as well as the strings. Richard’s hands danced across the keys as he sang—the piano weaving a haunting melody around the pulsing beat as the tension built. As the insistent rhythm of the song finally reached a crescendo, his voice soared and a chill raced through Manda. After the music faded away and applause shook the floor under Manda’s feet, Richard and Josh took a final bow in front of the piano and then disappeared below the stage on the revolving platform, waving as they descended. Manda leaned back in her seat, breathless.
“That was beyond awesome!” Katie bubbled, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “Josh is so amazing, don’t you think?”
Josh was definitely attractive and talented, but in Manda’s opinion, he was overshadowed by his older brother. She decided to be diplomatic.
“They are both pretty incredible, aren’t they? And they’re both really funny and nice, too.”
“When will I get to meet them? Will they be at your office this week?” Katie asked eagerly. 
Manda sighed and glanced back at David, who was smiling smugly. “What do you think, David? Do you think we might be able to arrange for Katie and Stacey to meet them soon?”
David glanced over his shoulder toward the door before shrugging and replying noncommittally, “I don’t know. We’ll have to wait and see.”
“I would love to meet them!” Stacey giggled enthusiastically. “That would have been a great birthday present!”
A firm knock on the door of their suite interrupted their conversation.
“Excuse me. I’m sorry to interrupt,” Jonathan said from the half-open door. “Mr. Raines—Richard that is—has asked me to escort you backstage whenever you’re ready.” 
Stacey beamed at David. “Did you know about this beforehand?”
“Of course. Happy Birthday!” he replied with a self-satisfied smile.
Jonathan took them on a winding course through the departing crowd to the same elevator they had ridden up in. Katie was all but dancing as she skipped along impatiently behind David and Stacey.
“You two are sneaky!” she accused Manda and David. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”
“It was Richard’s idea. You should thank him,” David informed her as the elevator doors opened and Jonathan ushered them inside. The concierge waved an access card in front of a black panel beside the buttons and then pushed a button marked “S1.” The elevator car descended quickly.
When the door opened again, Jonathan led them out into the unadorned, utilitarian service level of the arena. The floors were plain concrete, the walls brick and white painted cinderblock. People hurried back and forth, busy with their various tasks, and the small party had to dodge wheeled equipment crates several times. After guiding them through a small maze of corridors, Jonathan ushered them into a roomy lounge.
“Richard and Joshua will join you shortly. Make yourself at home and help yourself to refreshments,” he said, indicating a table against one wall that was laden with a variety of beverages and snacks. “Enjoy the rest of your evening.”
“Thank you for everything,” David said, shaking Jonathan’s hand. “We’ve had a fantastic night.”
“It’s been my pleasure,” Jonathan replied with a smile, and left them alone.
David took a soft drink and made himself comfortable in an armchair. Stacey and Katie paced restlessly, both too excited to sit. Manda helped herself to a bottle of water from the table and forced herself to sit down and at least try to look cool and collected, though she was anything but. Her heart was racing. Though she’d grown relatively comfortable with Richard and Josh at the office, the thought of seeing them again in full rockstar mode, after they had just performed in front of thousands of fans, was a little intimidating. She sipped her water and concentrated on not fidgeting. 
“You look really nice tonight, M,” David said. “New outfit maybe?” He raised his eyebrows meaningfully. 
“Aunt Manda and I went shopping today,” Katie informed him, happily. “She bought me a new outfit, too.” Katie’s face abruptly fell. “Oh, no! I left my jacket in the suite! Aunt Manda! My new jacket!” she wailed.
“It’s okay, don’t worry!” Manda soothed. “We’ll just go back and get it. No big deal.” She stood up and gave Katie a reassuring hug. 
“If we go upstairs we won’t be able to get back here unescorted. You guys stay here,” David instructed. “I’ll go. I’ll find someone who can track down Jonathan for me and see if he can’t help us out.”
“Thanks, David,” Katie said gratefully. “I’ll come with you.”
“Sure,” David replied. “You don’t have to though. Wouldn’t you rather wait here?”
“No, it’s okay. It’s my fault. I’ll come.”
“Okay. Let’s hurry then,” David said. “We’ll be right back,” he tossed over his shoulder as he led Katie from the room.
“He’s such a doll,” Stacey said as she perched on the arm of one of the chairs near Manda. 
“He really is,” Manda agreed. “You two make a nice couple,” she added sincerely.
“He really loves working with you, you know.” Stacey confided. “He thinks of you like a little sister.”
“Little sister? But I’m two months older than he is!” Manda laughed. “We do have a lot of fun at work though.”
“So, what’s it been like, working with Rain?” Stacey asked, leaning toward Manda eagerly. “When I ask David he just says it’s ‘okay,’ like it’s just another day at the office.”
“They’re really easy to work with. In a way, David’s right. It is kind of like just another day at the office. There hasn’t been any major drama or anything like that. It’s been really nice.” Manda’s answer was casual and light—never mind the butterflies she got every time she saw Richard. It was just a little crush. “Besides, we’ve only had two meetings with them so far.”
“Oh, come on! They’re rich, famous, and gorgeous! Definitely not just another day at the office,” Stacey said skeptically.
“They don’t act like it, though,” Manda explained. “They’re both really down to earth and nice. You’ll see.”
Stacey smiled in anticipation and began to pace again. “Katie must be in seventh heaven. I’m surprised you didn’t bring Robbie too. Won’t he be jealous?” 
“No, I introduced him to some of the Broncos a few months ago when we were doing some work for them. This makes them even.”
“Katie’s really grown up a lot since I saw her last. She’s gotten so tall!”
“She’s taller than me now,” Manda sighed. “My sister, Emily, says the boys are starting to call, too. Andy, my brother-in-law, doesn’t like that at all!” Manda chuckled.
“Well, he’d better get used to it I think,” Stacey grinned. “She’s very pretty. She looks a lot like you.”
Manda blushed and took a drink of water.
Stacey laughed and sat back down on the arm of the chair. “So, why didn’t you bring Robbie tonight?”
“Oh, he’s camping. He won’t be back until tomorrow afternoon. He’s been...”
Manda was interrupted by the entrance of Richard and Josh. Both were wearing jeans and t-shirts and their hair was damp. Stacey froze. Her eyes were as wide as saucers. 
“Hi, Manda!” Josh greeted with a pleased smile. 
“Hi, Josh,” Manda said, standing and returning his smile. “This is Stacey Johnson, David’s girlfriend. Stacey, this is Josh Raines.”
Josh offered his hand to Stacey. “I’m very pleased to meet you, Stacey. David told me a lot about you.” Stacey shook his hand timidly, with a stunned look on her face.
Richard, who had entered behind Josh, smiled at Manda and a wave of warmth washed through her. “Richard, this is Stacey. Stacey, this is Richard,” she said a little breathlessly.
Richard turned his smile toward Stacey and shook her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Stacey. Happy birthday.”
“Thank you,” Stacey beamed, recovering her composure. She shook Richard’s hand, taking a step closer to him. Manda noticed that she didn’t release his hand. “And thank you for dinner.”
“You’re quite welcome,” Richard replied. “Just a little something to make up for taking up so much of David’s time lately.”
He extracted his hand smoothly from Stacey’s grasp and took a step closer to Manda. Stacey shadowed him and he glanced down at the blonde woman, amused.
“Where’s David?” Josh asked. He took a bottle of water from the table. “And your date?”
“Well, Katie left her jacket in the suite and she and David went to see about getting it back,” Manda explained. “They should be back soon.”
“Your niece, Katie?” Richard asked, smiling at Manda again.
“Yes. I had to bring her, of course. I couldn’t jeopardize my status as ‘best aunt in the world’ after all. I think you helped me secure a place in the hall of fame tonight.” 
“Glad I could help,” Richard chuckled. He looked toward the door then, a fraction of a second before David and Katie walked through. “There they are now.” Josh crossed the room to greet David, and then turned his brilliant smile on Katie as David introduced her. The girl looked star struck. As Manda had suspected, Katie melted in the face of Josh’s charm.
“That’s your niece?” Richard asked, surprised. “How old is she?”
“Thirteen,” Manda answered. 
Richard cleared his throat and Josh turned to look at him quizzically before turning back to Katie. “She looks much older than thirteen,” Richard said quietly to Manda. Josh nodded at something David or Katie said that Manda must have missed. 
“I know,” Manda sighed. “Thankfully, she’s very level-headed. Smart, too.” Josh, David, and Katie joined the rest of the group, gathered around the coffee table. Richard positioned himself to Manda’s left, while Katie stood to her right. 
After introducing Katie to Richard, Manda asked her niece if they had found Jonathan.
“Yes,” Katie replied happily. “David found someone with a radio who called him and he said he’d bring my jacket to us here.”
“Did he take good care of you?” Richard asked, shaking David’s hand.
“The best. Thanks,” David answered. “It’s been a great evening.”
“Did you like the concert?” Josh asked Manda eagerly.
“It was amazing!” Manda told him honestly. “You guys are incredible.”
Katie giggled. “When Richard sang Resolute it gave Aunt Manda chills,” she said with a grin.
“Katie!” Manda protested, blushing and elbowing Katie. 
“Well, it did! I saw you shiver,” Katie persisted mischievously. David, as was often the case, laughed at Manda’s discomfort.
“Thank you,” Richard told Manda solemnly. “That’s quite a compliment.”
Stacey, who was still keeping close to Richard, leaned toward him attentively. David rolled his eyes at her and gave Richard an apologetic shrug behind his girlfriend’s back. Richard suppressed a grin and edged a little further away from her.
“Would you guys like us to show you around?” Josh asked. 
Katie jumped at the invitation. “That would be cool!”
“Sure,” David agreed. “Stace?” 
“Definitely!” Stacey said eagerly.
“Manda?” Richard asked, looking down at her with questioning blue eyes.
“Someone should wait here for Jonathan. If you guys want to go, I’ll wait.”
“I wouldn’t hear of it. Why don’t we let the others go explore and I’ll wait here with you. We can catch up with them after we get Katie’s jacket back,” Richard suggested and pleasure filled Manda at the thought of having him to herself for a little while. 
“Oh, well I can wait here with you guys,” Stacey quickly offered. Annoyance flashed across Manda’s face for an instant before she could suppress it.
David sighed and put a hand on his girlfriend’s arm, drawing her away from Richard. “No, you can’t. You’re coming with me.” He led her toward the door before leaning close and whispering into her ear. Manda couldn’t hear what he said, but Richard chuckled and when Stacey looked back at the two of them she was blushing.
Stacey laughed self-consciously and twined her arm through David’s. “Well, I wouldn’t want to get you fired. Let’s go.”
Richard laughed louder and Manda shot David’s back a dirty look, mentally promising serious reprisals on Monday. 
Josh, suppressing a grin of his own, bowed playfully to Katie, wrapped his arm through hers, and escorted her to the door. “Catch up to us when you can,” he called, and then turned his attention back to Katie. “So what grade are you...” His words were cut off as the door swung shut behind them, leaving Manda alone with Richard.
“Shall we sit while we wait?” Richard asked, gesturing to a small table and chairs in one corner of the room. “Can I get you something to eat?”
Manda groaned as she followed Richard to the table. “No more food, thanks. The dinner you sent was too good and I ate way too much! If you want to eat, don’t let me stop you though.”
“I’m glad you liked it,” Richard said, pulling out a chair for Manda. “I will grab myself something. I’m always starving after a concert. I don’t like to eat beforehand. Nerves.” He made sure Manda was settled and then helped himself to a plate of food and a bottle of water and took the seat across from her.
“So, there’s no doubt that Katie’s your niece. She looks just like you,” Richard commented as he sat down.
“That’s what my sister says. Apparently, she acts a lot like me, too,” Manda laughed. “I’m not sure if that’s supposed to be a good thing or not.”
Richard swallowed the bite of food he’d just taken and grinned. “I’m sure it’s a very good thing,” he assured her. He took a drink of water and then asked, “Does your sister live around here then?”
“Yes, they live less than a mile from me.”
“That’s nice. Family is important. Do you have any other brothers or sisters?”
“No, just Emily. David’s the closest thing I ever had to a brother,” Manda answered, and then, in a menacing undertone, added, “though I may disown him after tonight.”
Richard cast a puzzled look in her direction, but didn’t ask what she meant. “What about your parents?” he asked instead. “Do they live nearby, too?”
“No,” Manda answered quietly, “my parents died when I was seventeen.”
Richard was immediately sympathetic. “I’m sorry, Manda. We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”
“No, it’s okay. You and Josh, of all people, would understand. My parents were killed in a car wreck, just like yours.”
“I’m so sorry,” Richard said softly.
“It was a long time ago.” Manda toyed with the water bottle in her hands. She changed the subject to something lighter, less personal. “So, where’s your next concert?”
“This is the last one for this tour. We always finish up in Denver. I’m not sure how or why, but it’s become sort of a tradition.” Richard twirled a carrot stick between his fingers. “Now we can relax for a while. Work on our new songs. And of course, be at your beck and call for our little project.”
Manda grinned wickedly. “Wow. I’ve never had a pair of rock stars at my beck and call before.”
“Well, it’s a big responsibility. Try not to let it go to your head,” Richard admonished with mock severity.
“I promise to only use my power for good,” Manda replied solemnly, “except on the weekends, when my evil side sometimes gets the better of me.”
Richard’s unrestrained laughter was contagious, and Manda couldn’t keep a straight face anymore. When Jonathan walked in, Katie’s leather jacket in hand, he found the two of them laughing exuberantly.
“Excuse me,” he said when their laughter died down. “I have the jacket that was left behind.”
Richard stood immediately and crossed the room the take it from him. “Thank you, Jonathan,” he said, shaking the man’s hand. “I really appreciate it. And thank you for taking good care of my friends tonight. I can’t tell you how grateful I am.”
“It’s always a pleasure, Richard. Is there anything else I can do for you?.”
Richard looked questioningly at Manda and she shook her head. “I think we should be able to fend for ourselves now. Are you taking off soon?”
“I’ll be leaving in about half an hour,” Jonathan replied.
“We’re having our wrap party tonight at the Ritz-Carlton. Why don’t you come by when you get off?” Richard invited. “Bring your wife if you’d like. It’ll be a lot of fun. Josh and I will be there later.”
Jonathan beamed in happy surprise. “Thanks! I think I will. She would love that!”
“Good!” Richard said, genuinely pleased. “Be sure and introduce me to her.”
“I will. I’ll see you later, then.” He smiled at Manda. “I enjoyed meeting you, Miss Jensen.”
“It was very nice to meet you. Thank you again for everything,” Manda said.
When Jonathan had gone, Manda looked up at Richard apologetically. “We’re keeping you from your party.”
“Not at all,” Richard denied, shaking his head. “It won’t really get started for a while yet. Everybody’s still getting things wrapped up here. Besides, we were hoping you would come. Why don’t we go track down the others? I can show you around while we look for them.”
Richard guided Manda through the confusing bustle in the service corridors with a hand on her arm. He pointed out various things, offering explanations and introductions several times, but Manda was distracted by the feel of his hand, the sound of his voice, and his heart-stopping smile. She smiled back and made the appropriate comments, but couldn’t have made heads or tails of what he’d shown her afterward. Seeing that she wasn’t really interested, he soon skipped the explanations completely and they chatted companionably as they searched for the others. By the time they caught up with Josh, Richard had quizzed Manda on her childhood, growing up in Colorado, and knew the names of every pet she’d ever had.
Josh had taken the others to the stage in the center of the arena floor. He and David were sitting on the edge with their feet dangling over the side while Stacey and Katie were standing in the center, gazing around the arena and talking animatedly.
Crews were removing the seats from the arena floor as Richard led Manda past them toward the stage. Already the platform was empty, with all of the instruments and equipment dismantled and carried away. Richard led Manda around the stage to where David and Josh sat. Katie and Stacey saw them coming and were waiting there as well, with Stacey sitting cross-legged beside David and Katie dangling her feet over the edge beside Josh. 
A crew of men began to dismantle the stage, carrying it away in pieces. They started on the side farthest from Manda’s small group but were quickly closing in.
“I was beginning to wonder where you two were,” Josh remarked. 
“I gave Manda the grand tour,” Richard said with a shrug. “I hope you had fun without us.”
 “I was just telling Josh that it’s getting late and we don’t want to hold you guys up all night. Thanks for the tour though,” David said, hopping down off of the edge of the stage.
“You’re not holding us up at all,” Josh said, dropping down beside him and turning to help Katie. “We just have a party to go to now, but you guys are more than welcome to come along.”
“Nothing too rowdy,” Richard assured them, handing Katie her jacket. “It’s at the Ritz-Carlton. Food, drink, music. It usually turns into a jam session. We reserve a block of rooms for the night so that anyone who’s had too much to drink doesn’t have to drive. It’s not really that kind of party though. Josh and I don’t drink at all and everyone who works with us knows not to push it. The food and the music will be good.”
“We can go, can’t we?” Stacey pleaded, clutching David’s shoulders. David held her waist as she slid off the edge of the stage and immediately bounced excitedly on the balls of her feet.
“I don’t see why not. Sounds like fun. How about you guys, Manda?”
Katie waited for Manda’s answer so hopefully that Manda winced.
“No. We’d better go home. Emily would kill me,” she said regretfully.
“But I’m spending the night at your house. She’d never even know,” Katie argued.
“Katherine Holly Derosier! I am not going to lie or try to hide things from your mother, and neither are you!” Manda scolded.
Katie’s eyes brimmed with tears and she busied herself with putting on her jacket while wiping at her eyes surreptitiously.
“So much for my place in the hall of fame,” Manda said softly to Richard, regretting her sharp words.
“No, you’re right. She really is too young. I’m sorry,” Richard said apologetically.
“It’s okay, Katie,” Josh said, trying to cheer her up. “We’ll all go do something another time. I promise.”
“Would that be okay?” Richard asked Manda. “Don’t let him commit you to anything you don’t want to do.”
“No, that would be nice.” Manda said gratefully. 
“Thanks, Aunt Manda!” Katie said, hugging her tightly, her tears forgotten. “And you’re right,” she admitted. “Mom would’ve had a fit.”
“Well, we don’t have to go right now. We can stay here for a while,” Richard offered. 
“No, it really is late. We’d better go,” Manda declined reluctantly.
“Your driver’s waiting for you, isn’t he?” Richard asked.
“Yes. He left me his number to call when we’re ready to go.” Manda dug in her purse and pulled out the card.
“May I?” Richard said, holding out his hand. Manda handed him the card and he stepped away, pulling his phone from his pocket and dialing the number.
“You guys have a car tonight too, right?” Josh asked David and Stacey.
“Yeah,” David replied. “I should call him, too.”
“Call him and send him home. The four of us can ride over together in our car.”
“Sounds good,” David said and extracted his phone and a business card from his pocket and walked a short distance away with Stacey to make the call.
“I’m sorry you guys can’t come tonight, Manda,” Josh lamented. “It’s been fun. We’ll see you on Tuesday though, right?”
“Definitely,” Manda agreed with a smile. 
“Shall we plan on lunch on Tuesday, too?” Richard asked, handing Manda back the driver’s card and slipping his phone back into his pocket. “That is if you and David are free? Or just you, if David’s busy.”
“That works for me,” Manda accepted, unable to suppress a thrill of pleasure.
“Excellent idea, big brother,” Josh remarked, clapping a hand to Richard’s shoulder.
“I thought so,” Richard agreed smugly. Manda laughed and Richard winked at her. “Your driver should be waiting by the time we get there. I told him to come around to the back and meet us. Our car should be there too, so we can all walk out together.”
“Thank you,” Manda said, touched by Richard’s thoughtfulness. She wasn’t used to being taken care of but Richard had managed to do just that all evening, even while performing in front of thousands of people.
Richard’s eyes locked with hers. “As always, it is my very great pleasure, Amanda Jensen.” Completely disconcerted, Manda blinked and looked away self-consciously.
Richard and Josh led the group back through the wide passages and narrow corridors of the building, exiting into an underground loading dock. The silver Mercedes that Manda and Katie had arrived in waited next to a matching black one.
“Your chariot awaits,” Richard said, opening the back door of the silver car. “Thanks for coming tonight, Manda.” He smiled at her warmly and Manda’s pulse quickened. He turned to Katie then. “It was a pleasure to finally meet you, Katie. I look forward to seeing you again.”
“Thank you for inviting us,” Katie said, suddenly shy, and climbed into the car. She leaned back out the door at the last moment, however, and waved at Josh. “Bye, Josh! See ya!” she called, and then ducked quickly back into the dark interior of the limousine.
“Well, thanks again for everything. I guess I’ll see you guys on Tuesday,” Manda said as she slid into the plush leather seat beside Katie.
“If not before,” Josh said with a wave.
“Sweet dreams, ladies,” Richard said, and closed the door behind Manda.



 
 
Chapter 6
Manda did have sweet dreams that night. In her dreams, Richard sang love songs to her. In her dreams, he was Prince Charming, come to sweep her off of her feet. And in her dreams, he held her in his arms and kissed her. 
Manda woke with her pulse racing and groaned in dismay. She had to get a grip. She was letting her very active imagination lead her straight for trouble. She liked Richard a great deal—more than she should—but she couldn’t allow her little crush to cloud her good judgment. She had to work with the two brothers after all. She couldn’t read more into Richard’s natural kindness and generosity than was really there. She would just disappoint and humiliate herself—and embarrass him—if she deluded herself into believing that he had any romantic interest in her. Grow up! she scolded herself. You can’t go falling in love with the charming rock star just because he’s nice to you. Don’t be that girl.
Manda got out of bed, giving up on sleep and the possibility of even more inappropriate dreams about her newest client. After letting Katie sleep late, she took her out for brunch and then drove her niece home. Restless, Manda decided to expend her excess energy on a bike ride. The day was sunny and warm and she took her time, enjoying the waning summer while she had the chance. She followed the bike path near her house for miles as it traced the nearby creek and meandered through towering cottonwood trees. By the time she got home she felt much more relaxed and prepared to deal with Richard Raines on a purely professional level.
Manda worked in her yard for the rest of the afternoon and by dinnertime she was exhausted. She curled up in bed with a book after a light dinner and was asleep before she finished the first page. She dreamed of Richard again.
Manda woke early again on Monday. It was still dark out when she abandoned all thought of going back to sleep and got up. She was too wide awake to even entertain the thought of staying in bed. She showered and dressed in jeans and a turquoise blouse, then made her bed and tidied up a little, trying to fill the time. All too soon, however, she was standing in her living room with nothing left to do but have breakfast and go to work. I could have breakfast downtown again, she thought. Maybe I’ll run into Richard. Hearing her own thoughts, she frowned. She was doing it again. But I eat in the plaza all the time. Why should I stop just because I might see Richard? I have to work with the man. I can’t very well start trying to avoid him.
Having successfully rationalized her decision, Manda collected her things and caught the train. She arrived downtown much earlier than she had on Friday and soothed her guilty conscience by supposing that she could have her breakfast and head upstairs before Richard was even out of bed. Her half-formed plan was short lived. She’d just stepped off of the train when she heard a voice calling her name. Half hoping and half dreading that she would see Richard, she turned around and was surprised to see Josh running toward her instead. He was wearing track pants, a t-shirt, and running shoes, and his shoulder-length, light brown hair was damp with sweat.
“Hey, Manda!” he greeted her exuberantly. “You’re out and about early today.”
Manda laughed. “So are you. Richard said you weren’t a morning person.”
“Well, since I missed all the fun on Friday morning, I decided I’d start. Have you had breakfast yet? I’m starving.” Josh took Manda’s computer bag from her and slung it over his shoulder as they crossed the street toward the tree-filled plaza where she’d encountered Richard the Friday before.
“No, I was planning on picking something up down here,” Manda admitted.
“Have breakfast with us,” Josh suggested eagerly. “That is if you can wait fifteen minutes while I get cleaned up.”
“Well, I don’t...” Manda began, but Josh quickly cut her off.
“Please, Manda? You’re much prettier than Richard and Mikey. I could use some fresh company.” His blue eyes, a few shades darker than Richard’s, were pleading. 
It occurred to Manda that Josh and Richard might not know many people in Denver, and their celebrity could make it difficult for them to move about freely, keeping them somewhat trapped in their hotel. 
“I’d love to have breakfast with you,” Manda decided. 
“Good!” Josh said, leading her toward the hotel entrance. “Come on upstairs while I shower. Mikey and Richard are waiting for me.”
“But,” Manda protested, lagging behind, “I can wait here. Who’s Mikey?”
“Mikey’s our manager,” Josh informed her. “I’ll introduce you. It’s okay, Manda. It’s a suite, so it’s not like you’ll be in my bedroom or anything. There’s no need for you to wait down here by yourself.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her forward eagerly.
Manda let herself be pulled along. Josh’s boyish enthusiasm was endearing. Katie was completely infatuated with him after Saturday’s concert. She’d talked about him incessantly on Sunday.
“Katie had a great time on Saturday night,” she offered, as Josh led her onto an elevator. “She has a huge crush on you, you know. And if you tell her I said that I’ll have to hurt you.”
Josh laughed. “She’s a great kid. Too bad she’s not a few years older. She’s going to be a real heartbreaker, just like her aunt.”
“You are too kind, Mr. Raines,” Manda said lightly. He still held her hand and she pulled it away, using the excuse of adjusting her purse strap. “Did you guys have a good time at the party?” she asked, deliberately changing the subject.
“Yeah. It’s always fun. We didn’t stay for the whole thing but we had a lot of fun with David and Stacey, at least until David had a little too much to drink and Stacey made him leave,” Josh informed her with a grin, but then he rushed to reassure her she frowned. “Richard called a car for them, so he didn’t drive. We left right after that. I wish you could have come.”
The elevator doors opened and Josh retrieved Manda’s hand and led her to the end of the corridor. He opened the door there with his keycard and poked his head in through a narrow gap.
“Is everyone decent? I brought company,” he called loudly. Without waiting for a response he pushed the door open the rest of the way and led Manda in.
The room was large, with windows that faced the northwest. A dining table and chairs occupied one end of the room, a desk sat against a wall, and the center of the room was arranged as a seating area, with a sofa, coffee table, and several armchairs. A man that Manda didn’t know was seated at the dining table, drinking from a coffee cup. He stood when Josh led Manda into the room.
“Manda, this is Michael Eberhardt, our manager,” Josh introduced, dropping Manda’s computer bag onto one end of the sofa. “Mikey, this is Amanda Jensen. She’s the creative director who’s handling the work for the foundation.” 
“I’m pleased to meet you, Manda. You can call me Mikey. Everyone does.” Mikey was an average looking man, of medium build, probably around forty years old. He wore simple khaki pants and a polo shirt. Manda shook the hand he offered.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, too,” Manda responded with a shy smile.
“This is a pleasant surprise on a Monday morning,” a familiar voice said behind Manda. She turned and found herself staring up into Richard’s laughing eyes. “Good morning, Manda.”
“Good morning,” Manda breathed, again taken off-guard by the effect he had on her.
“I found her downstairs and talked her into having breakfast with us. I have to take a quick shower first, so don’t let her get away,” Josh told Richard and disappeared through a door.
“Were you downstairs annoying the squirrels again?” Richard asked, indicating with his hand that Manda should have a seat on the sofa and then taking the chair across from her.
“No. Josh accosted me when I got off the train,” Manda clarified with a grin. “I never even made it as far as the squirrels.”
“Did you have trouble sleeping again?” Manda didn’t know why she was so surprised by the honest concern in Richard’s question. He had repeatedly shown himself to be unusually thoughtful and considerate.
“I think I just fell asleep too early last night. I woke up and couldn’t go back to sleep this morning,” she admitted dismissively. “I was surprised to see Josh so early, though.”
“Well, if having breakfast with you is his reward for getting up with the chickens, I imagine he may just make a habit of it.”
Mikey strolled over with his cup in hand, and leaned on the back of another armchair. “Where shall we go for breakfast? What’s good, Manda?”
Manda named a couple of the nicer restaurants nearby. “The hotel restaurant in the lobby is good too, if you don’t want to go out.”
“What’s your favorite?” Richard asked.
“Well, I like the diner across the street, actually. The one on the corner,” she admitted. “It’s nothing fancy, but the food is great.”
“We’ll go there, then,” Richard declared. “Sound good, Mikey?”
“Sounds good,” Mikey agreed. “Now if Josh would just hurry up. I’m hungry.”
“Me too,” Richard seconded. He leaned forward toward Manda with his elbows on his knees and his arms crossed. “I talked to David about lunch tomorrow. He said he’s available. Would noon be okay?”
“Sure. Except for our meeting, I don’t have anything else scheduled,” Manda replied. Richard’s intent gaze was unsettling her.
“Good,” Richard said with a nod. “I’ll make reservations.”
“Well, let me know if I need to dress for lunch,” Manda said. “This is my usual business attire.” She gestured down at her jeans and sandals.
“What you’re wearing now would be perfect, I promise,” he reassured her. “We also promised we’d do something with Katie soon. Is there an evening that works best for you?”
“That’s very nice of you, but you don’t have to do that. I could just bring her in and we could grab some lunch or something. I know you guys are probably busy.” 
“Don’t worry, Manda. We wouldn’t have offered if we didn’t want to do it. Besides, Josh had a lot of fun hanging out with Katie and we always enjoy your company. Plus, we aren’t as busy right now as you might think. We’re actually fairly wide open. So, which night works best?” 
“Well, I don’t really know what Katie’s schedule is like, but I know she’s free on Friday, and Robbie has plans with his friends that night, so he won’t be too jealous.” 
“That’s perfect. We’ll plan on doing something this Friday. I’ll check with Josh and see what he wants to do.” Richard’s voice was still friendly and warm, but his smile suddenly seemed strained to Manda.
“If Friday isn’t good we can do it another time. Just let me know when and we’ll work it out,” Manda said anxiously. In spite of his assurances, Richard seemed bothered. A worried frown crept across her face. 
Richard’s smile softened. “Really. It’s okay. Friday will be perfect, unless you’d rather do it another time when Robbie can come along. He’s more than welcome. The more the merrier, right?”
“Well if you’re sure. We’ll do it this Friday. I wouldn’t invite Robbie anyway. Katie would never forgive me.”
Richard’s look was considering, but he just nodded. “Whatever you think.”
“Any big plans for today?” Manda asked, fidgeting with the button on her shirtsleeve.
“No. Not at all. We have a whole day to fill. I think that’s why Josh went for a run this morning—to burn off some energy while he could still get outside in peace. He’ll be bouncing off the walls by noon anyway,” Richard told her wryly. “I thought I’d do some reading, but Josh will probably get bored. He can’t sit still for that long.”
“Well, if he gets too bored, send him up and I’ll make David entertain him. It’ll be his penance for drinking too much Saturday night.” Manda’s exasperated sigh elicited a chuckle from Richard. “Thanks for making sure they got home okay, by the way.”
“Don’t mention it,” Richard said, and then arched his eyebrows speculatively. “Exactly what sort of entertainment were you planning that could be considered a penance for poor David?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Sock puppets? Reciting poetry while standing on his head? I’m open to suggestions,” Manda responded off-handedly.
“How about reenacting great movie moments while juggling? Josh always liked jugglers when he was a kid,” Richard offered with a wicked glint in his eye.
“Mmmm, I like it!” Manda laughed.
Mikey chuckled quietly and sat down on the arm of the chair he had been leaning against. “That would probably keep him entertained.”
“No, I always liked clowns,” Josh corrected, striding into the room in jeans and a black t-shirt. His hair was wet and he was carrying his shoes. “Dad was the one who liked jugglers. Can we dress David up like a clown? I’ve always wanted to see Casablanca performed by a clown.” He sat down on the sofa beside a laughing Manda and put on his shoes.
“I’ll see if I can arrange it,” Manda vowed when she was able to catch her breath. Her mind had conjured an image of Humphrey Bogart with a bulbous red nose, orange hair, and clown shoes.
Josh sprang up from the sofa and rubbed his hands together eagerly. “If you’re waiting on me, you’re wasting time! What’s for breakfast?”
Mikey snorted and looked up at the ceiling as if searching for patience there. “I’m sorry if we’re keeping you waiting. We wouldn’t want you to starve.” He sat his cup down on the coffee table and stood.
“We thought we’d go to the diner on the corner,” Richard explained, standing to go as well. “You can leave your computer here if you want, Manda. We’ll come pick it up after we eat.”
So it happened that, far from maintaining a prudent distance from Richard, Manda found herself enjoying a pleasant and leisurely breakfast with the two brothers and their manager. During their meal Josh, with an occasional aside from Richard, entertained her with stories about touring and amusing encounters with their fans. Manda lost track of time and before she realized it she was late for work.
“Darn it!” she exclaimed when she looked at her watch. 
“I’ve got this,” Richard told her as she reached for the check. He ignored her protests, handing the waitress a number of bills with instructions to keep the change.
“Next time I’m buying,” she declared, standing to go. The three men stood with her. “Sorry to run off. Thanks for breakfast. It was fun.”
“Your computer,” Josh reminded her. “You left it in our room.”
“Darn it!” she exclaimed again.
“Why don’t you go on to your office and we’ll bring your computer up to you?” Richard offered.
Manda hesitated uncertainly. “Do you mind? If David gets there before me I’ll never live it down.”
“We can’t let that happen,” Richard chuckled. 
Josh took her by the hand and pulled her toward the door. “Well, hurry up. We’re wasting time.”
A few minutes later, Manda was stashing her purse in the bottom drawer of her desk. Josh had dragged her, half running, across the street and into her building, where he delivered her onto an elevator with the promise to bring her computer right up. Much to her relief, David still hadn’t arrived when she got to their office. Manda was always at least a little early getting to work in the morning, and David teased her regularly. “One day you’ll be late. That’s how I’ll know you’ve finally gotten a life!” He would torment her unmercifully if she were late today—especially after whatever it was he’d said to Stacey to make her stop fawning over Richard. Get him fired indeed!
Luckily, David was running uncharacteristically late. He usually arrived right at eight o’clock, but it was twenty past when someone knocked on the door. When Manda opened it, Richard ducked in carrying her computer bag. He guided her swiftly to her office with a hand on her elbow and sat the bag down on her desk.
“Hurry. Josh was stalling David downstairs but they’ll probably be here any minute.” His eyes sparkled and he sported an amused grin. Manda laughed in delight and quickly unpacked her computer.
“You are a gentleman and a scholar, Richard Raines,” she chuckled, clicking her laptop into the docking station on her desk.
“Well, I owe David after his little comment to Stacey Saturday night,” he explained with a wink. Manda fumbled with the computer bag as she reached up to put it into an overhead cabinet and Richard caught it deftly when it slipped from her hands. So Richard had heard David’s little remark. Oh, he was so going to pay! “Just for the record, you don’t have to fire him because of his girlfriend—no matter how much she ‘drools on my shoes’. I’m used to it unfortunately, and it takes a lot more than that before I’m annoyed enough to have someone fired,” he joked. 
Manda breathed a silent sigh of relief. Richard had interpreted David’s teasing as a shot at himself. She would still make him pay, but maybe not so painfully.
“Sorry to be a nuisance, but I just wanted to go over those ideas with you first thing,” Richard said abruptly, just as the door opened and David and Josh walked in. Manda had a brief moment of confusion, but Richard winked at her and she had to suppress a smile when she caught on to his misdirection.
“No, I’m glad you came by. I appreciate your input,” Manda countered. 
“Morning, M,” David said. He and Josh leaned against the doorframe of Manda’s office. “Sorry I’m late, but I ran into Josh downstairs and he had a few questions.”
“Good morning, Manda,” Josh greeted her. “Did you have a nice weekend?”
“Yes, I did. Thank you. And you?” Manda wasn’t able to keep the laughter out of her voice completely and David smiled at her. 
“You’re in a good mood this morning, aren’t you?”
“It’s a beautiful morning. How can you not be in a good mood on a morning like this?” Manda replied, grinning.
David looked from Manda to Richard speculatively. “Okay then.”
“I know you guys have work to do, so we’ll get out of here. We’ll see you for lunch tomorrow. Noon, right?” Richard drifted toward the door, pushing Josh in front of him.
“Noon,” David confirmed.
“Thanks, guys!” Manda called after them as Richard pushed Josh out the door.
“Anytime,” they called back in unison just before the door closed behind them.
“What was that all about?” David asked suspiciously. He crossed his arms across his chest and sat down on the edge of Manda’s desk.
“Oh, Josh promised Katie they’d take her out to do something since I wouldn’t let her go to the party after the concert. Remember? So they’re going to plan something for Friday night,” Manda lied. Okay, technically it wasn’t a lie, since what she said was all true, but it was definitely out of context. She busied herself with her e-mail to avoid looking at him.
“Mmm hmm,” he commented. “And I suppose you’re going too. It will be the four of you?”
“Of course. She’s too young to go alone.”
“Mmm hmm,” he said again. He sat looking down at her for a few more minutes, but when she didn’t look up at him he turned brisk. “I guess I’d better get busy if we’re going to be ready with these designs tomorrow.”
The next morning Manda began the day in a good mood. She’d resigned herself to the fact that she would be thrown into Richard’s company frequently, and trying to avoid it would be an exercise in futility. She instead determined to enjoy the two brothers’ company. She would just have to discipline herself where thoughts of Richard were concerned. With this new game plan in place, Manda arrived at the office in high spirits, eagerly anticipating lunch with Richard and Josh.
The morning passed without incident, and Manda’s good mood held until shortly after eleven, when Curt summoned her to his office.
“Come in and sit down,” Curt commanded when Manda appeared in his open door. She took one of the two chairs that faced Curt’s desk and waited, knowing that her employer would get to the reason behind this summons in his own time. He shuffled a stack of papers on his desk before setting them to one side and shifting his attention to Manda.
“Jerry wants us to handle the Halloween charity auction for them again this year. He wants your team on it. I told him we’d handle it for him.”
Manda stiffened and frowned. Her good mood evaporated.
“I told you last year,” Manda replied warily, “if we’re going to work on this again, I will not work with Andrea.”
“He’s aware of the issues we’ve had in the past, and he assures me he’s taken care of it, but he’s been one of our best clients for a long time. He wants to use Andrea and we’ll just have to work with her.” Curt started out in a reassuring tone, but finished firmly, not inviting argument. 
Manda bristled. “I told you after the fiasco last year that my team wouldn’t work with her again, Curt, and I wasn’t kidding. It’s not fair to any of us. Jerry isn’t the one who gets stuck holding the bag when Andrea messes up.” Anger made her bolder than normal and she wasn’t inclined to back down.
“Last year was unfortunate...,” Curt began.
“And the year before that, and the year before that, and...” Manda interjected.
“But we are going to do this, Manda,” he quickly continued, cutting her off. “If he wants to use Andrea, we use Andrea. I am making this call. If something goes wrong this time I’ll personally tell him that we won’t do it again, and I’ll make it up to you, but I’m sure it’ll be fine.”
“I hope you’re right,” Manda said, skeptically. Short of quitting, there was nothing she could do but accept the assignment. She knew it would come back to haunt her though. 
“I’ll set up a meeting in the next week or two so we can go over the project with Jerry and Andrea. I’ll copy you on the message. How are things going with the Raines project?”
“That project is going fine. We have a meeting with them this afternoon to finalize the logo design. They are very professional and easy to work with.” Manda couldn’t help the caustic tone of her remark. Curt’s edict infuriated her. She’d promised David the last time that they wouldn’t have to put up with Andrea again, and now that decision had been countermanded.
“I’ll let you get back to work, then. I’m sure they’re very pleased with what you’ve given them so far,” Curt said in an unsuccessful attempt to placate her.
Manda stormed back into the creative area fuming. She stopped just inside the door, grinding her teeth and trembling in frustration. David left his desk when he noticed her agitation. He stood in the doorway to his office with his arms crossed.
“Uh oh. What happened?” he asked with a resigned frown.
“Fieldings,” she ground out.
“Not the Halloween auction?” he groaned in dismay.
“Exactly,” Manda confirmed in a tight voice. She was still trying to rein in her anger. “Curt didn’t give us any choice. We’re doing it.”
“What about Andrea? She’s not going to be involved this time, is she? It’ll be okay as long as we don’t have to deal with her,” David responded hopefully.
“Yes. Jerry insists we collaborate with her again.” Manda snorted in disgust. “Collaborate! That’s a joke!”
There was a knock at the door as Manda spoke and she scowled and stalked to her office. It was probably Jen. She’d likely just gotten the news from Curt as well and was coming to smooth things over with Manda. Jen knew very well how much time, effort, and trouble Jerry’s girlfriend had cost them in the past, all because she wrongly fancied herself a graphic designer. 
David sighed morosely and went to answer the door. “I can’t believe we’re going to have to deal with her again after last year.”
“Sorry, David. I tried. I told Curt flat out we wouldn’t work with her again, but he insists that we handle it.” Manda growled in frustration and vented her anger by knocking a stack of papers onto the floor. “Jerry Fieldings either needs to get a new girlfriend, or stop inflicting the one he has on other people!”
“Did we come at a bad time?” Richard’s question startled Manda. She spun toward him with wide eyes. “We can come back later if you’d prefer.”
Manda flushed scarlet and quickly knelt to pick up the papers that now littered her office floor. 
“No, it’s fine. Sorry about that.”
The three men crossed the room to Manda’s office with Josh leading the way. He knelt to help her pick up her papers while Richard and David leaned on the doorframe.
“Sorry, guys. Curt just told Manda that we have to handle a project again this year that’s been a nightmare for us in the past,” David explained.
“To say the least,” Manda muttered.
“Maybe everything will go smoothly this time,” David suggested, but his words lacked conviction.
Manda cast him a look that clearly named him the king of the foolish optimists but then sighed. “Let’s hope so, but regardless, I won’t bail them out again if Andrea botches the whole thing...again.”
Josh handed Manda the stack of papers he’d collected and they both stood. She laid the papers on her desk and deliberately pushed thoughts of Andrea and the Fieldings project from her mind.
“Enough about that. What have you guys been up to this morning?” she asked the brothers, mustering a smile.
“Meetings with lawyers and accountants and the like, mostly,” Josh informed her. “Very dry stuff. Looking forward to lunch with a beautiful girl is all that got me through the morning.” He grinned charmingly and leaned against Manda’s desk.
“Oh?” David asked in wide-eyed surprise. “Aren’t you coming with us?”
Manda glared at her coworker playfully, snatching a highlighter from her pencil holder and throwing it at him. David made no attempt to deflect it and it bounced off of his chest. With cat-like reflexes, Richard caught it as it fell toward the floor, smoothly stepping forward and replacing it in the pencil holder. The hint of a smile curved the corners of his lips upward. 
Josh winked at her. “Watch out, man,” Josh warned David. “She could decide that a week of working nights is in order. She has a lot of power over your social life. I wouldn’t antagonize her if I were you.”
Manda grinned wickedly. “How familiar are you with the movie ‘Casablanca,’ David?”
Richard and Josh both laughed and David—aware that he was somehow missing the joke—eyed the three of them warily.
“Tread cautiously, my friend,” Richard advised, clapping David on the shoulder. “Those two have evil plans for you. Shall we head out? We have lunch reservations.”
Manda was relieved that Richard and Josh were both dressed in jeans. Despite Richard’s assurances to the contrary, she’d worried that she would be underdressed. There was no telling where they were going.
“What's for lunch?” David asked as he and Richard led the way out. Obviously they hadn’t filled him in either. Richard named one of the finer steakhouses, just a few blocks away. Manda had been there a few times before. It had a western décor and she knew that jeans were as common there as business suits.
As the four of them exited from the lobby and into the bright, midday sun, Josh and Richard both slipped on dark sunglasses. Their actions were so fluid and practiced that it reminded Manda of a scene from a spy movie and she grinned. As they walked, Richard and David discussed music. David was well informed on the topic, and their conversation was lively. Josh glued himself to Manda’s side.
“How long have you worked at Aronson, Manda?” he inquired casually.
“I’ve been here five years,” she answered reluctantly, hoping he would sense her tone and not ask the inevitable next question. He didn’t take the hint.
“Five years? You’re kidding? How old are you?”
Richard looked back from his conversation with David and frowned. “That’s not a polite question, Josh.”
“You’re right. I’m sorry.” Josh was contrite. “Forget I asked that, Manda.”
Manda shook her head indulgently. Josh’s reaction reminded her of nothing so much as a scolded puppy. “It’s okay. It’s not a secret. David will tell you at the first opportunity if I don’t.” She shot David an accusing look and her coworker smirked back. “I’m 25. I started here right out of school.”
“So did you only spend two years in college? Richard keeps pushing me to go to college, but I just don’t have the time to devote four years to it right now. I don’t think I could even fit in two years.”
Manda was relieved when Josh turned the conversation to something besides her. She’d never been comfortable talking about her academic life, since it had often made her something of an outcast when she was younger. 
“Manda went to college for four years, not two,” David corrected, just as Manda was beginning to relax again. She could cheerfully have strangled him as Josh’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.
“So you graduated from high school when you were 16?” he asked, suddenly extremely intrigued.
“Yes,” Manda sighed. “I skipped a few grades. No big deal.”
“You got your bachelor’s degree when you were 20. That’s cool!” Josh disagreed.
Manda knew David wouldn’t be able to refrain from correcting Josh, so she beat him to it. “No. I got my bachelor’s degree when I was 18. I got my Master’s when I was 20.”
“Jeez, Manda! So, what? You’re some sort of genius or something? Who knew! I knew you were smart, but I didn’t realize you were freaky smart!”
Manda frowned self-consciously, stung by the all-too-familiar words. Richard, who’d been casting disapproving looks back at Josh as they walked, stopped in his tracks and spun back toward his brother.
“Joshua! That’s enough! Apologize to Manda, right now!” he growled.
Josh took a startled step backward and his mouth dropped open. “What? What did I do?”
“You’re being insulting and disrespectful about something Manda didn’t want to talk about in the first place. Now, apologize and leave her alone about it.”
Josh’s shoulders slumped as Richard spoke, and the forlorn puppy look returned. “I’m sorry, Manda. Please forgive me. Sometimes I say things without thinking. I honestly didn’t mean any disrespect. I admire you a great deal.” 
“Don’t worry about it, Josh. It’s okay.” Josh’s apology was clearly heartfelt, and Manda melted. She was just being oversensitive. She knew he hadn’t really meant to insult her, he just hadn’t realized it was a sore subject. She was surprised and gratified that Richard had picked up on her reticence though, even if she found the strength of his reaction startling.
“Come on, guys,” David urged. “I’m starving.” 
“Yes, let’s not stand here on the street. People are starting to stare,” Richard agreed quietly. “Come on, little brother. If you still want that lunch with a beautiful woman, you’d better bring her along and let’s go eat.”
As they walked the remainder of the way to the restaurant, David and Josh discussed college life. David painted an appealing picture, and before long, Richard and Manda had joined in, encouraging Josh to pursue his education further. They were more than halfway through their meal when the subject turned to Manda’s plans for the following day.
“What’s on your agenda for tomorrow, M?” David asked between mouthfuls of food. All three men were tackling generous portions of steak and baked potato. Manda, who was enjoying a salad, was surprised by the sheer quantity of food disappearing in front of the three men.
“Tomorrow’s Robbie’s birthday, so I thought maybe we’d go to a movie and lunch.”
“What, no wild party? Or are you saving that for date night?” David asked.
Manda shrugged. “He’s having a party with his friends later.”
“Robbie? Is that the name of your true love then?” Josh asked. His tone was light but his expression was intent. Richard’s look was inquisitive as well—and vaguely disapproving. David, on the other hand, snorted with laughter and Manda wrinkled her nose at him before answering.
“Well, Robbie is very cute, and I have loved him since the first time I saw him, but I wouldn’t call him my true love or anything,” Manda replied thoughtfully, causing David’s laughter to double. Richard looked at them both quizzically and she laughed. “Robbie is my nephew—Katie’s little brother. During the summer I spend every Wednesday with them while my sister Emily is at the office. She works from home the rest of the week.”
“Ask her about date night,” David guffawed. “She’s such a wild thing!”
Manda shot him a dirty look, sending the word “Brat!” sailing off in his general direction, and then dutifully explained to Richard and Josh. “Friday night is Emily and Andy’s date night and the kids stay over with me.”
“I guess it’s quite a party at Manda’s house on Friday nights,” David mocked playfully.
“Just because my idea of a good time doesn’t require a designated driver to preserve human life, doesn’t mean I don’t have fun!” Manda shot back archly.
 “Ah, touché my friend!” Josh hooted.
Richard laughed. “So, what is involved in these evenings of wild debauchery, Miss Jensen?”
“Oh, we generally engage in totally reprehensible behavior. You know, pizza, soda, popcorn, the latest morally degenerate G-movie,” Manda informed him in a bored voice. Then she leaned forward conspiratorially. “If we’re feeling particularly rebellious, we might even watch something PG,” she confided. “We’ve been raided by the police more than once. It’s quite scandalous.” Manda delivered her last remark so matter-of-factly that both Richard and Josh guffawed.
David adopted a long-suffering look. “We haven’t found any adult men worthy of our Manni yet. Her brand of prince charming is apparently very hard to come by.”
“No,” she corrected, as if explaining to someone slow witted, “more likely it’s just that you’re shopping in places that don’t carry my brand.”
Josh grinned at David. “So, do you go prince shopping often?”
“No. I just toss her whatever stray princes I find wandering around. You know, girlfriends’ brothers, my sister’s rejects, that sort of thing.”
“See how highly he thinks of me!” Manda demanded, casting martyred looks at Richard and Josh. “Strays and rejects!” 
“Scandalous,” Richard commiserated gravely, garnering an evil smirk from David.
“Besides,” Manda continued emphatically, “the guys you try to fix me up with are always way too young. I may look twelve, but I’m not!”
David threw his hands into the air. “Fine! See if I do you any more favors! You can just find your own prince charming then!”
“Thank you!” Manda replied fervently.
Richard chuckled and smiled across at her. “I assure you, Manda, you do not look twelve.”
“I’ll say,” Josh agreed, with a leer that was so comical that Manda had to laugh.
“That’s nice to know. I just assumed that I must look twelve since all the guys David tries to fix me up with act twelve,” she replied, with an aggrieved glare at her coworker.
“Hey! Those are my friends!” David protested. Manda arched an eyebrow at him and he shrugged sheepishly. “Okay. It’s true...sadly.” 
“Enough about my love life,” Manda said pointedly.
“Or lack thereof,” David interjected, but Manda ignored him and addressed Richard and Josh.
“What do you guys have planned for the week?”
“Business meetings mostly. More lawyers. More contracts. We’re meeting with Curt and Jen on Thursday to go over some details,” Richard supplied.
“Sounds deadly,” Manda commented. 
“Speaking of meetings.” David glanced down at his watch and grimaced. “We’d better finish up here and go. Our meeting is in ten minutes and Jen will be waiting.”
“Did the waiter bring the check yet?” Manda asked, searching the table as she slid her wallet from her purse.
“I’ve already taken care of it,” Richard informed her with an amused smile.
“But…” Manda started to protest but Richard cut her off.
“I took care of it while you and David were arguing about princes, strays, and rejects.”
“Give it up, Manda,” Josh advised, as they all stood to leave. “You’ll never win. My brother’s very old fashioned. He’d take it as a personal failing if you ever picked up a check.”
“Don’t let him kid you,” Richard said dryly. “He’s as bad as I am. It comes from upbringing. He’s right, though. You’ll never win.”
Manda regarded him through narrowed eyes. “We’ll see.”
David and Josh led the way as they headed back to the office, while Richard and Manda trailed behind.
“I talked to Josh about Friday night,” Richard said, as they strolled through the afternoon sunshine.
“Like I said before, if Friday isn’t good for you...,” Manda began, but Richard interrupted her again.
“I told you already, Friday is fine,” he assured her. “Why don’t you believe me?”
“You just seemed a little...hesitant about it before,” Manda answered frankly.
“I apologize,” he said ruefully. “That was just another case of me jumping to the wrong conclusion. When you mentioned Robbie I thought he must be your boyfriend, and I was afraid we might be causing dissension in that area.” 
“Wow. You’ve had me paired up with everybody, haven’t you? First David, and then Robbie,” Manda laughed. “Before you go there, let me just assure you, I’m not dating Curt either!”
“Duly noted,” Richard acknowledged sheepishly. “Sorry about that. It’s just hard to believe that you aren’t involved with someone. It’s like finding a hundred dollar bill in the middle of a busy sidewalk. It’s hard to believe no one has snatched it up yet.”
Manda looked self-consciously down at the busy sidewalk they were on, idly noting the lack of stray cash. “So, we’re on for Friday night then?” she asked, changing the subject.
“Yes. We’re definitely on for Friday,” Richard confirmed, and Manda could hear the amusement in his voice. “Josh suggested dinner and miniature golf. Do you think Katie would like that, or is that not cool enough for her age group?”
“Oh, please!” Manda scoffed. “Sitting in the library reading about the finer points of knitting would be cool with that age group if you two were the ones doing the knitting! Miniature golf will be beyond cool enough. There’s a huge place up near me if you’re interested.”
“Good! We have a plan, then. You and Katie decide where you want to eat. What time shall we pick you up?”
“I think we might be a little less conspicuous if we take my car,” Manda suggested, imagining the attention they would attract arriving at the miniature golf course in a limo. “Not that you two are ever inconspicuous, but why make it worse.”
“Okay. If you’d prefer,” Richard agreed.
“How about if I drive in on Friday then, and you guys come home with me after work? We’ll stop by my house so I can drop off my computer and change, and then go pick up Katie. Will that work?”
“So, we’ll get to see where you live?” Richard asked with a mischievous glint in his eye. “Is it anything like your office?”
“Not even a little bit,” Manda told him, with a wide grin. “You’ll just have to wait and see.”
Richard chuckled softly. Distracted by the sound of his laugh, Manda stumbled over an uneven bit of sidewalk and Richard steadied her with a hand under her elbow. Manda knew it was just wishful thinking on her part, but his hand seemed to linger there longer than necessary, and her pulse quickened. They walked in silence for a short time and then Richard spoke again.
“You must have worked very hard to finish both your bachelor’s and master’s degrees in just four years. It’s an impressive accomplishment. You should be proud of that.”
“Thank you. It wasn’t easy,” Manda acknowledged, “but it helped me keep my mind off of other things.” Manda usually dismissed compliments about her academic achievements, but Richard’s praise was unusually meaningful. Rather than commenting on her intelligence, he had commended her effort—something most people failed to acknowledge, as if all she had accomplished had been solely the result of some accident of nature, requiring no hard work or dedication on her part.
“Other things like your parents’ death. That was at about that time.” It was a statement, not a question. “Do you have any pets?”
The sudden change of topic and the randomness of the question made Manda blink in surprise.
“No, I don’t.”
“Why not? You always had them when you were a kid.”
“You were really paying attention when we were talking the other night, weren’t you?” Manda laughed, pleased that he was interested enough to remember such details.
“Just trying to fit all of the pieces together, to get the full picture.”
Manda’s pleasure slowly dissolved into wariness. Once again she was letting herself become too attracted to this man. She took a mental step back. “And how is that working out for you?” she challenged, schooling her voice to casual amusement.
“Have you ever put together a jigsaw puzzle?” Richard asked, instead of answering.
“Of course,” she replied, wondering where his question was leading.
“Which part do you always get assembled first?”
“The outside edge.”
“Exactly. And once you’ve got the part around the edges figured out, it’s easier to fill in the part in the middle. Eventually, if you’re lucky, you see the whole picture, but you start with the outside. So, in answer to your question, it’s working out just fine. Thank you.” Richard’s voice was filled with mirth, but when Manda met his eyes they were intense and probing, without a trace of laughter.
Manda inhaled sharply and mentally retreated another step. “I don’t have any pets because I work a lot and it wouldn’t be fair to leave one home alone so much,” she said, falling back onto the safer ground of Richard’s previous question.
Richard smiled knowingly and held open the door to the building for her. She was surprised to find David and Josh waiting for them just inside the lobby. She’d been so focused on her conversation with Richard that everything else had ceased to exist. Seeing the other two men was like waking from a dream. 
Jen was waiting for them on the sofa in the creative area when they arrived and the five of them quickly got to work. David and Manda presented the final two choices for the Raines Foundation logo. To Manda’s great relief, everyone, including David, agreed that the design she’d grown so attached to was ideal. The logo consisted of a highly abstracted, stylized handprint with the white spaces created by the hollow of the palm forming the shape of a paw print.
“This is fabulous, Manda,” Jen enthused. “I love it!”
“It’s perfect,” Richard agreed.
“So, what’s next?” Josh asked.
“Now that we’ve got this nailed down, we build off of it. A complete identity package—letterhead, business cards, a whole stationery system, as well as Web presence, promotional materials, and the overall branding guidelines,” Manda explained.
“And I’ll be working with you two to develop content for all of those promotional materials and the Web site,” Jen added.
“That sounds like a lot of work,” Josh remarked. “How long will it take to do all of that?”
“Manda and I will do some of the more critical pieces ourselves, but we’ll bring in our graphics department for a lot of it, under our creative direction, of course. We have a Web designer we partner with for the mechanics of the Web site as well,” David told the two brothers.
Manda continued the explanation. “We’ll create the look and feel we want for the foundation’s online materials, then he’ll flesh out the functional, working site with the content you and Jen create. We’ll do something similar with the branding guidelines. We’ll spell out exactly how the foundation should be portrayed, how the logo should be used, all that. That will ensure that the organization will always be branded consistently, no matter who’s doing the work.”
“How involved will you need us to be?” Richard asked, frowning thoughtfully.
“Well,” Manda responded tentatively, “we usually ask for a free hand for a lot of this, and just ask for client input at key stages of development.” Richard’s frown deepened as Manda spoke, and Josh began to look disappointed as well. Pleased by their reactions, Manda rushed to finish. “But with you guys, I’d prefer to have your input and involvement throughout the process if possible.”
David nodded his agreement and Josh and Richard both looked pleased. Jen was clearly surprised by Manda’s departure from the usual routine and looked at her quizzically. 
Manda grinned and explained. “The four of us have worked really well as a team and I know this project will benefit from having Richard and Josh’s input all the way through.” Manda turned back to the brothers. “Will you be able to work with us over the next couple of months?”
“We’re still at your disposal,” Richard assured her with a smile.
Jen arched her eyebrows but didn’t comment. Instead she directed the meeting toward matters of logistics and scheduling. After an hour of discussion and planning they had established a timeline for the next stage of the project and a good idea what the extent of the work would be. Richard and Josh left with promises to see Manda on Friday. 
Jen remained after the two men had departed, collecting her notes. “Things are going well on this project, then?” she asked as she gathered her things.
“Very well,” Manda replied enthusiastically. “I think this is going to be some of our best work.”
“I think you’re right,” David agreed. “Working with these guys is a nice change of pace. You couldn’t ask for better clients.”
“So, not like Fieldings at all,” Jen said. Her hand was on the door handle but she paused with a pained look. “Curt told me about that. Sorry guys. Let me know what I can do to help. Now I’ve got to go follow up on some of this.” She gestured with her notes. “I’ll talk to you later.”
After she left, David and Manda set to work enthusiastically, deciding which elements of the project they would handle themselves and which they could delegate. That decided, they got busy and the remainder of the day flew by.
The rest of the week was a flurry of activity, and before Manda knew it, Friday at five o’clock had arrived and Richard and Josh were there, ready for their evening outing.
“Hi, guys,” David greeted as he opened the door for the brothers.
“Hey, David,” Josh returned the greeting. “What’s up?”
“Just been working on your project. It’s coming right along.”
“If you guys come by on Monday, we’ll have something to show you,” Manda offered, emerging briefly from her office. “Hi, Josh. Hi, Richard. I’ll be ready to go in a couple of minutes.”
“Take your time,” Richard said, following Josh into the room.
“Have a seat and make yourself at home,” David invited, as Manda ducked back into her office to wrap up for the day and collect her things. “Manda says you guys are going to have some dinner and play miniature golf. Watch out for that Katie. She’s really good. She mopped the floor with me last year.”
Josh and Richard made themselves comfortable on the sofa. “What about Manda?” Richard asked, amused.
“Terrible!” David confided with a grin.
“Hey! I heard that!” Manda called from her office.
“I call ‘em as I see ‘em,” David called back.
Manda laughed to herself as she logged off of her computer. He was right. She really wasn’t very good. Even Emily had been able to beat her the last time they’d played. She released her laptop from the docking station and slipped it into her computer bag, retrieved her purse from her desk drawer, and joined the men in the common area.
“What are your plans for tonight?” Josh was asking David when she joined them.
“Stacey and I are going out with some friends. A little Cajun food and some dancing, I think.”
“Sounds like fun,” Josh commented.
“You’re always welcome to come along,” David offered. “Anytime you’re free.”
Josh’s face lit up. “Really? That would be great!”
“We’ll plan on it then. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go meet Stacey. Have fun tonight.” David slung his backpack over his shoulder and ducked out the door with a wave.
“Are you guys ready to go then?” Manda asked. “I’m parked in the garage right across the street.”
“We’re ready when you are,” Josh assured her.
“I’m looking forward to seeing where you live,” Richard said with a warm smile. “More pieces of the puzzle, you know.”
“I’m afraid this particular puzzle isn’t very challenging, and the picture you’ll get isn’t very exciting,” Manda responded with a self-conscious laugh. She was a little nervous about their upcoming outing. It was one thing to interact with Richard and Josh at work or in public, but taking them to her house was like opening a door into her personal life. She was self-conscious and worried about what these two rich and well-traveled men would think of her modest home.
“Oh, I doubt that,” Richard replied skeptically. He and Josh followed as Manda led the way to her car. During the short walk, Josh responded to Manda’s inquiry about how their business meetings were going, giving her a quick overview of their last few days, including their meeting with Curt and Jen.
When they arrived at Manda’s car, Josh called “Shotgun!” and slid into the front passenger seat with a grin. Richard rolled his eyes in amusement. 
“Boys will be boys,” he commented in an undertone as he slipped into the back seat behind Manda. They rode in silence as Manda threaded her way through the dense downtown traffic. When she was finally on the interstate heading north, Richard spoke again.
“So, you usually take the train? Is fighting the traffic worse than dealing with the humans then?” he asked.
“That’s part of it,” Manda chuckled. “Mostly it’s because I get some of my best ideas while I’m commuting and I can’t write them down if I’m driving—at least not without causing an accident! I’ve forgotten more good ideas because I couldn’t write them down right away.”
“Richard says you grew up in Colorado. Was it around here?” Josh inquired as they sped north.
“I grew up in Fort Collins, about an hour away. My parents both taught at the university there.”
“Really?” Richard responded with interest. “What fields?”
“My father was a wildlife biologist and my mother taught graphic design.”
“You inherited your talent from her then,” Richard surmised. “I imagine she’d be very proud of you now.”
“Thanks,” Manda said softly. “I hope so.”
“If you don’t want to talk about this just say so,” Josh said, hesitantly, “but after our parents’ car wreck, I had Richard to look out for me. What did you do?”
“I had Emily and Andy. I lived with them until I bought my own house a couple of years ago. I did stay in the dorm at CSU after my parents died, though. It’s just too far to drive from Emily and Andy’s house to Fort Collins every day. They live close enough to Boulder that I was able to stay with them while I was in grad school at CU though, so that was nice.”
“No wonder you’re so close to Katie and Robbie. You lived with them for most of their lives,” Richard said thoughtfully. Manda guessed he was putting together more of his puzzle pieces and wondered wryly if he’d been a detective in a former life.
“Are you and your sister very close?” Josh asked.
“I guess so. Not like you and Richard though. She’s always been more motherly toward me, since she’s so much older than I am. But, yeah, we get along great. She and Andy are the best!”
Manda guided her car onto the off-ramp. It was just a few more miles to her house, and she definitely had butterflies in her stomach now.
“What do they do for a living?” Josh continued his questioning.
“Emily’s an executive recruiter and Andy’s a partner in one of the big accounting firms.” Manda tapped her index finger against the steering wheel nervously as she waited at a red light. She was close to wishing she had never gotten herself into this evening. She was definitely out of her comfort zone.
“What’s wrong, Manda? You seem a little anxious,” Richard asked from behind her.
Manda sighed. Leave it to Richard to pick up on her agitation. He was very perceptive. “I’ve never invited anyone famous to my house before,” she admitted, deciding that honesty was best, even if it was a bit embarrassing. The light turned green and she turned onto the street that bordered her neighborhood. “It’s a little unsettling.”
“But it’s just Richard and I,” Josh said, trying to reassure her.
“If you’re uncomfortable with this, we don’t have to do it,” Richard offered in a voice that was solemn and concerned. “If it would make you feel more at ease, we can cancel tonight and you can just bring Katie in for lunch one day, like you suggested before. We don’t want to push you into anything you’re not comfortable with.”
“No, no, it’s not that,” Manda denied quickly. She sighed again and blushed. “It’s just a little unnerving taking you to my house. It’s really nothing fancy,” she admitted in a rush.
“We’re not impressed by ‘fancy,’” Richard assured her kindly, “and we don’t judge people by what they own. But I’m sure your home is lovely. After all, a home reflects the person who lives there.”
Manda grimaced. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”
Both men chuckled as she turned into her neighborhood. She wound her way through the maze of house-lined streets and pulled into her garage before finally working up the courage to ask the question that had been lurking in the back of her mind.
“Why are you doing this, anyway?”
“Doing what?” Josh asked, puzzled.
“Going out of your way like this just to make Katie feel better. It’s very nice of you, but it’s definitely above and beyond the call of duty. I’m sure you could think of better ways to spend your time.”
“We’re not going out of our way at all,” Josh said, shaking his head firmly. “We really want to take you and Katie out tonight. It will be a lot of fun.”
“We enjoy your company, Manda. You act like this is some sort of hardship for us, but it’s not at all.” Richard sounded so earnest that Manda was convinced that the two men really did want to go on this outing, which surprised her. The famous Raines brothers were not at all what she’d originally anticipated. She was more and more impressed with them with each passing day. She felt a tiny bit better about letting them into her home. She took a deep breath.
“Shall we go in then? I’d like to change and freshen up a bit before we go get Katie if you don’t mind.” She slid out of the car and Richard and Josh followed suit, but Richard paused with his hand on the open car door.
“Are you sure, Manda? If you don’t want to invite us in, we can just wait in the car.”
Manda answered with an apologetic grin. “Don’t be silly. Of course you should come in. We can’t let our insecurities rule us, after all.”
“Words of wisdom,” Richard commented appreciatively, shutting the car door and following Manda and Josh into the house.



 
 
Chapter 7
Manda finished rubbing the sunscreen onto her arms and laid back in the chaise lounge. She fanned her hair out around her shoulders to let it dry in the sun and closed her eyes. She usually would have chosen a chair in the shade, under one of the many umbrellas scattered around the pool, but it had been an unusually cool summer and it was a little too chilly in the shade this late in the season. Today was the last day the pool would be open this year, and tomorrow Katie and Robbie would be going back to school.
Manda could make out their voices clearly among the others at the neighborhood pool. The two children laughed and chattered happily with their friends. Both her niece and nephew were very strong swimmers, and she knew several of the other mothers were watching all of the children with eagle-eyes, so Manda relaxed and let her mind drift to the events of the previous two days.
In spite of her fears, Josh and Richard had been gracious and complimentary guests.
“This isn’t what I expected at all after seeing your office,” Josh exclaimed, “but I really like it.”
“It’s beautiful. You’ve created a very peaceful sanctuary for yourself. Remind me to let you decorate my next place.” Richards praise was genuine, and Manda immediately felt silly about her nervousness. She looked around, trying to see her home as they must see it—as someone seeing it for the first time would.
Hardwood floors stretched throughout the ground level, while the cool, earthy colors that covered the walls throughout the open floor plan were echoed in the curtains and upholstery. Mixed amongst comfortable seating, clean-lined hardwood furnishings added their own rich glow to the space.
Manda had simply tried to create rooms that she herself enjoyed and was comfortable in. The result, she now decided, was very welcoming. The furnishings were beautiful and well-made, but casual enough to be homey and relaxing. She supposed “peaceful sanctuary” was an apt description.
A warm glow of relief and pleasure filled Manda as she led her guests through her family room, kitchen, and dining room, to her living room.
“Thanks! Make yourselves at home. I’ll only be a minute. Can I get either of you something to drink?”
“No, thanks. I’m fine,” Richard replied, settling himself into the overstuffed sofa.
“Nothing for me, thanks,” Josh echoed, taking a chair by the window.
“Well, if you change your mind, help yourself to anything in the fridge. The glasses are in the cupboard by the sink.”
It took Manda less than ten minutes to change from her blouse and sandals to a t-shirt and sneakers, then quickly run a brush through her hair and freshen up what little makeup she wore. She skipped back down the stairs, grabbing a light jacket from the closet at the bottom.
“Okay. I’m ready,” she announced as she retrieved her phone and wallet from her purse and slid them into the pockets of her jacket. Thus armed for their outing, she led the way back to her car.
The rest of the evening flew by. They collected Katie from Emily and Andy’s house, where Manda briefly introduced Richard and Josh to her slightly flustered sister and brother-in-law. After a casual dinner at Katie’s favorite Chinese restaurant, the foursome tackled the local miniature golf center. It had an extensive and elaborate layout, with four separate themed courses. As she’d expected, Manda was by far the worst player, while Katie, Richard, and Josh all vied for the lead. Manda suspected the two men were letting Katie win most of the time.
Josh and Katie were enthusiastic and lively, feeding off of each other’s energy. Josh went out of his way to be kind and charming to the younger girl, and the two were inseparable all night, often hurrying ahead and leaving Richard and Manda to trail after them. Manda, being the unashamedly bad player that she was, always took longer to complete a hole than the others, and Richard would wait patiently for her each time, smiling in amusement when she would occasionally give up and push her ball into the hole with her foot.
The evening was entertaining and relaxed. It was almost as if the four of them had known each other for years instead of merely days. There were no awkward silences, merely occasional, comfortable lulls in the conversation, and Manda found herself unwinding—a fact that surprised her, given the way Richard’s company tended to make her pulse accelerate. That was a particularly pleasant and enjoyable tension though, and it coexisted oddly with the pleasant relaxation she felt.
Manda had half expected their evening to be cut short by flocking fans, and was relieved when her fears proved to be baseless. Although there were a few looks and whispers, their fellow golfers were amazingly respectful of their privacy, and the evening passed without incident. It was only when they were preparing to leave that a small group of girls who Katie had recognized from both school and the pool approached. Addressing Katie timidly, they asked if she would introduce them to Richard and Josh. Katie looked at Josh uncertainly, seeking his approval and beamed happily when he immediately stepped forward with a smile.
Josh and Richard both greeted the girls, signing autographs and posing for pictures, then Richard retreated back to Manda’s side while Josh engaged his young fans in animated conversation—eliciting repeated fits of giggles from them. Katie had taken up a proprietary position at Josh’s side and his arm was draped casually over her shoulders. Manda noted that Katie’s classmates seemed to regard her with no small amount of awe.
Manda chuckled softly and leaned closer to Richard, speaking in an undertone. “I think Katie is going to be something of a celebrity when she goes back to school.”
Richard grinned and responded in a similarly quiet voice. “I think that’s what Josh is going for. That won’t cause any problems, will it?”
Manda shook her head, regarding her niece fondly. “No. She’s very sensible. She takes everything in stride.”
After several more minutes, Richard sighed. “I’ll have to go collect my brother. There’s no telling how long he’ll be stuck there if I don’t. He’s not very good at extricating himself yet. He’s always afraid of hurting someone’s feelings.” Richard rejoined Josh amid the cluster of girls and quickly excused his brother and Katie, managing it so deftly that the faces he left behind were smiling happily. When her three companions rejoined her, Manda noted how satisfied Katie looked—so satisfied that, had she been a cat, she would surely have been purring. 
Manda arched one eyebrow. “Enjoying yourself?”
“More than you can believe,” Katie replied smugly. “Did you see Andrea, the short blonde girl?” She waited for Manda’s nod of acknowledgement. “She overheard Kristin and a couple of my other friends at the pool, talking about how I’d met Josh and Richard—and gone to the concert and backstage and everything—and she’s been telling everyone that I was lying about the whole thing. I guess she knows better now!” Katie sounded amused, but not spiteful or vindictive. Manda marveled again at how mature and sensible she was. She could at times be as giddy and frivolous as the next teenage girl, but when it really mattered, she was wiser than her thirteen years would suggest. Manda sometimes envied her poise and self-confidence.
When they were all back in Manda’s car, with Josh sitting in the back seat with Katie this time, Manda watched Katie’s reflection in the rearview mirror as the girl snuck starry-eyed looks at the handsome young musician. Manda sighed to herself. It would seem that she wasn’t the only one who was in danger of developing an unrealistic infatuation with one of the Raines brothers. Katie was only thirteen though, and could be excused for having silly crushes. Manda herself had no such excuse. Determined to bury her own rebellious emotions, Manda started the car. “It’ll be a lot quicker getting you back to the hotel than it was getting to my house. We won’t have to fight traffic at this time of night.”
“There’s no need for you to drive us back.” Richard looked startled by the idea. “We’ll see you and Katie safely home and then we’ll be on our way. I’ve already called for a car. I imagine our driver is waiting at your house as we speak.”
Manda quickly altered her course in response to this new information, changing lanes to turn right toward home rather than left toward the interstate. “That was very thoughtful,” she said with an appreciative smile, though in truth she regretted that this would shorten her time with him.
When Manda rounded the corner nearest her house she immediately spotted the black Mercedes parked in front. Disappointment stole over her as she realized the evening was coming to a close. Her resolve to maintain an appropriate emotional distance from Richard was definitely being tested on this outing and, if she was being honest with herself, she had to admit that when she was with him she simply didn’t care. It was only her pride combined with the certainty that he wasn’t interested in her romantically that kept her from making a complete fool of herself, as so many other women had done. Stories about Richard and these silly women were constantly splashed across the covers of the tabloids.
Manda pulled the car smoothly into the garage and turned off the engine. “Well, that was fun,” she said. The words came out more wistfully than she intended.
“Yeah, it was,” Katie agreed, echoing Manda’s tone.
“Thank you both for a great evening,” Josh said with a sigh. “I can’t remember when I’ve had such a nice time.”
Manda turned around in her seat to face him. “If that’s true, you really do need to get out more,” she informed him dryly. “Have anything fun planned for the weekend?”
Josh responded with another sigh, which earned him a sympathetic smile from Richard.
“I’ve been a slave-driver lately and Josh has been cooped up in the hotel a lot. He’s getting a little stir-crazy I think. We don’t have any plans for the weekend, but we’ll find something to do. I just don’t know what yet.”
The two men had then said their goodnights, seen Manda and Katie safely inside, and gone.  
*****
Manda was abruptly called back to the present by a shower of cold water droplets raining down onto her sun-warmed skin. She gasped and jerked semi-upright in her lounge chair.
“Sorry, Aunt Manda,” Robbie apologized. “I didn’t mean to get you all wet. I just need my goggles.”
Her nephew stood beside her chair, dripping water onto the concrete. He snapped his head around quickly as one of his friends called to him from the pool, spraying Manda with another shower of droplets from his dark brown hair—almost black now that it was wet.
“Hey!” she complained mildly, drying herself off with her towel. “Cut that out!”
“Oops! Sorry!” Robbie repeated sheepishly, stepping back a few feet.
Manda fished through her tote bag with one hand until she found the requested goggles and then tossed them to her nephew. He grinned at her, crinkling his freckled nose, his brown eyes sparkling.
“Thanks!” he called as he raced back to the pool.
“No running!” Manda called after him, knowing she would have to repeat the reminder numerous times before the day was over. She sighed contentedly and relaxed back into her chair in happy anticipation of the coming evening. She’d taken Katie home Saturday morning, after which she’d done a few chores around the house. Her mind had been determined to linger on the previous evening and she’d been unable—okay, unwilling—to discipline it toward safer subjects. Instead she kept recollecting the forlorn look Josh had adopted when she’d asked them about their weekend plans. Surely they would find something to do. Surely they weren’t spending all weekend cooped up in the hotel.
Manda recalled Josh’s earnest pleading on Monday morning, when he’d wanted her to join them for breakfast. He’d seemed so hungry for fresh company and a simple diversion. She’d assumed the two brothers would be on top of the world, with all of their fame and success, but instead they appeared to be surprisingly isolated.
Manda worried about it all day before finally working up the courage to call their hotel later in the afternoon. She had a plan. If they were out, she wouldn’t leave a message, but if they were there, she’d offer them an escape. Josh had commented wistfully the night before that they hadn’t had a home-cooked meal in months. She could invite them over for Sunday dinner and get even with them for the times they hadn’t allowed her to pick up the check at restaurants. 
Just inviting the two of them seemed a little too familiar, however…to presumptuous. Including them in a small group though…an impromptu cookout…that would be better. So Manda called David and Stacey and invited them over first.
She heard Stacey’s eager acceptance in the background when David turned from the phone to ask her. Manda then screwed up her courage and called Richard and Josh. The younger man must have overheard her invitation through the earpiece when she asked Richard, and he accepted as eagerly as Stacey had. Manda found herself laughing along with Richard, and that quickly she was hosting an informal cookout for two of the most eligible and famous men in the world. Paris Hilton, eat your heart out, she thought with a grin. 



 
 
Chapter 8
Manda checked her watch and decided it was probably time to take Katie and Robbie back home. She’d gotten up early that morning and made a quick trip to the grocery store to pick up everything she needed for dinner, and she already had steaks marinating in the refrigerator, but she still had plenty to do before her guests arrived. Besides, her niece and nephew had gotten enough sun. They’d been swimming for the better part of the day. Manda called them away from the pool and began collecting her things. Within forty-five minutes she was at home, stepping into a hot shower.
By the time her doorbell rang at four o’clock, Manda had dressed—she’d taken extra care with her appearance—and had all of the food prepared and ready for final cooking. She had baked potatoes and fresh rolls keeping warm in the oven, steaks ready to go onto the grill, salad staying cool in the refrigerator, vegetables steaming on the stove, an apple cobbler ready to go into the oven as soon as the steaks were done, and a pitcher of iced tea sweating on a tray on the counter.
Manda opened the door and found all four of her guests waiting on the front porch but only one car parked at the curb.
“Hi, guys! Come on in. Did you all ride together?” She opened the door wide for them.
“Yes,” Josh replied as he followed the others in. “David and Stacey offered us a ride. Seemed a little more unobtrusive that way.”
“The hotel’s on our way,” David added.
“We’ll go out to the patio,” Manda directed, letting David lead the way. “Stacey, can you grab the tea?” she asked, gesturing to the tray on the counter as she retrieved the steaks from the refrigerator. 
Outside, a table set for five beckoned, but Manda directed her guests to a cozy seating area flanking the stone fireplace at the opposite end of the patio. She directed Stacey to place the drink tray onto the low table there and gestured for the group to sit.
“Relax. Grab a glass of tea while I put the steaks on the grill. Or there are some soft drinks if you’d prefer.” She indicated a plastic tub filled with ice and canned drinks in the corner of the patio as she passed it on her way to the grill.
“It’s a beautiful evening to eat outside,” Stacey enthused, making herself comfortable on one of the cushioned patio chairs.
Manda arranged the steaks on the preheated grill. “It is nice out, isn’t it? I hope no one minds eating al fresco, but I thought we’d better enjoy it while we can. It’ll be getting cold before long.”
“Actually, it’s great to get out and enjoy the weather. This is very nice,” Richard assured her as he poured a glass of tea. He offered it to her and then poured himself another glass when she accepted it appreciatively.
Josh strolled up beside Manda as she adjusted the flame under the steaks. “I like your yard, Manda. It’s so private.”
Manda laughed. “That’s the thing I like most about it, too.” In fact, that had been one of the major selling points when she bought the house. The fenced backyard was completely encircled by a thick, towering lilac hedge that blocked the view in and out on all sides. In the spring the scent of lilacs permeated the yard—as well as the house if Manda left the windows open, as she often did. Large shady trees spread their branches wide over the edges of a spacious lawn and sheltered the patio. The sun, hanging low over the mountains to the west, threw long shadows across the yard, creating a premature twilight.
“The perfect place to hide from the humans?” Richard inquired knowingly.
“Exactly,” Manda agreed. “It’s my Fortress of Solitude.”
“Every good superhero should have one. Is there anything I can do to help you?” Like Josh, Richard was still standing, as if reluctant to relax until she did.
Manda perched on the edge of the hearth. “No. We’re just waiting on the steaks now. So, what fun and exciting things did you guys do today?”
“Well, we went for a long run this morning. I don’t know if that’s really what I’d consider exciting, but I enjoyed it. Then I read for a bit while Josh went exploring.” Richard finally seated himself on one of the patio chairs while Josh took a seat on the hearth near Manda.
“What about you?” the younger man asked.
“I went swimming and just relaxed,” Manda informed him.
“With the kids I bet,” David guessed. “Wild times, M. Wild times.”
“Oh, and what life changing activities did you participate in today?” she asked and was rewarded with an involved and hilarious story about his bike ride through the park that morning with Stacey. It involved a squirrel, a duck, and a Frisbee, and it had them all laughing uncontrollably until they had finished their salads and the steaks were done.
Still chuckling, Manda transferred the last steak onto a platter with the others and handed it to Stacey. “Could you take this to the table please? And guard it with your life. If you gentlemen will grab your salad plates and come with me, I’ve got a little heavy lifting for you to do.” Manda picked up both Stacey’s and her own empty salad plates and led the men into the house. She stacked the dirty plates in the sink, indicating that the men should follow suit, and then handed each man a dish to carry.
Richard looked down at the bowl piled high with baked potatoes she handed him, then regarded her with one raised eyebrow. “This is hardly a great burden. You’d better give me more to do or I won’t feel like I’ve earned my dinner,” he joked.
Manda smiled slightly. “Sorry I don’t have anything more strenuous for you. I can put some rocks in the bottom of the bowl if it would make you feel better.” She paused while he chuckled and all three men began to turn toward the door. Then she added, “Besides, you can consider this payback for all the checks you’ve picked up.” She couldn’t help but laugh at the expressions on Josh and Richard’s faces as she slid the pan of cobbler into the oven. 
“Very sneaky, M,” David commented approvingly. “My friends, be warned. M here is used to winning.” He turned and walked out the back door. Manda flashed a brilliant smile at Richard’s good natured glare and Josh’s bemused expression and followed her coworker out.
“Cheater!” Richard growled a minute later as he sat down the bowl he was carrying on the table beside Manda.
“Well, if we’re going to play by your rules, I’ll take whatever advantages I can,” Manda fired back tartly. “Dig in, everyone. You guys have a lot of food to eat.”
“What’d I miss?” Stacey asked, confused by the exchange between Richard and Manda. David filled her in while everyone filled their plates.
“You know, of course, this means war,” Richard announced when David had finished bringing Stacey up to speed. 
“Hey, all I did was invite you for dinner. I didn’t make you come, but we can escalate this if you want,” Manda challenged with a mischievous sparkle in her eyes, “or we can negotiate mutually acceptable terms.”
“What sort of terms?” Richard asked, suspicious and amused. And so began the negotiations.
While the others looked on, thoroughly entertained, Manda and Richard hammered out the terms of their armistice. It began with Manda’s declaration that it was unfair that she was never allowed to pick up a check at a restaurant. When Richard, with Josh’s support, insisted that it was the only gentlemanly thing to do, Manda conceded that while it was indeed chivalrous, it was also not fair. If they were going to adhere to such a traditional behavioral paradigm, she should be allowed to reciprocate appropriately. And what could be more traditional than home cooking?
It was at this point that David commented to Stacey and Josh that Manda’s inner scholar was showing. This was followed by a wager among the three onlookers, with David backing Manda to win, Josh betting on Richard, and Stacey placing her money, so to speak, on a compromise. It was decided that the losers of the bet would have to clear the dinner dishes.
Manda and Richard both grinned at this and continued with their debate. Manda laid out her demands, asking for more than she expected to get but prepared for Richard to bargain her down. She demanded a one-for-one trade—every time Richard or Josh insisted on picking up a check they had to let her cook for them.
“That’s hardly equitable,” Richard argued, clearly enjoying sparring with Manda. “A home-cooked meal is much more valuable than a meal at a restaurant. The monetary value of your time and effort alone is exponentially more than I’d pay at any restaurant.”
“You’d think they were working out an international trade agreement instead of just arguing over who gets to pick up a check,” Josh observed in a stage whisper.
Richard ignored him and posed his counter offer to Manda—one home-cooked meal would be equivalent to twelve dinners or twenty lunches. Negotiations continued—with a short intermission while Manda removed their dessert from the oven—until the end of dinner, when they arrived at mutually acceptable terms. Richard and/or Josh would be allowed to pay for all meals purchased at restaurants if they so desired, but in turn, for every five such meals they would allow Manda to provide them with a home cooked meal of some sort. Manda warned that should they attempt to renege on their agreement the consequences would be dire.
“As a token of good will, I’ll even let you help me get dessert,” Manda told Richard magnanimously after David and Josh vanished into the house with the dinner dishes. Stacey, as the winner of their wager, was leaning back in her chair relaxing.
“I’ll help you, Manda,” she offered quickly.
“No, no! Let me salvage what I can of my honor,” Richard countered, donning a martyred expression as he trailed after Manda to the kitchen, where Josh and David were loading dishes into the dishwasher.
“You guys don’t have to do that,” Manda protested, only to be contradicted by Richard.
“Oh yes they do. Maybe it’ll teach them not to bet against either one of us again.” 
Manda chuckled and let the two men continue with their task. She picked up a few of the empty serving dishes and looked at them mournfully before handing them to Josh. “I can’t believe you three ate everything! There’s not enough left here to feed a hamster. And I was going to have the leftovers for lunch tomorrow.” She gave the three an accusing look.
“Are you sure you wouldn’t like to renegotiate our deal?” Richard offered smugly. “As you can see, we can eat a lot of food.”
“Oh no,” she said firmly. “A deal’s a deal. I’ll just have to remember in the future to make enough for ten people. Jeez! How do you three not weigh 400 pounds each?”
“Fast metabolism,” Josh said with a shrug. He placed the last dirty plate in the dishwasher and shut it. “What else can we do?”
“Well, you can carry these out I guess,” Manda said, handing him a stack of bowls. “And you can carry these,” she continued, handing David a handful of forks and a stack of paper napkins.
“Yes, ma’am,” David said and disappeared out the door with Josh. When they were gone Richard grew serious.
“All joking aside, Manda, you know I don’t really expect you to cook for us. That’s too much to ask.”
Manda closed the freezer door, sat down the carton of ice cream she’d taken out, and leaned back against the counter. “If you don’t like my cooking…” she began, letting the sentence trail off suggestively.
Richard’s lips twitched up slightly. “That’s certainly not it and you know it. Not enough food left for a hamster, remember?”
“Okay, okay,” Manda relented. “I was pretty sure you liked the food.” She swirled her finger across the lid of the ice cream carton, drawing a pattern in the frost that had formed there, and refused to meet Richard’s eyes. “Of course, if you’d rather not, it’s no big deal. I just thought you guys might enjoy getting away from the hotels and restaurants.”
“I do,” Richard assured her, taking a small step closer, “and I know Josh does too. We’ve been looking forward to this all day. But as much as we’d love to do it again, I don’t want you to feel obligated. It’s not right.”
“Well, I don’t feel right letting you pay every time we go out either. I feel like I’m taking advantage of you guys. Besides, I don’t feel obligated. This is fun. I like to cook, but it doesn’t really seem worth the effort to cook for just myself.”
“I apologize, Manda. I didn’t realize it bothered you so much. How about this? What if we forget about keeping score, but I let you pick up a check every now and again if you want and you can still feel free to invite us over whenever you’d like. I’d hate to miss out on that completely. I think you’ll find us more than willing to accept your invitation anytime. I just wouldn’t count on having any leftovers if I were you.” He pinned Manda to the spot with one of his heart-stopping smiles. “And this way we can invite you out without feeling like we’re forcing you into inviting us over. I was afraid we were going to have to start thinking twice about that, and that would have been a shame. Which reminds me, since we ate your lunch for tomorrow why don’t you let us take you out? You and David.”
“That would be nice. Thank you,” Manda said a bit breathlessly. Richard was still smiling down at her and her roomy kitchen suddenly seemed very small with him standing so close.
“Good. Now, you promised to let me help with dessert. I am at your service.” He gave her a little mock bow.
“Yes, and I’ll even make you carry the heavy dish, so you’ll feel like you earned it,” Manda agreed, scrambling to rebuild her composure. She tested the baking pan to make sure it had cooled enough to handle, then picked it up and handed it to Richard. “You can take that. I’ll find the ice cream scoop and be right out.”
As soon as Richard disappeared out the door Manda collapsed onto one of the kitchen stools with a sigh. For one mortifying minute she’d been certain that she’d misjudged Richard and Josh, and that her attempt to even the score had instead come across as a ploy to foist her company onto them. She would gladly have crawled under a rock to hide. She took a deep calming breath, then opened a drawer and pulled out the ice cream scoop without even looking. She headed back out to the patio with the scoop in one hand and the carton of ice cream in the other.
*****
As Manda walked to the train station the next morning she felt like she was floating in a bubble of happiness. She surrendered to the good mood, humming as she strolled through the bright morning sunshine. She scrupulously ignored the tiny discordant voice in her head that whispered warnings about letting herself fall for Richard. After all, it hadn’t been like a date or anything. It had just been a group of friends enjoying a pleasant evening.
Okay, so it had been more than pleasant. Over dessert they had relaxed around the patio fireplace. A small wood fire—Richard’s handiwork—had cast a cozy glow on the gathering as darkness fell in earnest, and Manda, barefooted and pleasantly tired, had curled up in a lounge chair. With Josh in a chair to her left and Richard in a chair to her right, Manda sat contentedly and allowed the conversation to unfold around her. Richard’s subtle probing was focused on David and Stacey this time, and both of them were much more forthcoming about themselves than Manda ever was. Richard was able to coax stories from them that Manda had never heard. He was very good at putting others at ease, getting them to relax and talk freely to him. He had a gift for making people feel good about themselves. Honestly, he made it difficult not to fall for him—which was something she couldn’t afford to do, the warning voice whispered a little more loudly. She shushed it, focusing instead on the smell of the fresh-cut grass, and stifled a yawn.
They’d stayed up much too late the previous night but no one had seemed inclined to end the evening and break the contented spell that had settled over them. Finally, shortly before two in the morning, Richard had checked his watch and exclaimed in chagrin.
“Is it that late already? I’m sorry, Manda! I didn’t realize. You must think us terribly rude. We’ve overstayed our welcome and I know you have to work in the morning.”
“Don’t worry about me. I’ve just made the executive decision to let David come in late tomorrow and to tell my best rockstar clients that they shouldn’t come by the office until after lunch to check out the progress we’ve made. So you see, there won’t be anyone to notice or care when I come in a little late.” She smiled serenely and made a show of snuggling into her lounge chair.
“Thanks, M. I promise you won’t see me until ten,” David vowed. He stood and stretched, then extended a hand to Stacey and pulled her up from her chair. “We’d better be going though. I didn’t realize it was so late either, and Stacey does have to work in the morning. You guys coming? We can drop you at the hotel.”
“Thanks,” Josh said. “That’d be great. Thanks for dinner, Manda. We’ll have to do this again sometime.” He leaned down to Manda and —startling her into immobility—brushed a light kiss onto her cheek. 
Richard stiffened, looking as startled as Manda felt, and then he turned toward the fireplace with an unreadable expression. “If you’re ready to go in I can put this out for you.”
“No, I’ll take care of it. I think I’ll stay out here a bit longer. Thanks though.”
Richard turned back, a smile once again in place on his face. “Josh is right. We’ll have to do this again. Thank you. So, we’re on for lunch tomorrow?”
After they’d all gone, Manda lingered beside the fire, considering Josh’s kiss. Despite Richard’s assertion on that first day that Josh had been flirting with her, his behavior since then had been nothing more than friendly, laying to rest Manda’s worries on that subject. Even this kiss on the cheek, though it had caught her off-guard, had been no more than a brotherly peck. Manda thought perhaps Richard had been wrong. She hoped so.
Manda’s morning musings were interrupted by the arrival of her train. She’d timed her walk to the station perfectly, strolling up just moments before the train pulled in. She had slept in for a couple of hours, but she’d still left herself plenty of time to get to the office before David. She could take care of a few small things before Richard and Josh arrived for lunch, then after lunch the four of them could review the progress they’d made on the Raines Foundation project. A thrill of anticipation raced through Manda as she took her seat on the train. It was going to be a very good day.
The day turned out to be as enjoyable as Manda had expected. In fact, the next weeks were like a pleasant dream that Manda hoped she wouldn’t wake up from. Richard and Josh quickly became welcome fixtures around the Aronson office. The two men spent more and more time in the creative area every day, encouraged to make themselves at home by Manda and David. It was a natural development as the Raines project progressed, since it made it much more convenient to confer with the brothers when questions or concerns arose. Josh in particular spent most of his time there, playing video games, watching television, and even napping on the sofa when he wasn’t needed. Richard was there much of the time as well, handling business over the phone or conferring with Jen about the Foundation. Occasionally Richard would have to leave to take care of other business, sometimes vanishing unexpectedly for several days at a time, but Josh would invariably stay behind. When this happened Manda sometimes detected a tense, disapproving undercurrent between the two brothers. Manda wasn’t sure what was behind the friction, but the two seemed to have a very close relationship otherwise, so she dismissed it as inconsequential.
Lunch together became the rule for the four of them, except now Manda let Richard and Josh pick up the check without complaint. In return she had the group over for dinner almost every weekend, cooking everything from all-American favorites like roast beef to Italian food to thick, spicy chili. Stacey would often help her in the kitchen, but David was hopeless when it came to cooking, and Richard and Josh were categorically banned from any form of food preparation. The three men were allowed to set the table or clear away the dishes afterward, but that was all. Sometimes dinner on Saturday night would be followed up by lunch on Sunday as well—sometimes with David and Stacey and sometimes without—and escaping to the seclusion of Manda’s backyard on the weekend became the norm.
Friday nights out together became fairly regular occurrences as well. They would often go out to dinner, concerts, or any number of the other activities available around the city. Concerts in particular were popular with Richard and Josh. They often sought out performances by up-and-coming local talent. Manda turned down the first few Friday night invitations, since Friday nights were her nights with Robbie and Katie. After the third time she turned them down, Richard suggested she bring her niece and nephew along the following week for pizza and go-cart racing.
Manda had been thrilled to accept this invitation—perhaps a little too thrilled, she worried—and the next Friday night, while David and Stacey headed out for an impromptu weekend in Las Vegas, Richard, Josh, Katie, Robbie, and Manda spent a lively evening together. Katie, still obviously starry-eyed over Josh, hung on his every word as he described to her and Manda the art opening they had attended the previous week. Richard and Robbie had gone off to play air hockey on the other side of the pizza parlor.
“Isn’t that the one you wanted to see, Aunt Manda?” Katie asked, and then admonished Josh. “You should have taken Aunt Manda. She loves that artist! She knew her when she was in college.”
“We did invite her,” Josh defended, smiling at the way Katie was championing her aunt’s interests, “but she couldn’t make it.”
“I had other plans that night. No big deal. Katie, could you please go get me a refill?” Manda held out her red plastic glass toward her niece. “Root beer.”
As it turned out, Manda hadn’t changed the subject quickly enough. Katie had gone online that weekend to learn more about the exhibit and noticed that the opening Josh had invited Manda to had been on Friday. Putting two and two together, she’d figured out that she and Robbie had been Manda’s “other plans,” and so two days after the discussion in the pizza parlor Manda found herself having a very different discussion in a different restaurant with her sister, Emily.
“We’ve talked it over with Katie and Robbie and we’ve decided they’re more than old enough to stay home alone for a while on Friday nights. We told Katie we’d pay her a little bit to keep an eye on her brother, so it’ll give her a chance to earn some extra spending money. It’ll free up your Friday nights too. We feel bad about interfering with your social life.” Emily had been adamant, despite Manda’s protests that she enjoyed spending time with Katie and Robbie.
“I know you do, and you’ll still see plenty of them, but you need friends your own age too,” Emily teased. And that had been that. Manda’s Friday nights were free and she happily joined in on the festivities with the others, glad to have just that much more time in Richard’s company. She knew it was just wishful thinking on her part, but Richard seemed pleased that she would be joining them. 



 
 
Chapter 9
The raven circled the house cautiously before finally lighting in the branches of a tree that stood sentinel over the back patio. The fire on the hearth had been extinguished and the girl had abandoned her chaise and gone inside.
How long had she lingered there after they had all left? The hotel wasn’t that far away, but the car and the highway were annoyingly slow and tedious. The return trip had been much more bearable. Black feathers ruffled in amusement. There was something to be said for traveling as the crow flies…or the raven.
The soft flutter of midnight wings was the only sound as the raven took flight. It sought out a perch on the opposite side of the house, near the girl’s window. Her blinds were closed but the bird landed on the brick ledge just outside the glass and listened with its head cocked to one side. All was quiet inside. Listening more closely, the raven could hear the girl’s deep, even breathing. She was asleep.
Who was this little girl and what game was she playing? Who was she after? She was very clever. She treated them both with friendly affection. Was she interested in either of them, and if so, which one? That was the one question that plagued the raven.
Josh certainly seemed very interested in her. He’d been as frequent a visitor to her house as the raven had, often forcing the black bird to keep a considerable distance away. Many nights the raven didn’t even bother to make the trek from downtown to the girl’s suburban neighborhood if it knew Josh had already headed that way. 
For her part, the girl certainly seemed to enjoy Josh’s company. She hadn’t objected when he had kissed her at the end of his first dinner here. The raven didn’t trust that though. It could all be misdirection on the girl’s part. It was simply too soon to tell. They were all spending more and more time together. That meant more opportunities to watch, more clues, and more chances for the girl to make her true motives known. The raven could wait. It was very good at waiting. These girls always gave themselves away in the end, and when they finally showed their true colors, the raven handled them. 



 
 
Chapter 10
Things were going blissfully well. Progress on the Raines Foundation project was excellent. Manda’s prediction that this would be some of their best work was proving true. Everyone involved was thrilled with the work that had been done so far. The first sour note came in early October from a different source—when the Fieldings project hit in earnest. Manda, David, and Jen had met with Curt and the Fieldings team at the beginning of September to come up with the theme for this year’s Halloween charity auction. It was late to begin the planning of such an undertaking, but it was the same short notice fire drill every year, which was one reason Manda disliked the project and one reason Jerry Fieldings was so insistent that Manda and her team take care of it. He knew that even with such last-minute time constraints, Manda’s team would come through with something spectacular.
Manda and David had come up with a theme that everyone liked. They worked on artwork and promotional pieces throughout September, putting in place the elements they could, but knowing that the bulk of work would come at the eleventh hour. That would also be when they passed off the design of the crucial centerpiece of the project, the auction catalog, to Jerry Fieldings’ girlfriend, Andrea. Just the thought of it made Manda cringe...so she tried not to think about it too often.
The two weeks before the auction were always a flurry of frantic activity, and Manda worked and arranged so that their schedule would be clear during that time. When the e-mail came from Curt warning them that the information they needed for the final auction materials was coming their way the next day, Manda and David were ready.
“Shall we have one last long, leisurely lunch before the onslaught?” Manda suggested, and the four of them lingered over an extended lunch for over two hours. On the way back to the office, Manda decided to call it an early day as well.
“You look kind of tired, Davie. Go home and get some rest. You’ll need it.”
“We won’t come back up with you, then,” Richard said. “You’ll want to get things wrapped up and get out without us in the way. Lunch tomorrow? We can bring something in if you guys are too busy to get away.”
“That would be perfect. It’ll force us to take a little mental health break at least,” Manda said, unwilling to give up lunch with Richard no matter how busy they were.
Richard and Josh said their goodbyes in the lobby, leaving David and Manda to ride up in the elevator alone. David was uncharacteristically subdued. In fact, now that she thought about it, he’d been that way all day.
“Are you okay?” Manda asked him as they stepped out onto their floor. “You’re kinda quiet.”
“I guess I am pretty tired,” he said, then hesitated uncertainly before continuing, “but I’d like to talk to you while it’s just the two of us.”
“Sure. What’s up?” When David wanted to talk to her, he just came right out with it. He was certainly never hesitant to speak his mind, and he certainly never found it necessary to announce that he needed to discuss something with her. His obvious discomfort made her wary. His next seemingly casual remark only put her more on guard.
“It’s been great working with Richard and Josh.”
“Yes, it has,” Manda agreed.
“They aren’t at all what I expected when we first took on this job,” he continued.
“Me either,” Manda agreed again, waiting patiently for David to get to the point. He opened the door to their work area for her and followed her in, then dropped onto the sofa. He really did seem exhausted.
“If anyone had told me we would have ended up such good friends with them I would have laughed, but I really like them. I enjoy their company and I think it’s mutual. I think they like hanging out with us, too.”
“I think that’s a fair assumption.” Manda thought she could see where David was headed with this discussion and she was beginning to dread it.
David was silent for a long minute, and then went on. “I know this is probably none of my business.”
“Since when has that ever stopped you?” Manda teased, trying to lighten the mood a bit.
It worked and David chuckled. “Yeah, I know, but you’re like one of my sisters, M. Even more than that, you’re one of my best friends, and I’d hate to see you get hurt.”
Manda sighed. She’d been dead on about what David was getting at. She hated to think she was that transparent.
“I really like Richard. You know that. But I’m also aware of his reputation with women—he’s notoriously gun-shy—and I’ve seen the way you are with him. It’s understandable. He’s a great guy with everything going for him. I’m afraid you’re in over your head though, and as your friend I just want you to be careful. Okay? Look before you leap. Now, if you want to tell me to butt out you can.”
“Like that would do any good,” she snorted, but smiled to let him know she was just teasing again. “Thanks for looking out for me, but I promise you I’ve got my eyes wide open. I’m not entertaining any silly fantasies about Richard. We’re just friends. In fact, I don’t expect that to last once this project is over. They live in a different world than we do, after all...even if they are stuck in ours for now.” Manda had thought this before, but hearing herself speak it aloud lent an almost painful weight and credence to the idea.
David shrugged, as if he too had considered this and found it likely. “If we’re lucky maybe we’ll still get a Christmas card. Now, do you mind if I take off? I’m beat.”
“No. Go ahead. I’m just gonna wrap up and I’ll be right behind you.” 
True to her word, she was on her way home soon after David left, and as she watched the world flash past the train window she considered the difference between knowledge and emotion. Logic and reason could sometimes have very little to do with one’s feelings. But you could choose to act according to the logic and reason rather than allowing yourself to be controlled by emotions. She did at least have that going for her.
 
******
 
The next day the storm hit with full force. A torrent of information poured in for Fieldings. Manda arrived early to find Josh waiting for her in the lobby.
“I promise not to get in the way, but maybe I can help. You know, fetch coffee, run errands, order lunch.”
Manda smiled at his eagerness. She imagined he was just looking for an escape from the hotel room. He seemed to enjoy hanging out in their space.
“Of course. You’re never in the way. And you don’t have to be our errand boy. We love having you around.”
The phone on her desk was ringing when they walked in and when she picked it up David was on the other end of the line, sounding like death itself.
“I’m sorry, Manda. I’m not going to be able to make it in today. I think it’s the flu. I hate to leave you hanging like this. If you send me some stuff I can try to work on some of it from home.”
Manda dismissed that idea immediately. From the sound of him he would be lucky if he was vertical. His health was more important than the work. “Don’t be silly. I’ll be fine. I can raid the graphics department if I need help. Just get some rest and feel better. Let me know if you need anything.”
“Thanks. I’ll be fine. Stacey’s on her way over.”
“Well, good. Take care of yourself and take as much time as you need.” When she hung up the phone she dropped her head on her desk and groaned.
“David’s sick?” Josh guessed.
“He thinks it’s the flu.”
“So what do you do now? Can you handle it alone?”
“Now I start prioritizing. I’ll delegate what I can and do the things that absolutely have to get done right away. Hopefully David will be back on his feet in a few days. If not...well, I’ll push someone off of that bridge when I come to it.”
Manda buried herself in the torrent of e-mail in her inbox for the next hour, sorting the messages into lists according to due date and the level of personal attention required from her. The list of things she could delegate or postpone was discouragingly short. Most pressing of all—and something she would have to do herself –- was compiling the information for the auction catalog that Andrea would be designing. She would need to get that to her by the end of the following day. She didn’t dare put that off. Andrea’s work was bad enough without a tight schedule. Unfortunately there were several other things that she would personally have to attend to with the same deadline.
“Well, here goes nothing,” she muttered to herself, stretching her arms over her head.
“Maybe this will help,” Richard said, carefully setting her teapot back on her desk. “Earl Grey, right?”
Manda blinked in surprise. “Oh! Thank you. That’s perfect.”
“Josh told me you were holding down the fort alone today. I didn’t want to disturb you when I came in. I just thought I’d save you a trip to the coffee room. Let us know when you need a refill, or if we can get you anything else. We’ll stay out of your way.” He smiled his brilliant smile and slipped out of her office with a wink.
Manda stared after him and then down at her teapot in bemused wonder. She turned back to her computer with a small smile playing across her lips, and settled in for a long day of work.
Unfortunately, Manda’s long day evolved into a very long week...and then some. She worked late into the night every day that week and throughout the weekend. By Friday she’d recruited Kerry, one of the designers from their small graphics department, to help her. While not as talented as David, she was at least reliable. More importantly, she was sensible enough not to let her initial awe of Richard and Josh interfere with her work.
The brothers were always around. They unobtrusively made themselves useful, ignoring Manda’s brief and distracted initial protests and taking on the role of errand boys. The sheer ridiculousness of these two famous, rich men fetching and carrying for her would have made Manda laugh if she’d had time to think about it, but she was single-mindedly focused on the avalanche of work threatening to overwhelm her and was just thankful for the two men’s thoughtfulness. She did have to laugh at Kerry’s reaction the first time Josh brought her a cup of coffee though. The other designer had gazed up at him in wide-eyed shock, then mumbled a thank you and turned back to her computer screen, pink-cheeked and still wide-eyed, but trying for all she was worth to act unaffected.
As usual, Josh entertained himself by quietly watching television, playing video games, and surfing the internet between errands, while Richard was occupied with business, often on the phone or working on his sleek laptop computer at the conference table. They did insist that Manda and Kerry take at least a short lunch break every day, as well as a dinner break when they were in the office late—which was every night. Manda had to admit that these forced breaks went a long way toward boosting flagging spirits and energy.
Manda checked in with Stacey periodically for updates on David’s condition, and was beginning to worry about him when he showed no sign of improvement by the weekend. She was not surprised, therefore, when Stacey called her late Monday morning to tell her that she’d taken David to the doctor and found out he was suffering from pneumonia. It wasn’t too serious but he would probably be out the rest of the week. Stacey was taking more time off of work to take care of him.
After sending David her get-well wishes and admonishing Stacey to take care of herself as well, Manda joined Richard and Josh in the common area, gestured for Kerry to join them, and dropped onto the sofa between the two men. Josh’s arm, which had been stretched out along the back of the sofa, dropped around Manda’s shoulders and gave an encouraging squeeze.
“Bad news? How’s David?” he asked.
“Well, the bad news is that David has pneumonia. The good news is that he should be fine. Stacey’s taking good care of him. More bad news is that he’ll be out the rest of the week. More good news is that we’ve made good progress on the project and I don’t think we’ll have to stay late anymore. I should have everything wrapped up by Friday.” Manda was essentially telling the truth. She did think they could be done by Friday—at least she desperately hoped so. Regardless, however, she didn’t intend to stay late in the office anymore this week. She’d gotten Kerry familiar enough with what was needed that the other designer no longer required Manda’s constant guidance and direction. They would still be working late, but they could work from home. She would miss Richard’s company—and Josh’s too of course, she hastily reminded herself—but she had begun to feel guilty about monopolizing all of their time. She was also getting a little too accustomed to Richard’s constant companionship for her own good.
The two men had insisted on staying every night until Manda and Kerry left. Each night they had brought in dinner for the four of them and then later saw them safely down to meet the limousine that waited outside the hotel to take them home. Manda had protested this extravagance, but Richard had overridden her, declaring that he wouldn’t be able to sleep well if he didn’t know the two of them had made it safely home. Manda had put her foot down when he suggested that he and Josh should escort them home personally though. She feigned offense at his “chauvinistic overprotectiveness” until he relented.
Well, they wouldn’t be needing the limo this week. Manda would make sure she and Kerry were out of the office by five o’clock, freeing Richard and Josh to get back to their regularly scheduled lives. She would miss them though. She was exhausted and burned out, and it had only been Richard and Josh’s more than pleasant company that had kept her energized. She just had to get through one more week, she reminded herself. Everything should be done by Friday. One more long, grueling week...and it would be even worse than the previous one. That was the other reason she wanted to work from home. It would allow her to work even later into the night and then fall into her waiting bed to catch a few hours of precious sleep before morning came and she had to start all over again. One more week. She spared a brief, worried thought for David, and then stood.
“Back to work.”



 
 
Chapter 11
The bear backed away from the screaming and battered man who was scrabbling across the blood-soaked carpet of pine needles. His fear was exciting, but the brown-furred hunter craved more. Real terror required more than simple physical violence.
The bear had picked its target carefully. With autumn edging quickly toward winter, hikers were scarcer. This meant there were fewer potential witnesses, but also fewer targets. Finding one who was alone and far enough into the back country to allow the bear to truly enjoy the encounter was challenging.
The bear had spent the morning as a magpie, following potential prey from above until finally deciding on this lone man. It had taken a few hours for the hiker to reach an area remote enough to suit his unseen stalker, and with so much time invested in the hunt, the bear was determined to savor the experience.
Keeping the man from escaping had been simple enough. Making him suffer without killing him was more difficult, but worth the effort. The man’s fear was delicious, but the true payoff was still to come. Fear was easy—abject terror required something special.
The bear charged forward again and dragged the man backward, flipping him over with one strongly clawed paw. Time for the real fun.
Stepping away once more, the bear transformed into human form and watched as fear turned to confusion and disbelief on what was left of the hiker’s face. Then, the man’s confusion turned into exquisite terror as death came for him.
 



 
 
Chapter 12
Richard checked the time on his cell phone and walked a little faster. He hated to be late. It shows a lack of respect for other people, he could still hear his father saying. Well, that certainly wasn’t the case in this instance. He had tremendous respect for the three people he was rushing to meet—and even more for the fourth who would be missing—but he’d been held up and now was late for his lunch with Josh, David, and Jen. He’d called to let them know he was on his way, but being late still irritated him.
Truth be told, he’d been uncharacteristically irritable lately anyway, especially with Josh. Richard felt guilty about that. He loved his brother and they usually got along very well. He’d been short tempered with him lately though. He had to keep reminding himself that Josh was still very young...and in love.
Richard noticed a group of young women watching him and whispering excitedly as he waited for the walk-signal. He pulled his collar up a little higher, ducking his head and hunching his shoulders as if against the cold. He was glad the sun had finally come out after several days of overcast. His sunglasses were less conspicuous in the bright sunlight. The cold windy weather that had chased away the clouds gave him a good excuse for the jacket whose collar he was currently hiding behind as well. The light changed and Richard hurried on across the street, his long strides quickly leaving the women behind.
Josh had been edgy that morning when Richard left the hotel. No doubt he was missing Manda, who had taken the day off and wouldn’t be joining them for lunch. She needed the time off. She’d worked much too hard over the last two weeks. It was good that David was back on his feet so that he could carry the load for a bit. Richard hadn’t seen Manda since five o’clock on Friday. He suspected that Josh had been at her house every night though. He frowned at that thought. He didn’t approve. Josh should know better. He knew he was going to have to talk to his brother about it, but he dreaded it.
He needed to talk to him about shirking his business responsibilities as well. It was almost impossible to pry him away from the Aronson office—and Manda—to attend to other things these days. Not that Richard could blame him. Manda was amazing. Josh couldn’t have chosen better. 
Josh had been very low-key about his feelings for Manda, which was probably the best approach. It was the surest way to get past the protective walls she hid behind. An all-out frontal assault would probably just scare her away. Better to go slowly and let the walls gradually fall.
Richard rounded the corner and spotted his destination. He checked the time again. Eight minutes late. The waiter was just bringing drinks when he joined the others at a sunny and private booth on the second floor of the restaurant.
“I’ll just have water, please,” he replied to the waiter’s query, sliding into the booth beside Josh. “I’m sorry I’m late.”
“Don’t worry about it. We barely just sat down,” David said dismissively. “How’d your meeting go?”
“Long!” Richard replied with feeling. “How are you holding up on your first day back?”
“I think I’ll make it. I’m probably in better shape than Manda at this point.”
Richard frowned. “Why? Did she come down with something too?”
Josh answered him with an exasperated growl. “No, she’s just a sneaky little brat! David was just telling us that Manda worked almost all night, every night last week, and she worked all weekend, too.”
“Kerry forwarded me an e-mail from Manda from two o’clock Friday morning so I asked her about it,” David explained. “She told me that she herself worked until almost midnight every night, and she knew for a fact that Manda stayed up a lot later than that. And when I talked to the printer we use on this project he said he didn’t get the final files from Manda until last night.”
Richard clenched his jaws as a wave of slow anger threatened. He breathed deeply, willing himself to stay calm. He had a very strong urge to shake the stubborn girl! He took another deep breath. She was an independent little thing. No wonder she’d looked so tired—yet she’d never lost her good humor, never once let on that she was under that kind of pressure.
“She must be exhausted,” he said with a grimace. “Poor kid.”
“It’s so typical of her,” Jen commented.
“Yeah, she’s always pushed herself like that for as long as I’ve know her,” David agreed, sounding both fond and aggravated. “She’s such a perfectionist.”
“How long have you known her?” Richard asked.
“We met in college. When I was an undergrad and she was a grad student she was my independent study advisor.” He shook his head and laughed. “When the professor told me she was going to be my advisor I was furious. I was the only student she advised and I thought the only reason I got stuck with her was because the professor disliked me. I mean, come on! She was just a kid!”
“I assume that wasn’t really the case?” Richard guessed.
“No. As it turned out, that was probably the best thing that could have happened to me. Not only did she help me learn a lot about design, she also helped me improve my attitude. In case you haven’t noticed, she has a very ‘glass half full’ mentality—even then, when she was going through some really tough stuff. I went back and thanked that professor afterward.”
“So, you’ve been friends ever since,” Josh surmised.
David grinned sheepishly. “Not exactly. We weren’t really friends then. It was more of a mentoring relationship...and the one time I did work up the nerve to ask her out she very politely but firmly shot me down.”
“Smart girl,” Jen teased.
David pointedly ignored her. “We got to be friends after I came to work at Aronson...and then all my other friends begged me to fix them up with her. It does wonders for my scarred ego to watch her politely shoot them all down, too.”
“She’s gone out with a few of them, hasn’t she?” Jen corrected.
“But never more than once. I can’t blame her. None of them are good enough for her anyway.”
Richard laughed along with Josh and Jen, but he thought it was probably a true statement. The waiter returned with Richard’s water and took their orders. When he’d gone Richard took a drink and asked something he’d been curious about. 
“So, how did she became creative director so quickly? It’s obvious that she deserves the title, but it is unusual for someone her age. Who was it that was sharp enough to spot the talent?”
“That would be Jen,” David said, nodding toward her.
Jen examined her elegantly lacquered fingernails ostentatiously, as if waiting for well deserved applause, then took a sip of soda. Manda kept her fingernails neatly trimmed, Richard thought idly. Much more practical than Jen’s long manicure.
“Curt hired her right out of school to work in the graphics department,” Jen explained. “You know, proposals, presentations, some posters and invitations and things for some of our smaller clients. Most of the big stuff is sent out to an agency. Curt got lucky. She was completely overqualified. She could have had her choice of jobs anywhere in the country, but she wanted to stay here, near her family. Besides, I think she was a little lacking in self confidence and was intimidated by the big design firms. It didn’t take long to realize what a find she was though. I really started to rely on her, but after the first year I think she was getting pretty bored. She was going to leave for one of the big agencies then, but I convinced Curt that he couldn’t let her get away. He didn’t really see what the big deal was, but he trusts my judgment so he asked her to stay. He thought I’d gone around the bend when I talked him into giving her a team of her own and letting her pick most of her own projects. David was the only person she wanted on her team, though. She could have had a few more people but she didn’t want them. Anyway, that’s basically how Aronson’s special events business got started, and you know how successful it’s been. That’s why you came to us. It was pretty much all built around Manda. Curt owes me big and knows he it, too. He would have just let her quit!” She looked positively scandalized by the idea.
“She’s really that good?” Josh asked, and Richard was annoyed to see surprise on his brother’s face. He frowned his disapproval. Josh might be in love with this woman, but he honestly didn’t seem to understand how unique and special she was. Once again Richard fought the growing irritation with his brother that had become too common recently. If Josh couldn’t appreciate her, he didn’t deserve her! This angry thought unsettled Richard. He liked Manda and he would hate to see Josh lose her. Jen and David obviously knew how extraordinary she was. Maybe between the three of them they could make Josh understand as well.
For the majority of the next hour, Richard kept the conversation focused on Manda, coaxing information about her from her two coworkers. David and Jen turned out to be perfect, if unwitting, accomplices in his attempt to educate Josh, as they were quite willing to talk about her. They were absolutely eager in fact, which made Richard suspect that they might have an ulterior motive of their own. If they knew that Manda was falling for Josh, they might be trying to encourage him on her behalf, not knowing that he was already in love with her. Josh had been fairly closed-mouthed about his feelings for her. Maybe Manda didn’t realize how he felt. Richard vowed to talk to Josh about opening up to Manda more. After all, there was such a thing as taking it too slowly, and there was nothing keeping Josh from enjoying a long and happy relationship with the right woman...and he wouldn’t find anyone better than Manda.
They were not quite done with their meal when David’s phone rang, interrupting his recounting of the first day he’d met Manda. Leaving the others laughing at his colorful story, David checked the caller ID on his phone and frowned before answering.
“Shouldn’t you be sleeping or something?” he greeted. Richard concentrated on the voice of the caller, and he could tell by Josh’s focused expression that his brother was doing the same. It was a futile effort, however, since Jen spoke up and drowned out the faint voice coming through David’s phone.
“It must be Manda. I wonder what’s up that couldn’t wait until tomorrow. She doesn’t usually call on her days off.”
Richard was watching David’s face, trying to read his expressions. It wasn’t too difficult when his hand tightened around his phone and he groaned.
“Naturally. I don’t know why we would expect anything different,” David said in a voice dripping with sarcasm and anger.
Their waiter arrived at that moment with their check, asking if he could bring them anything more. Assuring him that they were fine, Richard quickly turned his attention back to David.
“You don’t need to do that. I’ll take care of it,” David assured the caller hastily. Richard could hear Manda’s reply this time.
“It’s going to take both of us and Kerry to fix this mess. She’s on her way in too. I hated to call her but she’s already familiar with the project and I don’t have time to bring anyone else up to speed.”
“That bad?”
“Yes, and we only have until five. He wouldn’t budge on that. I can’t say I blame him after Andrea’s little stunt last year. So, we’ll just get it printable, that’s it. If Jerry insists on letting Andrea do this, he can live with the results.”
David sighed. “Okay. I’m on my way.” He tucked his phone back into his pocket and grimaced. “I’ve got to get back. I guess the auction catalog Andrea sent to the printer is completely unworkable. Manda’s almost to the office now.” He took one last drink and stood. “We have to be done by five, so we’re still on for the game, right?” he asked Josh.
“Sure. I’ll catch up with you later,” Josh confirmed.
“Hold on. I’ll come with you. Maybe I can help...or at least tell Curt ‘I told you so.’” Jen reached for the check with one hand and her purse with the other.
Richard laid his hand over the leather folder that the waiter had left. “I’ve got this. You guys just go on. Do we need to cancel the meeting with you and Curt this afternoon?”
“No, let’s still plan on it. I’ll call you if anything changes.” Slinging her purse over her shoulder, she hurried after David.
“And so adjourns the first meeting of the Amanda Jensen fan club,” Josh remarked wryly after the others were gone. “Any final comments, Mr. President?”
Richard was thinking with displeasure that what Manda needed was a chance to recuperate from the stress of the last two weeks, not another fire drill, and Josh’s comment caught him off guard.
“What?”
“You really do have it bad, don’t you?”
“What are you talking about?” Richard asked. He hadn’t a clue what his brother was referring to.
“Manda,” Josh answered, as if stating the obvious. “You’re absolutely crazy about her. You talked about her all through lunch.”
Richard froze in shock, his mouth open and his mind blank. Josh reached across and removed the flat leather folder from beneath Richard’s still fingers. He slid a credit card from his wallet, placed it into the folder, and laid it on the edge of the table for the waiter. Then he looked back to Richard.
“Well?” he prompted before taking a sip of water.
Richard found his voice again. “Don’t be ridiculous! I’m just interested because you’re in love with her.”
Josh choked on the drink of water he had just taken. “Are you kidding?” he spluttered through a fit of coughing. He pressed his napkin over his mouth until it passed. “Wake up, Richie! I do like her—I think we’ve gotten to be pretty good friends—but it’s been obvious from the beginning that she’s completely into you, and you’re just as into her.” He leaned across the table toward Richard with a grin. “I think she’ll make a great sister-in-law. Sarah and David will love her.”
“Don’t even joke about that!” Richard growled too loudly. He looked around quickly, but no one was close enough to hear them. They had the upper floor mostly to themselves.
“Who’s joking?” Josh replied with a small shrug. “You love her. Just admit it.”
“I don’t love her,” Richard stated flatly. Josh should know better. “I can’t.”
Josh shook his head in exasperation. “All the people who say you’re afraid of love don’t know the half of it, do you know that? Pure terror is a better description!”
Richard pushed his hand through his hair in distress. He fought back the shadow of bleakness that threatened. He hated to talk about this and Josh knew it. “You know as well as I do that for me to love anyone is an invitation to disaster.”
“I know you think so, but it doesn’t have to be that way,” Josh said sympathetically.
“For me to love someone is like handing them a death sentence and I won’t do that.” Richard looked blindly out the window, haunted by a past he wished he could escape.
“You’re not in this alone, Richie. Mikey and I can help you—and there’s Kastl too.”
“Is he in town?” Richard sighed.
“Yes. Mikey called him a couple of weeks ago, when it was obvious to everyone that you’d fallen for her. We’ve been watching her around the clock. We just assumed you were keeping a low profile about the whole thing, trying to delay the reckoning, so to speak. I didn’t realize you were in complete denial.”
Richard had a sudden revelation. All the times Josh had “shirked” his responsibilities to stay with Manda, he’d actually been watching over her, protecting her. That he, Mikey, and Kastl thought this was necessary alarmed Richard, because even though he couldn’t love her, the fact that they thought she needed protecting meant that she probably did.
“I’m not in denial. I don’t love her. I can’t. I wouldn’t do that to her. I would never put her in danger like that.” Richard heard the waiter approaching and he and Josh waited in silence until the young man took the folder with Josh’s credit card and left.
Josh studied his older brother. “And there’s the catch 22. You want to keep her safe because you love her, and because you want to keep her safe, you can’t love her.” He shrugged. “You overthink things. Besides, she loves you.”
“No!” Richard denied vehemently. “She cares for you. I’ve seen it. And I’ve watched you. You can’t tell me you aren’t interested in her.”
“We’re friends, like I said, and I’ve been trying to act as a decoy, but I don’t feel that way about her and she doesn’t love me like she loves you. Even David and Jen see it. Come on! That’s why they were giving you the pro-Amanda Jensen sales pitch during lunch. They know as well as I do that she’s in love with you.”
Richard shook his head again, desperately needing his brother to be wrong about this. “Well, she picked the wrong brother then.”
“I don’t think so. You two were made for each other. You’re a perfect match.”
The waiter’s return ended their conversation, but as they left the restaurant and made their way back to the hotel in silence, each was engrossed in his own thoughts. Richard’s mind was spinning. How could he have been so wrong about Josh’s feelings for Manda? More importantly, how could he have given Josh and Mikey the impression that he was in love with her? He was always careful to avoid even the impression of romantic involvement. It had been years since he’d done anything to warrant Kastl’s intervention.
He turned the situation over and over in his head during the hours until he and Josh returned to the Aronson offices for their meeting with Curt and Jen. As they rode up in the elevator he still hadn’t decided how such a misunderstanding could have occurred. He liked Manda of course, but he didn’t love her. He was always very careful about his relationships with women. He couldn’t afford not to be.
Curt and Jen were waiting for them in one of the smaller conference rooms, and as they settled in for their meeting Richard deliberately refrained from asking about Manda. He couldn’t help but wonder how she was holding up though. He hoped Josh would ask, but his brother didn’t mention her either. He just cast expectant glances at Richard periodically, as if testing him to see how long he could last before he gave in and inquired about her. Richard ignored Josh’s silent challenge.
Their meeting lasted until almost five o’clock, and as they wrapped up, Jen gave Richard his first bit of information about Manda.
“I’m going to go up and check the progress on Fieldings. They seemed to think they could have it ready to print by five and then get out of here. Poor Manda looks about ready to drop. You have plans with David, right? You can walk up with me if you’d like. They’re probably wrapping up.”
Richard and Josh followed her up to the creative area. She knocked on the door and then punched in the access code without waiting for a response. David was in Manda’s office and both of them were leaning over Manda’s computer screen. They looked up when Jen called out a greeting.
“How’s it going, guys?”
“Manda’s just getting it ready to send. Then we’re done—for better or worse,” David replied, standing straight and stretching. A fleeting smile of greeting passed across Manda’s face before she turned back to her computer. Richard studied her. She was uncharacteristically subdued. Maybe it was fatigue. She did look ready to fall over, just as Jen had warned.
“So, was it better or was it worse?” Jen prompted with a grimace.
“Oh, this was the worst by far,” David told her disdainfully. “How can Andrea possibly be getting worse instead of better? It still looks like a train wreck, but at least now it’s a printable train wreck.”
“There,” Manda breathed, leaning back limply in her chair and rubbing her eyes.
“All done?” Josh asked sympathetically.
“Just about,” Manda answered. Manda’s words turned into a yawn that she hid with one hand before continuing. “I’m uploading the files now. Then I’ll PDF the final and upload that as well.”
“How long will that take?” Jen asked, glancing at her watch. “It’s five ‘til five now.”
Manda looked at her computer and leaned forward again. “It just finished uploading.” She clicked her mouse several times and then sat back again. “They have the printable files, so we’ve met the deadline. I just have to create the PDF and send that along as a reference. That’ll take a little while. There are several files and they’re huge. I don’t know what Andrea was thinking.”
“She wasn’t,” David commented acidly.
“No, she wasn’t,” Manda agreed tiredly. “They’ll take ten minutes or so to PDF—each—then I’ll assemble them into a single file and forward that along.”
“Let me do that,” David offered. “You should go home.”
“No, I’ve got it. You have plans with Josh. Besides, all the files are on my computer and it would take longer to transfer them all to you than to just do it myself. Why don’t you go ahead and take off. There’s nothing to do for now but wait. There’s no need for all of us to sit here twiddling our thumbs. I’ll be out the door as soon as this is done.” She was leaning back in her chair rubbing her eyes again and she missed the disapproving and speculative looks that David, Jen, and Josh shared among themselves.
“That’s okay. We can hang out and keep you company until it’s done. If we’re a little late it’s no big deal,” Josh insisted, leaning against the doorframe of Manda’s office. Richard noticed the annoyance that painted Manda’s features, and guessed Jen did as well when she excused herself.
“Well, looks like you guys don’t need me around. Shall we cancel our ten o’clock meeting tomorrow? I imagine you’ll try again for that day off?”
“No. Let’s still do it. I’d like to discuss a few things with Curt,” Manda growled, and Richard suspected that her employer was going to see a side of Manda that would surprise most people. He wished he could be there to see the angry tirade her tone promised. Curt Aronson deserved it for misusing such a valuable employee.
“We can do that another day, M,” David suggested. “Take tomorrow off.”
“No. I want to talk to him while it’s still fresh in my mind. I’ll go home afterward and unwind. Now, no offense, but go away. I don’t need you here babysitting me.” Manda glared at her coworkers, and Jen raised her hands defensively and left without another word. David opened his mouth to protest, but Manda didn’t give him a chance.
“You heard me. Don’t go away mad, just go away! Have fun at the game.”
Josh and David both looked ready to refuse, so Richard decided it was time to intervene. “You heard the lady. Come on, guys. Leave her alone and let’s go.”
Josh looked at him in disbelief and even David was surprised, but the two men reluctantly complied.
“Don’t be too long,” David admonished her as he followed Richard and Josh out.
“Have fun,” Manda called after them with a perfunctory wave. Richard felt a pang of...he didn’t quite know what. Concern? Sympathy? Protectiveness? She just looked so forlorn sitting tired and alone at her desk as the door closed behind him.
As they followed David toward the elevators, Josh gave Richard an alarmed and questioning look. Richard raised one hand in a reassuring gesture. If Josh and Kastl had been keeping an eye on her, his brother wouldn’t like leaving her alone and unguarded, and none of them trusted her to leave as she said she would...not after her deception the previous week. He needn’t be concerned though. Richard didn’t intend to be fooled again.
“You guys go ahead and go to the game. Don’t worry about Manda. I’ll make sure she gets home safely.” Richard knew Josh had picked up on the extra layer of meaning in his reassurance because he visibly relaxed. David looked decidedly pleased himself. Richard tried not to think about what that might mean.
“Thanks,” David said gratefully. ”Don’t let her stay too long.”
“I’ll see you in the morning,” Josh said as he and David headed for the elevators.
Richard turned and made his way back to the creative area. Manda had given him the access code while David was sick. She hadn’t had the time to keep opening the door for them. He punched it in and entered without knocking. He didn’t want to interrupt her if she was busy.
Manda was on the phone and didn’t notice him come in. She was focused on her computer, with one hand on the keyboard, one on the mouse, and the phone on speaker.
“I know, I know. Believe me, I’m not asking this for Andrea or Jerry. Go ahead and print what you have and deliver that to them. That’s what they asked for and that’s what they’ll get. I’m asking you to do this for me, as a personal favor.”
“Manda, you know I’d do anything for you, but you’re asking me to fit in another huge last minute job. We’d have to work around the clock to get it done,” a man’s voice argued from the phone’s speaker.
“If you started printing the original now you could fit in my version afterward. It’s for a good cause. Besides, it’ll be worth your time and effort. You can charge Fieldings whatever you want—in fact, the more the better as far as I’m concerned. He’ll pay it because he needs them. If he has to pay enough, maybe it’ll teach him a lesson. You can charge him enough to pay for your next vacation and give your crew all big bonuses. I don’t care,” Manda wheedled. “Please? I’ll owe you a huge favor. Come on, how often do I ask you for something like this?”
“Never. That’s why we like working with you.” The man sighed. “What if he won’t pay for it?”
“Oh, he will, but if he won’t I’ll make sure Curt will cover it. I’ll pay you myself if I have to...but I won’t have to. You deliver Andrea’s version, then show him mine. He’ll pay whatever you ask. He won’t have a choice.”
The man sighed into the phone again. “You know I wouldn’t do this for anyone but you. I’ve got a tight schedule. If I start on Andrea’s version now I can start on your version first thing in the morning. I’ve got more jobs coming in though. I’ll need your files by six o’clock in the morning. Can you have it done by then?”
Richard, who had stopped in the doorway to Manda’s office, crossed his arms and cleared his throat. Manda started violently and spun her chair around. When she saw Richard her eyes widened and she flushed guiltily. 
“Oh! I didn’t know you were still here.”
“What?” the man on the phone asked. “I didn’t catch that.”
“Nothing,” Manda replied quickly. Richard’s presence had her flustered. “I’ll have the files to you by then. Thank you.”
“Okay. I’ll look for them. Have a good night, and good luck.”
“Thanks. G’night.” Manda tapped the button to disconnect the speaker phone, and then looked up at Richard with a patently false smile. “I thought you’d gone.”
“So I see.” Richard studied her very closely for a minute. How did she manage to look so tired and wrung out, and yet still so beautiful? He shook his head in wonder...with a touch of exasperation thrown in. “You’re not getting out of here anytime soon, are you?”
“No,” she admitted, biting her lip, “but please don’t rat me out to David.”
“I thought you were just going to fix it enough to be printable, but you’re redesigning the whole thing, aren’t you?” Richard’s tone was matter-of-fact, not accusing, but Manda’s response was defensive.
“I can’t just leave it like it is. It’s for charity. It doesn’t make any sense and it would ruin the auction. A lot of people count on the money this event brings in. I have to do something.”
How could Josh not be in love with this woman, Richard wondered. He made his next words as gentle as possible. He didn’t want her to think he was attacking her.
“This will take you all night.”
She lifted her chin defiantly. “Probably.”
“You’re already exhausted. Can you do it alone? Why didn’t you ask David for help?”
“Because I promised him last year that we’d never have to fix Andrea’s messes again. Curt didn’t let me keep that promise; I had to have his help today, but I’m still going to try and keep my promise as much as I can.”
Richard was shocked to see tears glistening in Manda’s eyes as she looked up at him. 
“Besides, this is my fault. Every year I’ve fixed Andrea’s messes and Jerry never really had to deal with the consequences of making us work with her. I don’t think he really understands how awful she is. That’s my fault. I was stupid, and David shouldn’t have to pay for that.”
Richard could hardly fault her for refusing to deliver an inferior product, but he didn’t say anything. She needed help, not a debate. While he couldn’t shoulder her burden tonight, as much as he might want to (and he was surprised by just how much he did want to), he would do what he could to help her get through it.
She was watching him expectantly, no doubt waiting for an argument.
“Well,” he said instead, “it’s gonna be a long night. I’ll get us some coffee and tea and then order in some dinner while you get to work.” As he picked up her teapot and left for the coffee room, he pretended not to see the grateful tears she was attempting to hide.
After forcing Manda to take a short break for dinner, Richard brought one of the chairs from the common area into her office so he could keep her company. Throughout the night he did his best to anticipate her needs, bringing her refills of tea and water, retrieving documents from the printer she shared with David, and when she got cold, bringing her the sweater she left on the coat rack by the door. The rest of the time he watched her work. It was fascinating watching her transform what even his untrained eye could see was a disorganized, incoherent jumble of information into an elegantly organized, fluently informative guide. He was impressed by the speed and efficiency with which she worked...and slightly in awe of her intensity and focus.
After watching her work for an hour or so, he noticed that she would periodically pause and scan the screen. She would make small corrections and adjustments to the text as she went. He realized she was proofreading and he watched carefully until he was confident he understood the nature of the changes she was making, and then volunteered to do it for her. She’d hesitated for an instant before taking him up on his offer and printing a hardcopy for him to edit. He chuckled quietly to himself when he noticed her surreptitiously double checking the edited pages he gave her, and the he smiled in pleased satisfaction when she stopped checking and accepted his changes without reservation.
Work progressed more quickly after that, but Richard still wondered if Manda would be able to endure until the project was finished. Her already flagging energy was taking a marked nose-dive by midnight, and she was beginning to make careless mistakes. Concentration was obviously becoming difficult for her and she was growing visibly frustrated. By one o’clock her hands were trembling and she was fighting back tears again. He knew she wouldn’t make it like this.
Approaching her from behind, Richard placed his hands on her shoulders and gently pulled her back into her chair, forcing her away from her keyboard. Her shoulders were rigid with tension.
“Stop for a minute, Manda. Take a quick break.” She resisted for a moment, and then lowered her hands and let her head fall against the back of the chair. “Now, close your eyes and breath,” Richard ordered, as his fingers gently worked the knotted muscles of her neck and shoulders. She was wound tighter than a watch spring and it took several minutes for her to relax under his soothing ministrations.
“Relax. Slow down. You’ve still got plenty of time,” he encouraged. “You can do this. Deep breaths.” As he continued to massage her shoulders, Richard could smell the fragrance of her shampoo and feel the silky softness of her hair as it brushed against his hands. In the intimacy of that moment he had an almost overwhelming urge to bend down and press his lips to the spot on the side of her neck where his thumb was massaging a small circle. Shocked by this impulse, he froze. Where had that come from? He couldn’t be attracted to her. He didn’t dare.
Manda stirred under his still hands and he stepped away from her. He forced a casual tone that he was far from feeling.
“It would probably be a good idea to walk around and stretch out a little. Why don’t we go get refills?” he suggested, picking up her teapot and his coffee cup. What if Josh was right? he wondered, and as he walked to the coffee room with her he was acutely aware of the potential danger he was putting her in.
After this brief intermission, Manda’s ability to concentrate was restored somewhat. She lost her focus less frequently and seemed less frustrated when she did. She made fewer mistakes as well. Richard quietly pointed out the ones she did make. He’d been hesitant to correct her at first, but rather than being offended by it, she seemed genuinely grateful for his help, so he pulled his chair up more closely behind her and unobtrusively double-checked her work. His fresher eyes and mind caught most of her tired mistakes. This arrangement had several benefits. It sped the work up considerably, since Manda had slowed down when she realized she was making careless mistakes. Focusing on the work Manda was doing also kept Richard from focusing on the scent of her, and looking at her computer screen kept him from gazing at her face as she concentrated.
By the time she finished, shortly before four o’clock, Richard was sure she was operating on sheer willpower, having long since burned through her last reserves of energy. He could see the tears of exhaustion threatening to overwhelm her and knew she was holding on by a thread.
“As soon as you get that sent I’m taking you home. No arguments,” he told her firmly. She just nodded in agreement. Even speaking seemed to be more than her tenuous composure could endure. His anger toward everyone responsible for bringing her to this state—including Manda herself—surged. “I’ll call down for the car and let Josh know what’s going on while you finish up.”
He stepped out into the common area to make the phone calls. He had just arranged for their driver to be waiting downstairs and was dialing Josh’s number when he heard the crash of something shattering in Manda’s office. He was in her doorway in an instant. The sight of her staring down at the broken remnants of her teapot with tears streaming down her face was too much for him. He stepped over the fragments of porcelain and wrapped his arms around her in a comforting embrace. The last thread of control she had been clinging to had broken with the teapot and her shoulders shook with silent sobs. Richard’s heart twisted painfully.
“Oh, Manda. I’m so sorry,” he said, stroking her hair with one hand.
She struggled to compose herself, finally managing a choked explanation. “It was my mother’s.” Sympathy tightened his throat and he held her closer. The feelings inspired when she leaned against him and pressed her face to his chest filled him with dread. He ruthlessly suppressed the firestorm of emotion and when she had regained some degree of composure he guided her to the sofa and pushed her down onto it.
“Are you all finished and ready to go?” he asked gently. She nodded mutely. Before he could stop himself he reached out and tenderly brushed away a strand of hair that clung to her tear-dampened cheek. “Wait right here. I’ll clean that up and get your purse. Then I’ll take you home.”
When he returned for her a short time later he found her curled up on the sofa and sleeping soundly. She looked so innocent and vulnerable as she slept, and he felt so protective of her, that all of his pretense and self-deception fell away. He had been so focused on figuring out who she was—on solving the puzzle that was Manda—he had blindly refused to see the pieces to another puzzle. But now that Josh’s words had forced him to consider that puzzle, all of the pieces fit together effortlessly. It was pathetically obvious. He loved her.
“What have I done?” he whispered, and numbly sat down on the sofa near her feet. For a long time he stared at the woman he loved as she slept beside him. He knew only one thing with absolute certainty—whatever happened now, he was going to lose her. The only choice left to him was to do it in a way that would at least let her survive. He prayed once more for Josh to be wrong—Please don’t let her be in love with me!—because what he was going to do now was going to be one of the hardest things he had ever done. If he had to hurt her in the process it would be infinitely worse.
Richard dialed Josh’s number. His voice was flat and dead when his younger brother answered.
“I’m bringing Manda down to the suite. She’s exhausted and she’s already fallen asleep up here in the office. There’s no need to drive her all the way home. She can sleep in my bed. I won’t need it anymore. Besides, I think you should be there when she wakes up. After I get her settled, you and I need to talk.” 
 
  



 
 
Chapter 13
It took Manda a few minutes to remember where she was when she woke. It was disconcerting waking up in an unfamiliar room. Her face heated in embarrassment when she recalled the events of the night before and realized she was in Richard’s bed. She supposed that wasn’t how most women ended up there. That thought was accompanied by a sharp stab of jealousy. Manda sat up and looked around for a clock. The alarm on the nightstand informed her that it was almost noon. It had been about four o’clock when they had left her office, so she’d been asleep for almost eight hours. She groaned in dismay. She’d completely missed her ten o’clock team meeting. They would definitely be wondering where she was. 
Manda was wearing one of Richard’s t-shirts. It reached to her knees. She vaguely remembered Richard giving it to her and leaving the room so she could change. That was the last thing she remembered. She looked around for her own clothes, but didn’t see them anywhere so she got up and padded quietly to the bathroom. They weren’t there either, but there was a thick, white terry cloth robe hanging on the back of the door and she put it on, belting it tightly around her waist. She dreaded the idea of facing Richard this morning after the fool she’d made of herself the night before, but she needed to find her clothes and get to the office. She’d made a big enough nuisance of herself already. She gathered her courage and ventured out into the sitting room.
Richard was nowhere to be seen, but Josh was sitting with his guitar on his knee when Manda emerged from the bedroom. He immediately leaned the instrument against the chair and stood up.
“Good morning, Manda. Did you sleep well?” he asked with an uncharacteristically subdued smile.
“Mmm, yes. Thanks,” Manda replied self-consciously. “I’m sorry to interrupt. I was just looking for my clothes, and then I’ll get out of your hair.” She stood in the doorway, fiddling with the belt of the robe.
“You’re not interrupting anything, and there’s no need to rush off. Relax. I hear you had a pretty rough night. Let me order you some breakfast.” Josh gestured for her to sit down on the sofa. He crossed the room to the table by the door and picked up a stack of neatly folded clothes. “Here are your things. Richard had them laundered for you.” He brought the stack to Manda and then retrieved the room service menu from the desk and offered it to her.
Manda, still standing in the bedroom doorway, clutched the clothes to her chest and shook her head. “No thank you. Where is Richard? I feel terrible about taking his bed.”
Josh looked decidedly unhappy. “Richard left town this morning. He had to go suddenly and didn’t want to wake you.”
“Oh.” Manda had grown accustomed to his unexpected departures. She should have been relieved that she wouldn’t have to face him today after her minor breakdown last night, but instead she was disappointed. “When will he be back this time?”
“He’s not planning on coming back. He’s left me and Mikey to hold down the fort,” Josh explained reluctantly. His expression was sympathetic.
“Oh,” Manda repeated dumbly. In spite of David’s cautioning advice to be careful—as well as her own repeated warnings to herself not to get too involved—the news that she might never see Richard again was crushing. Wise or not, she’d let her emotions become entangled and now he was gone. Tears stung the backs of her eyes and she carefully schooled her face into a smooth, blank mask. “That’s too bad. I’m sure you can handle anything that comes up, though. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll get dressed and get to the office. They’re probably wondering where I am.”
“Richard called David and Curt this morning and told them you wouldn’t be in today. You really don’t have to rush off, Manda. Let me get you something to eat,” Josh coaxed.
“No, I’m really not hungry. Thank you though. I think I’ll just go home if they aren’t expecting me at work. I’m still pretty tired.” Manda turned back into the bedroom and closed the door before Josh could reply. She donned her own clothes numbly, leaving Richard’s shirt folded neatly on the dresser. When she came back out, Josh was waiting for her.
“Are you okay, Manda?” he asked carefully, as if he feared that the wrong word would shatter her.
“Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?” she answered, in what she hoped was a casual tone. “That’s not the first time I’ve had to pull an all-nighter and I’m sure it won’t be the last.” She didn’t really think that was what he was referring to though. Was she really that transparent?
“We’re still friends, aren’t we?” he asked, almost pleading.
Manda’s careful control wavered. “Of course we are, Josh,” she assured him unsteadily. He wrapped her in a firm hug and she struggled to regain control of herself while returning his embrace. 
“Well, I’ll be around. Call me if you need anything, okay?” he said when he released her.
“I will. Thanks, Josh.” Manda picked up her purse from the coffee table and left quickly. 
The train ride home was a blur, and by the time she walked through her door, Manda was ready to go back to bed. She was emotionally drained, and lack of sleep was still dragging her down. The eight hours of unconsciousness in Richard’s bed had mitigated her exhaustion temporarily, but hadn’t done much to combat the two-weeks of stress and sleep deprivation that had culminated in last night’s physical and emotional crash. Without even bothering to eat or change, she collapsed onto her bed and slept until the next morning, when her alarm clock woke her.
Manda walked onto the elevator at work right behind David.
“You’re running late today, M. Are you okay?” There was no hint of teasing in his question. 
“Sure. I’m fine,” Manda lied.
“I’m surprised to see you. Richard called yesterday and said you’d been up all night working on Fieldings and that you were completely wiped out. You should have told me. I could have helped. You’ve been pushing yourself too hard, Manda. You need to take a break.”
“Well, I slept all day yesterday. That should help recharge my batteries,” Manda offered with contrived cheerfulness.
David was quiet for a long time before he spoke again. “I went to dinner with Josh last night. He told me that Richard left. I’m really sorry, M.”
Manda’s throat tightened and she took several moments to compose herself. “It’s okay. I told you, I never had any delusions about that. Can we just not talk about it?” She could function normally as long as she didn’t think about it too much. 
“Sure. So, what’s on the agenda for today? I think we’ve got most things almost wrapped up. If we don’t have anything new coming in, why don’t you take the afternoon off and let me cover? You look like you could still use some more sleep.”
“We’ll see,” Manda replied noncommittally. She didn’t relish the idea of an afternoon at home alone, actually. She would prefer to stay at work and keep occupied.
For the next week she kept herself very occupied. She threw herself feverishly into her work. She accepted several new projects and the pace was hectic, though David refused to let her work late. He threatened to go to Curt and tell him she was working too hard when he couldn’t convince her to leave any other way. She came in especially early every day though, and insisted on working through her lunches. When the weekend arrived, she spent all day Saturday and Sunday shopping for Christmas gifts for her friends and family. She found several books that she knew David would like and a cashmere sweater that would look beautiful on Stacey. She shopped until she was exhausted, and bought more than she should have for Katie and Robbie, as well as Emily and Andy.
Manda ran into Josh several times before work. On Monday he’d been waiting for her in the plaza, bundled up against the morning cold. He’d convinced her, with his pleading blue eyes, to let him buy her a cup of tea at the diner. As much as she wanted to, Manda didn’t ask about Richard, and Josh didn’t volunteer any information. Their conversation was pleasant and inconsequential. Josh was his usual spontaneous, friendly self and they soon settled into a routine. Though he no longer seemed to feel comfortable spending his days in the office, every other morning or so Josh would meet up with her and they would have breakfast at the diner—Mikey even came along once—but, in an unspoken accord, no one ever mentioned Richard.
When Manda was able to stay busy she was able to keep her thoughts off of him—mostly. The evenings were another story though. She almost called David’s bluff about tattling to Curt if she tried to work late, but she wasn’t convinced it really was a bluff. Instead she tried to fill the hours between work and bed as best she could—cooking, cleaning, catching up on her household to-do list—but all too soon there always came the time when she had run out of things to distract her, and thoughts of Richard would creep in. She missed him. She missed his dazzling smile and his startling blue eyes. She missed his warm laugh. Mostly she missed talking to him. He had been so easy to talk to. 
On Friday night she built a fire in the fireplace on her patio. She couldn’t bring herself to join Josh, David, and Stacey for the evening and she missed her Friday nights with Katie and Robbie. They would have provided a welcome diversion, but she didn’t want to explain to Emily why she was avoiding her friends. 
The evening was cold but the night sky was beautiful and clear, and she pulled her chair close to the roaring flames and cuddled up under a warm blanket. The neighbor’s dog had been restless all night and she shushed his barking once more. He probably had a mouse cornered in a drain spout again. He was a huge dog, but gentle as a teddy bear. He didn’t bark often, only when something had him worked up…or occasionally when he chased a field mouse into a tight spot. She appreciated the warning he provided against potential prowlers, but she hadn’t seen anything out of the ordinary tonight. Distracted by the generally well-behaved dog’s agitation, she was startled by the large and unfamiliar dog that edged out of the deep shadows surrounding the circle of firelight on her patio.
Manda gasped in surprise when she noticed him sitting in the flickering glow. It was a large, wolfish dog, with thick, silvery-gray fur and white on his face and throat. His brown eyes shone in the firelight as he sat watching her with his head cocked to one side.
“How did you get in here?” Manda asked, startled. “Aren’t you a pretty dog,” she continued in a soothing voice. She held out her hand toward the dog, palm down. “Come here, boy. Do you live around here?” 
The dog watched her, but didn’t move.
“Are you friendly?” she asked in a soft, coaxing tone. The dog wagged his tail but still remained where he was. “Okay. You don’t have to come over here if you don’t want to. Feel free to enjoy the fire anyway.” Manda settled back into her chair again, stretching her hands toward the warmth of the flames and watching her visitor out of the corner of her eye. Before long, the dog was laying in half-shadow, watching her intently.
For almost two hours Manda and the dog sat by the fire watching each other. She welcomed the distraction provided by her unexpected visitor. Finally, when her eyelids were growing heavy, she stood, wrapped in the blanket, and stretched. 
“I think I’ll go to bed now. Time for you to go.” The dog sat up and regarded her with his brown eyes. She walked toward the gate, giving him plenty of room and trying not to startle him. Her assumption was that he had jumped the fence...until she rounded the corner of her house and saw the gate unlatched. 
“How did that get open?” she muttered in annoyance. “Well, that explains how you got in, anyway.” She watched the dog trot past her and out, then she fastened the gate. 
She went upstairs, hoping she was tired enough to fall asleep immediately. She wasn’t. She lay in bed missing Richard for far too long, and when she finally did find sleep, dreams of him followed her.
After shopping again all day on Saturday, Manda went to dinner with Emily, Andy, and the kids. Katie asked her if she’d seen Josh lately, and Manda answered honestly that she’d had breakfast with him a couple of times that week. Emily noticed that she didn’t mention Richard, but when she asked about him Manda simply said that he’d been called out of town. Sensing that Manda didn’t want to talk about it, Emily didn’t pursue the subject any further. 
By the time Manda got home it was late and she went right to bed. On Sunday evening, after another day of shopping, she stopped and picked up Chinese take-out and ate in front of the fire on the patio. It was a warmer evening, though still chilly. She was almost finished with her dinner when the rattle of the gate latch startled her. Alarmed, she very quietly put down her plate and picked up the fireplace poker, then crept carefully to the corner of the house and peaked around it toward the gate. Her heart was pounding nervously. No one should be prowling around her house at this time of night.
Manda laughed in surprise and relief when she saw the silver shape of the dog through the slats in the fence. He bumped up the latch with his nose and trotted through when the gate swung open.
“So it was you!” she chuckled, sagging against the corner of the house. “Aren’t you clever! Well, come on back. The fire is nice and warm.” She returned to her chair, setting the poker down on the ground and pulling the blanket back up over her lap. The dog followed her, lying down on the opposite side of the fire from her chair. “Are you hungry? I don’t like egg rolls, so you can have mine if you want it,” Manda said, speaking in a soothing, friendly voice and extending the egg roll in question toward the dog. She didn’t know if dogs liked egg rolls, but she wanted to gain his trust so she could check for a collar and tags. He cocked his ears toward her with an expression that she could only describe as a grin, but he continued to keep his distance.
Every night after that the dog returned, each night sitting a little closer to the fire. After several nights he was close enough to her that she was able to get a good look at him in the firelight. His coat was smooth and glossy and he appeared well fed. 
“Well, you can’t be a stray. You’re too well cared for. Does your owner know you’re sneaking out at night?” He still wouldn’t come near her, and since he didn’t seem to be lost, she gave up on trying to get close. 
Manda viewed his nightly visits as a welcome diversion but by Thursday evening the dog’s presence had become routine and was no longer enough to distract her from thoughts of Richard. As she gazed into the flames she was overwhelmed by the sadness that had shadowed her since his departure; it wasn’t fair that she should miss him so much after knowing him such a short time. 
Manda didn’t even realize that the dog had approached until she felt the brush of his fur against her skin. He nuzzled her hand and then put one paw on her leg. As she looked down into his brown eyes a teardrop dripped off of her chin onto the fur of his paw. He whined softly, as if in sympathy, and on cue the floodgate opened on Manda’s tears. She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around her furry companion, burying her face in his thick coat and crying quietly. 
By the time the tears eventually spent themselves, the fire had died down to glowing coals and the night was cold. She wiped her eyes with the edge of her blanket and scratched the dog behind the ears. “Thanks for the shoulder to cry on,” she said, with a short, unsteady laugh, “but I guess you’d better get home. It’s getting cold and the fire’s about gone. I’d invite you in, but somebody would probably miss you.” She walked to the gate and the dog followed on her heels, trotting out hesitantly when she opened it. He looked back at her as she closed it behind him, and when she glanced out her bedroom window a short time later, she could just make out his gray outline sitting in the shadows of the house across the street. 
“Well, I guess you have enough fur to keep you warm,” she sighed. He would go home if he got cold enough. Manda slipped into bed and quickly into sleep, where dreams of Richard once again waited for her.



 
 
Chapter 14 
Manda didn’t see Josh the next morning. She got to the office well before David arrived and quickly buried herself in work. In addition to the Raines project, she had projects for a number of other clients that needed her attention. At David’s insistence, she had allowed him to take the lion’s share of work over the last week, but that still left plenty to keep her busy—which was just as well, since it didn’t leave her any time to indulge in self-pity.
When David arrived he leaned against the frame of her office door, holding a cup of coffee.
“I just saw Curt. He wants to see you in his office right away,” he told her, grimacing.
Manda sighed. “Was it a good ‘send Manda’ or a bad ‘send Manda?’” she asked.
“You tell me,” he answered with a shrug. 
“Okay. Thanks, David.” She saved what she was working on and took the stairs down a floor to Curt’s office. His door was closed and she heard Jen’s voice coming from inside, so she knocked and waited for his invitation before entering.
Manda took one step into the office and froze. Richard was seated in the chair in front of Curt’s desk. Before she had time to completely absorb the shock of seeing him again, Curt launched into his reason for summoning her.
“Manda,” Curt addressed her brusquely, skipping all pleasantries, “I’m told by both Jen and David that you’ve been working too hard. Richard has expressed his concern as well. Looking at you, I can see that they’re probably right. You look like hell.”
“Traitors,” Manda muttered under her breath, glaring at Jen, who stood beside Curt’s desk with her arms crossed. Manda didn’t look at Richard.
“They’re your friends, Manda,” Curt scolded, “and they see that you don’t know when to quit. So, I’ve decided you’re taking the day off. I want you to relax this weekend. I’d prefer you took all next week off too, but I suppose that’s too much to hope for, so if you can’t stay away, you can come in and work mornings next week, but you’ll take every afternoon off at least. David assures me he can handle the workload alone for a while. Just so we’re clear on this, that means you’ll leave your computer here. I don’t want you going home and working from there. Is that understood?” Curt gave her a stern look.
“Yes. Understood,” Manda responded grudgingly, too distracted by Richard’s presence to argue. It probably wouldn’t have done any good anyway. Her pulse was racing with Richard so close, but she still didn’t look in his direction. Her emotions were a confused mess. She was excited and foolishly glad to see him, but at the same time she was angry and nervous. It was clear that she didn’t mean anything special to him. He hadn’t even considered her important enough to say goodbye to, yet he’d had the nerve to run tattling to Curt about her. Still, even with all of that, she was perversely pleased to see him again.
“Good. Now, go get your things and go home,” Curt ordered.
“Sorry, Manda,” Jen said, sheepishly. 
“It’s okay,” Manda assured her. “I know I’ve been pushing it. Thanks for the concern.” She offered the other woman a small smile, then turned to Richard, steeling herself. “It’s good to see you again, Richard. Are you in town for long?” She was pleased with the nonchalant tone she achieved. She hadn’t been sure she could pull it off.
“That depends,” he said, staring intently into her eyes. “May I speak to you, please? We’re done here, aren’t we, Curt?”
“Of course, but maybe you could discuss whatever it is with David?” Curt responded with a puzzled frown. “I really do want Manda to take today off.” 
“This isn’t about business. I promise,” Richard told the older man, not taking his eyes from Manda’s. “Manda? Do you have a few minutes?”
Manda laughed humorlessly. “Sure. I guess I’ve got all day now. I’ll see you guys later,” she told Curt and Jen, then turned and walked out the door with Richard close behind.
“What can I do for you?” Manda asked when they were several yards down the corridor. She slipped her hands into the front pockets of her jeans to hide their nervous fidgeting.
“I’d like to talk to you in private, if you don’t mind,” Richard requested.
“Okay. We’ll go up to my office.” Manda led him to the stairwell. If this is going to be the “let’s just be friends” speech, he’s a little too late, she thought. Perhaps he was concerned about how Josh was handling the work for the foundation. No, he’d said it wasn’t business. She’d been alone with Josh more since Richard had left. Maybe he thought there was a relationship developing there and was concerned. The first time they’d met he had said he thought Josh was interested, but Josh had never been more than friendly since then. Possibilities swirled through Manda’s mind as she led the way up the stairs with her stomach tied in knots. She was halfway up the first flight, a step or two above him, when Richard’s hands closed around her upper arms, halting her mid-step. She half-turned, looking back at him over her shoulder with a startled “What?” already forming on her lips. The word died there, however; smothered when his lips covered hers in a gentle, probing kiss.
Stunned, Manda froze, her mind going blank in shock, but as his lips moved against hers, seductive and electrifying, her eyes fluttered closed and she returned his kiss almost involuntarily. With her head spinning, she swayed slightly and he pulled her firmly against his chest. When he finally drew away from her, his breathing was ragged and Manda was trembling slightly. 
If her feelings had been a confused mess before, they were a hopelessly indecipherable tangle now. Richard had never been more than friendly to her; never given her any indication of romantic interest at all—in spite of any wishful imaginings she may have had to the contrary. Then, when she’d come to think that they were at least friends, he’d disappeared without a word. Now, suddenly, he’d come back and told Curt he was worried about her. And this—a kiss. 
Manda stood numb and dazed on the stairs, unable to make sense of Richard’s behavior. He turned her around by her shoulders and gently pushed her down to sit on a step, seating himself on the step below her.
“I’m sorry, Manda,” he said unsteadily. Was he apologizing for kissing her? Noticing her slight frown and seeming to read her mind, he shook his head. “Not for the kiss. I’ve wanted to do that since the first time we met; I just didn’t realize it for a long time.” He took several steadying breaths and continued. “I’m sorry for leaving the way I did.”
Manda swallowed. “I’m not your keeper. You don’t owe me any explanations.”
“No, you’re not my keeper, but I do owe you an explanation. I care for you a great deal, and it was wrong of me to just disappear like that. Please forgive me.” He pushed his right hand through his hair absently. “I didn’t realize...I thought...” He exhaled in frustration before collecting himself and beginning again. “Being close to me isn’t an easy thing, Manda. Any woman I become involved with will be on the receiving end of a great deal of unpleasant attention.” A bleak look flitted across his face and was quickly gone. “The media will be merciless. You’re a very private person and I didn’t want to put you through that.” Richard was looking into her eyes intently again.
“So, you left to protect me?” Manda asked dubiously.
“Yes,” he confirmed without hesitation, “and I thought a clean break would be best. I had all the best intentions, but you know what they say. The road to hell and all.”
“So, why did you come back?” Manda asked, wary of where this was leading. He’d said he was sorry for leaving the way he had, not that he was sorry for leaving at all. Perhaps he was just here to say goodbye properly.
Richard answered with a grimace. “I came to my senses. Josh told me I was being stupid but at first I refused to listen, and so he’s been badgering me every day. Last night I finally realized how wrong I was. It’s not really my decision to make, is it?”
“What decision?” Manda asked, confused.
“The decision about whether you want to spend time with me or not. You’re very special to me, Manda. I care for you and I hope that maybe you feel something for me, too. If you don’t, or if you don’t want to endure the constant attention, I understand. But I’m going to let you make that call. I’m sorry I tried to make it for you.” He held her gaze as he spoke, then dropped his eyes and ran his hand through his hair again in agitation. “I’ve missed you,” he admitted in a whisper.
Manda sat frozen, not sure if she was hearing what she hoped she was hearing. “I’m sorry if I’m being dense, but what is it that you’re saying, exactly?” she asked cautiously.
He gave a short, self-deprecating laugh. “I guess I’m not doing this very well. I’m asking for your forgiveness, and I’m asking you if you’ll...I don’t know...go out with me...be my girlfriend.” He shrugged helplessly. “That all sounds so trivial. I don’t know what to call it. All I know is I’m happy when I’m with you and I’d like to be with you a lot more, if you’ll have me.” He gathered both of her hands in his.
Manda was stunned. Would she have him? As well ask her if she’d like to breathe—yes, thank you very much! But the power to speak eluded her.
“Manda?” he prompted, uncertainly.
“Ummm, I’d like that,” she finally managed in a barely audible voice. She stared down at his hands as they held hers. “I’m glad you came back. I missed you, too.”
Richard exhaled in relief and released her left hand. He slid his free hand behind her neck and pulled her closer, kissing her once more. 
“Are you free today?” he asked when he finally let her go and sat back. His voice was husky and Manda’s racing heart skipped a beat.
“Why, yes. I believe my schedule just recently opened up,” she laughed breathlessly, holding tightly to his left hand. She felt light and buoyant, as if she might float away without his hand to anchor her.
“Spend the day with me?” he invited, with a smile that was almost as detrimental to her equilibrium as his kiss had been.
“Okay,” she agreed, so eagerly that Richard chuckled.
“So much for worrying that you’d make me beg,” he said, grinning.
“That would have been a first for you, I’m sure,” Manda teased, though she was blushing furiously.
“I would have done it,” he said earnestly, “though I should have known you’d be too gracious to make me.” 
Unsure how to respond, Manda fidgeted uncomfortably. “Shall we get out of here before Curt has me escorted from the building? I think he might actually do it,” she suggested.
“He just might, at that,” Richard agreed wryly. “Let’s go get your things and see if we can’t sneak out before he sends a search party.” He pulled her up by her hands, retaining his hold on one as they continued up the stairs.
“What exactly did you say to Curt about me, anyway?” Manda asked as they climbed.
“The truth. When I called him the other day to tell him you wouldn’t be coming in to work, I told him I was worried about you, and that I’d never seen anyone closer to complete burn-out than you were that night,” Richard informed her matter-of-factly.
“You didn’t!” Manda groaned.
“If you don’t like that, you’re going to hate this,” he continued, unrepentant. “When I found out you still weren’t slowing down, I threatened to take my business elsewhere unless he did something about it.” Manda stumbled on the last step, her eyes wide and mortified. Richard’s hand was all that kept her from falling. 
“Before you push me down the stairs, you should know that I was too late,” he told her ruefully. “David and Jennifer had already beaten me to the punch. They each went to him individually and told him you were working too hard, and asked him to intervene. Your fate was sealed long before I ever walked into his office this morning.” He held the stairwell door open for Manda. “Do you still want to spend the day with me, or should I start begging now?”
“As tempting as that is, I think I’ll let it slide this time,” she sighed. “I suppose I’m just lucky Curt didn’t banish me for a month with you three ganging up on him like that. You all meant well. I appreciate that. But, why didn’t you just say something to me? Why did you have to go to Curt?”
“First of all,” he said accusingly as they walked side-by-side down the corridor toward Manda’s office, “I have it on good authority that David tried all week to get you to slow down and take a break and you ignored him. Secondly, I wasn’t sure how you’d react to me after my recent behavior. Since Curt is apparently the only one with any control over you, that seemed the most reliable course of action.” Richard sighed regretfully. “I’m guessing I didn’t make things any easier on you by disappearing without a word. I am so very, very sorry for that.”
“Don’t be sorry, just don’t do it again, okay?”
He responded to her quiet plea earnestly. “I won’t.”
Manda punched in her access code and led Richard into the creative work area. David was stretched out on the sofa with a sketchbook on his lap. He looked up from his work when they walked in and his expression transformed from guilt to surprise and finally displeasure.
Manda glared across the coffee table at her coworker with her arms crossed. “Thanks for selling me up the river, Benedict Arnold!” She wasn’t really angry, but she intended to make him squirm a bit.
“Sorry, M. I was worried about you.” He looked so abashed that Manda relented immediately.
“I know. It’s okay. It’s my own fault. But, as a reward for your well-intentioned betrayal, you now get to do all of the work by yourself. I’ve been banished from the kingdom. If I’m a good little girl, I can come in and work mornings next week.” Her patently false enthusiasm for this plan made David’s mouth twitch up at the corners in a brief half-smile. “So, I’ll need to get you up to speed on my projects before I go. Give me a minute to get things organized and forward you the e-mails you’ll need, then I’ll fill you in.” She smiled up at Richard, a bit dazed that he was actually standing there beside her. “Give me fifteen minutes?”
“No problem. That’ll give me a chance to talk to David,” he replied, tucking her hair behind her right ear with his fingertips. It was a very intimate gesture and the touch of his fingers was electric. She hurried to her office, eager to wrap things up and escape with him. She kept one ear on the two men’s conversation though. David’s attitude toward Richard had been decidedly cold and she worried that there might be some lasting antagonism. David was like her brother and, like a brother, he could be very protective.
“Hello, David,” Richard greeted.
“Richard.” David’s response was curt. “What brings you back to town?” David’s tone implied that this was a great transgression on Richard’s part. “Josh didn’t mention that he was expecting you.”
There was a brief pause and Manda looked up from her work to find Richard watching her through her open door. He looked back toward David and replied simply, “This is where I want to be, and now that I’m back, I wanted to stop by and talk to you. I want to apologize to you for leaving the way I did. I consider you a friend, David, and friends shouldn’t treat each other that way. I’m very sorry. I can only say that I thought I was doing the right thing. I made a mistake.” 
“It’s not me you need to apologize to,” David answered flatly.
“I’ve already made my apologies to Manda, but I know that doesn’t erase what I’ve done. I was stupid and blind before, but I promise you, I’ll go to whatever lengths are necessary to make up for it. I fully appreciate the second chance she’s given me, and I don’t intend to do anything to make her regret it.” Richard delivered his assurance with conviction. 
“Well, Manda’s very forgiving—too forgiving for her own good sometimes. I don’t think she’s capable of holding a grudge. She deserves better though,” David said, so quietly that Manda could barely hear him.
“I know that, and if I could undo it I would, but I can’t. I promise you I won’t take advantage of her forgiving nature, but she is willing to forgive me this time. I hope that you can, too, and that we can still be friends.”
To Manda’s great annoyance, David’s response was too low for her to hear. She swallowed away the tightness in her throat and rushed to finish what she was working on. As soon as she’d clicked send on the final e-mail to David, she snatched up her coat and purse and hurried back out to the common area. Richard and David were shaking hands when she joined them. That was a good sign.
“Thanks, David. I’ll keep that in mind,” Richard said with a grateful smile.
“Whatcha got for me?” David asked, grinning at Manda. She quickly reviewed the information he would need while she was gone.
“And the files are up on the server,” she finished.
“I’ll take care of everything. No worries. If I have to, I’ll commandeer someone from Graphics. You can relax,” David reassured her, and then addressed Richard again. “See if you can’t keep her out of my hair next week, too. Give someone else a chance to be the hero around here for a change.”
Richard grinned broadly. “I’ll do my best,” he promised, helping Manda with her coat. “Are you ready to go then, Miss Jensen?” 
“I am. Have a nice weekend, Davie,” she said as Richard reclaimed her hand and led her toward the door.
“See ya, David,” Richard added.
“Have fun, guys!” David said with a brief wave. When Manda glanced back at him, she thought she saw the beginnings of a satisfied smile spreading across his face, but the door swung closed between them before she could be certain.
“Sorry about that,” she said in a low voice as they strolled hand-in-hand toward the elevators.
Richard shot her a puzzled frown. “Sorry for what?”
“Sometimes David seems to think he’s my father or something. I’m surprised he didn’t call you ‘young man’ and tell you to have me home by nine o’clock,” Manda explained, rolling her eyes in fond exasperation.
“Who says he didn’t? Or words to that affect anyway,” Richard teased. At least Manda hoped he was just teasing. “You don’t have to apologize for David. I had it coming. He’s a good friend to you, Manda. I respect that.” 
“So, does that mean there are no hard feelings between you two?” she asked hopefully.
“Don’t worry. David and I are good,” he assured her. “Is there anything special you’d like to do today?”
“I haven’t really given it much thought,” she admitted. In truth, she didn’t care what they did. Just being with Richard was enough.
“Well, I have an idea. Do you like animals, or did you not inherit that trait from your father?”
“I love them. When I was little I wanted to be a zookeeper,” Manda admitted with a grin.
Richard chuckled. “That’s perfect, because I was going to suggest a trip to the zoo. A little fresh air and sunshine will do you good, and there shouldn’t be too many people there on a weekday.”
“That sounds fun!” Manda said, delighted.
“Good! That’s our plan then. Let’s stop by the hotel and pick up my jacket. I don’t suppose you have your car with you?” Manda shook her head. “No problem,” he continued. “I assumed as much. I’ll just call for ours.”
Josh was sitting at the dining table reading the newspaper with his back to the door when they got to the men’s suite. 
“I brought company,” Richard announced as they entered.
“Morning, Josh. I missed seeing you for breakfast,” Manda greeted the younger man.
Josh turned in his chair to face the two of them. “Oh, I thought I’d send in the second string today,” he declared with a wink for Manda. “Playing hooky from work this morning?”
“You’re brother has managed to arrange a little mandatory vacation for me,” she explained with an impish smile. “So now he has to entertain me.”
“It wasn’t entirely my fault. Jen and David helped get her evicted too, but being the nice guy I am, I’m taking one for the team,” Richard sighed in feigned dismay. He pulled her close to him and looked down at her with a pleased smile that belied his play acting and sent a thrill of delight through Manda. “It’s a real hardship, but someone has to do it.”
“And what manner of torture will you be enduring today?” Josh asked, in mock sympathy.
“As soon as I grab a jacket and call for the car, we’re going to the zoo,” Richard informed him. He released Manda and picked up the phone from a side table. “Give me a minute?” he asked her. She strolled to the dining table and sat down beside Josh while Richard strode into his bedroom, dialing the phone as he went.
“Richard said you’d been ‘badgering’ him. I think that was the word he used. What did you say to him?” she asked self-consciously.
Josh made a dismissive gesture. “Oh, he would have come around eventually—I just pushed him in the right direction a little; helped him see that his over protectiveness was hurting both of you. You’re my friend, and he’s my brother. I love you guys.” He reached over and squeezed her hand. “I want you both to be happy.”
Manda worked to dispel the sudden constriction in her throat. It was a few minutes before she trusted her voice enough to speak again. “Thanks, Josh.”
“Anytime,” he said with a warm smile.
“What are you going to do today?” she asked, wiping her eyes surreptitiously.
“I’m beat. I’m planning to catch up on some sleep.”
“I’m afraid I kept Josh up most of the night,” Richard offered, coming to lean against the table beside Manda, with his jacket in his hand.
“The next time you have a crisis of conscience, or a personal epiphany, or whatever, could you arrange to have it during the day, please?” Josh groaned. “I make a much better sounding board during daylight hours. I also offer much better advice when I’m fully awake.”
“I’ll try to remember that,” Richard said, grinning fondly at his brother. “We’ll get out of here and let you go back to bed. Thanks for everything, Josh.”
“You’re welcome, Richie. See you guys later.”
The usual black Mercedes waited in front of the hotel for Richard and Manda. The driver, Mark, opened the door for them and Richard handed Manda into the backseat, speaking briefly with him before following her in. He settled in beside her and twined his fingers through hers on the seat.
A warm glow filled Manda. This morning the day had seemed like a trial she would have to endure—another day of working hard enough to keep herself from thinking about Richard. Now it had become unexpectedly wonderful. Richard was sitting beside her, holding her hand, and he’d said he cared for her. Too good to be true seemed like an understatement.
“Pinch me, would you?” she said, bemused.
Richard laughed softly. “I don’t think so. If this is a dream, I don’t want either of us to wake up.” Instead he leaned toward her and brushed his lips briefly across hers, then smiled and leaned back in his seat again. “Are you happy, Manda?”
“Yes. I am,” she replied. Again, that seemed like an understatement. Ecstatic might be a better description. Or joyous, jubilant, perhaps delusional. Of course, if this was all just a delusion she couldn’t muster much interest in reality at the moment. Real or imaginary, she did wonder about a few things though. “Can I ask a couple of questions?”
“Anything you’d like. I’ll answer if I can.”
“Where did you go? When you left?” She didn’t suppose it really mattered, but she was curious.
Richard frowned slightly. “I went to see family. We have a couple of cousins in Texas we’re very close to. We spend a lot of our down time there. I went down there for a few days. I don’t think they enjoyed having me, though. I was terrible company. I was thinking about you the whole time.”
“Really?” Manda exclaimed with pleasure, and then quickly bit her lip. “I mean, oh, that’s too bad.” She hid her smile behind her free hand and Richard laughed out loud.
“Did you have another question?” he prompted, amused.
“Yes,” Manda said, composing herself again. “Why did you pick the zoo? It wasn’t at all what I expected.”
“Not what you had in mind? We don’t have to go there if you don’t want to. We can do something else if you’d prefer,” Richard offered.
“No! I want to go. It’s perfect. It’s just so...ordinary,” Manda explained.
“Exactly. That’s what’s so great about it. The ordinary things are the things I miss the most. Besides, it’ll give me a chance to, one, be with you, two, be outside, and three, relax. And I like the animals, too.” His boyish grin was irresistible and Manda found herself grinning back. “You have to promise me you’ll tell me if you get tired, though. I want you to unwind, not wear yourself out. It’s my personal mission to return you happy and relaxed.”
“Your personal mission?” Manda couldn’t help but laugh.
“Yes, I promised David and Josh,” he informed her gravely, but with a twinkle in his eye.
“Good grief! Are you three having conference calls about me or what?” Manda huffed in exasperation. “I’m surprised you guys haven’t staged a full scale intervention! Maybe you could have gotten Emily and Andy to join in.”
Richard regarded her with raised eyebrows. “Consider this an intervention of one. I wouldn’t say we’ve been having conference calls, but David and Josh talked, and Josh and I talked, and all three of us have been very concerned. Don’t be angry, Manda.” He adopted a persuasive tone. “If I hadn’t been so worried about you, I probably would have stuck with my misguided plan to protect you even longer.”
“I’m not angry,” Manda sighed. “Mildly annoyed, maybe, and completely mortified of course, but not angry. I am curious though. What exactly does this ‘intervention of one’ involve?”
“It involves me doing everything in my power to prevent you from thinking about work for as long as possible.” His heart-stopping smile returned. “And I think I’m really going to enjoy it!”



 
 
Chapter 15
True to his word, Richard kept Manda distracted. She didn’t think about work once all day. They strolled through the zoo for hours, holding hands and talking about anything and everything. Richard was surprisingly knowledgeable about the animals and shared interesting facts with her about whatever species they happened to be looking at. Both avid readers, they discussed books at length.
Richard launched into a discussion about music at one point, but unlike David, Manda was woefully uninformed on the topic. “I have my work cut out for me, I see,” he lamented. “We are going to have to get you educated.”
“Apparently,” Manda agreed, sheepishly.
Richard bought them lunch from a zoo vendor, and they sat on a bench and watched the polar bears while they ate. The day was sunny but chilly, and whenever he thought Manda needed to warm up they would explore one of the indoor exhibits. It was in the building housing the tropical birds that she was reminded that she was with a celebrity. 
There was one exhibit that had been Manda’s favorite since she was a child. It was a large walk-through aviary, planted with tropical plants and boasting a waterfall at one end. It was warm and humid, and Manda took off her coat as they strolled among the birds and foliage. The sound of the waterfall and the calls of the birds were soothing, and in the sauna-like heat Manda could feel the tension and stress of the previous weeks sliding from her shoulders. She inhaled deeply, exhaling in a long, contented sigh. Richard wrapped his arms around her waist from behind and pulled her close. 
“Having a good time?” he asked in a low, husky voice.
“Mmmm, very much,” she murmured, basking in the moment.
“Shall we sit down and relax for a while? This place seems to be having the desired effect on you.” With one arm around her waist, he guided her to a concrete bench on a side path that snaked through the jungle-like growth, partially screened from the main path by vines and flowers.
“So far your intervention has been very successful,” she allowed with a lazy smile. “I can’t even remember what it is I’m not supposed to think about.”
“Good.” He pulled her down beside him on the bench and they sat in relaxed, easy silence for a while, alone in the aviary. Soon the birds seemed to forget the two quiet figures in their midst and ventured within arm’s reach more than once, eliciting delighted smiles from Manda. She’d just nudged Richard lightly to direct his attention to a particularly colorful bird by his foot when a chorus of laughter and excited cries shattered the serenity and sent the birds streaking to the upper reaches of the exhibit.
Two women entered, herding a flock of children whose ages, Manda judged, ranged from four to around eleven. The three youngest, all boys, laughed and darted around, pointing at the birds excitedly. The other two, both girls, chattered between themselves and tried to ignore the young boys. As the boys ran down the main path, pursued by the two women, the girls explored the side path. This, of course, quickly brought them to where Richard and Manda sat. 
The taller of the two girls, absorbed in watching a bright yellow bird in a tree overhead, was just a few feet away from them when she spotted Richard. She stopped suddenly, surprised to find anyone there; then, as recognition dawned, she gasped and dashed back to her companion, several yards behind her. She whispered excitedly to the other girl, whose skepticism quickly gave way to wide-eyed wonder when she glanced around the taller girl and saw Richard for herself. Then, both girls darted back to the two women, who had succeeded in corralling the three boys near the waterfall.
The two girls were both talking at once in their eagerness to convey their news and it took several minutes for the women to decipher what they were saying. One woman laughed indulgently and returned her attention to the boys, the youngest of whom was in danger of going for a swim as he attempted to catch one of the small tropical ducks that paddled in a pool at the base of the waterfall. The other woman, obviously humoring the girls, allowed herself to be pulled along back down the path toward Richard and Manda.
“I suppose it’s too late for me to hide behind a bush,” Richard lamented, “but you can still save yourself.”
“They don’t look like they can do too much damage. It’s the three little boys who scare me,” Manda replied, shuddering in affected horror. Richard shifted away from her slightly, sliding down the bench to put a little distance between them.
“If they start snapping photos, offer to take their picture with me,” he instructed in a quiet undertone.
“Why?” Manda whispered back, intrigued. It was an odd request coming from Richard.
“Because if you’re taking the pictures, you can’t be in them,” he explained quickly. He didn’t have time to expand upon his explanation, however. The two girls had dragged their skeptical chaperone into clear view of Manda and Richard, and the woman, seeing the truth of the girls’ report, was approaching in nervous excitement with the two awestruck girls following in her wake.
“Excuse me,” the woman addressed them hesitantly. “I’m sorry to bother you, but aren’t you Richard Raines?”
“Yes, I am,” Richard replied politely. “What can I do for you?”
“Well, the girls were wondering if they could get autographs, if it’s not too much trouble. I hate to bother you, but they both just love you and your brother.” The woman was staring at him even more intently than the two girls were, and Manda had a hunch that this encounter would be the stuff of the woman’s daydreams much longer than it would be for the girls.
“It’s no problem,” Richard responded graciously. “Do you have a pen and paper?”
“Oh!” the flustered woman exclaimed and dug frantically through her purse, finally coming up with a ballpoint pen. The taller girl thrust a zoo map toward him immediately, and the other girl quickly followed suit, pulling a crumpled map out of her back pocket.
Richard deftly scrawled his name on each map and handed them back. The star-struck girls clutched their trophies tightly and giggled. Richard’s foot nudged Manda’s and when she glanced toward him, he looked meaningfully toward the woman, who had managed to retrieve a camera from the nether regions of her purse.
“Would you mind if I took a picture of you and the girls?” she asked, already motioning the girls forward. Manda quickly popped up from the bench, extending a hand toward the woman. 
“Why don’t you let me take one of all of you? You should be in the picture, too.” The woman thanked her enthusiastically, handing her the camera and joining the girls. The three crowded around Richard on the bench and Manda snapped several shots. As she stepped forward to return the camera to the woman, she was practically bowled over from behind by the three young boys. The other woman, wondering what was keeping the rest of the group, had shepherded them down the small path.
The three boys were too young to be impressed by Richard, but they quickly became caught up in the excitement of the others. Manda obligingly snapped pictures of the whole group with Richard, struggling not to laugh as the two women tried unsuccessfully to reign in their young charges. The women seemed determined to have pictures taken of every possible combination of people sitting beside Richard and only when all of the various permutations had been exhausted was Manda finally able to return the camera. Amid a flurry of thank you’s, the two women herded their flock of children away, leaving Manda and Richard alone again in the abrupt silence.
Manda laughed suddenly and collapsed beside Richard, who had draped himself over the back of the bench in feigned exhaustion.
“I told you! It was the little boys who were the real threats!” Manda chuckled. “One of them stuck gum to your pants, by the way.”
Richard sat up and examined his jeans, grimacing.
“Just kidding!” Manda laughed. She tried unsuccessfully to avoid Richard’s retaliatory grab, but failed, and he pulled her into his lap with a playful growl.
“Watch it, woman! Don’t make me feed you to the lions,” he threatened.
“Feed me to the lions? How very Roman,” she mocked playfully.
“Okay, that’s it,” Richard pronounced, standing and carrying her toward the exit. “To the lions with you.”
Manda twisted and wriggled, trying to free herself from his arms. Finally, unsuccessful, she went limp. “Okay! Okay!” she surrendered. She put on her most fearful expression and pleaded melodramatically. “Oh please, kind sir, forgive me and spare me that terrible fate!”
“It’s too late now,” Richard said with exaggerated arrogance. “You have mocked me and now a penalty must be paid.”
Manda giggled and Richard struggled to suppress a return smile.
“Forgive me, Richard Raines, and I will grant you one wish,” Manda offered breathlessly. Richard’s closeness was wreaking havoc on her composure.
“Three wishes. No less,” he countered, his eyes narrowing mischievously.
“All right. Three wishes,” Manda conceded with a great show of reluctance. “Name them.”
Richard sat her feet back on the ground but kept her imprisoned within the circle of his arms. “First of all, I wish you would have dinner with me tonight,” he requested, smiling down at her.
“Granted,” Manda replied without hesitation. “What else?”
Richard’s expression turned more serious and he looked into her eyes, pinning her to the spot with his blue gaze. “I wish you would take next week off and spend it with me.”
Again, without hesitation, Manda replied. “Granted.”
Richard blinked in surprise. “Really?”
“Of course,” Manda said, frowning in confusion. “What did you expect me to say?”
“Honestly? I expected you to put up more of a fight. I thought I’d have to convince you,” he admitted.
“Why would I do that? I want to spend time with you.”
“And you’re okay being away from the office that long?” he asked skeptically.
“Of course,” Manda answered, puzzled. “David’s more than capable. He doesn’t need me babysitting him. Besides, I need a vacation. I’m exhausted! That shouldn’t surprise you. You’re the one who carried me to bed the other night.” She went hot with embarrassment just thinking about it.
“You mean I’ve been wracking my brain for a way to convince you to take at least a couple of days off, and all I had to do was ask?” Richard demanded in disbelief.
Manda rolled her eyes impatiently. “Actually, you didn’t even have to ask. I’d already decided to take the week off. I love my job, and I don’t mind working hard, but I’m really not a glutton for punishment. I admit I sometimes overdo it a bit, but when I’m so burned out that I don’t enjoy my work anymore, it’s time to take a break...and it’s definitely time for a break.”
“Then why wouldn’t you stop after I did carry you to bed? I’ve been worried sick about you because you wouldn’t stop, even when it was abundantly clear to everyone that you were well beyond your own limits.” There was an edge of anger in his voice, and he released Manda and stepped back, running his fingers through his hair. He took a deep breath to calm himself, then stepped forward again and rested his hands lightly on Manda’s shoulders. “I don’t get it, Manda,” he said more quietly.
“That was different,” she told him reluctantly, refusing to look into his eyes.
“Why? How was that different?” he probed softly but insistently.
Manda sighed and bowed her head in defeat. “Because it was better to go to work and stay busy than to sit at home missing you,” she finally admitted in a small voice.
Richard bent his head forward, resting it against the top of hers, and groaned softly. “I see. I’m sorry, sweetie. I’m such a...”
Manda cut him off. “I told you, don’t be sorry, just don’t do it again.” She adopted a playful tone then, trying to lighten the mood. “Now, you have one more wish. What’ll it be?”
He wrapped his arms around her once more, and a slow smile spread across his face. “I wish you would kiss me,” he murmured in her ear.
Richard’s warm breath on her neck sent a shiver racing through Manda and she felt heat suffuse her face. Richard had kissed her several times that day, but she had never initiated anything herself. Nervously, she slid her hands up his chest and shoulders. Standing on her toes and stretching upward, she twined her hands into his thick hair and pulled his face down toward hers.
The kiss began tentatively, with her lips hesitant on his, but very quickly flames ignited between them and she lost herself in his passionate response. His arms tightened around her, crushing her against his chest and lifting her off the ground. Then he moaned softly and pulled away, loosening his embrace. He allowed her to slide back to the ground and steadied her on her feet. 
“Granted,” Manda whispered raggedly.
Richard’s breathing was uneven as he responded with a soft chuckle. “You do that very well—dangerously well. It would’ve been a real waste if the lions had gotten you.” He stepped away, releasing her from his arms but twining the fingers of one hand through hers. “I think it’s time for us to leave our little tropical oasis. Why don’t we go show the lions what they missed out on?”
They backtracked to the bench to retrieve their coats and continued through the remainder of the bird exhibits and back out into the bright, cold sunshine. After almost two more hours of leisurely exploration, Manda felt her energy flagging. Remembering Richard’s admonition to let him know if she began to tire, she decided not to try and tough it out, even though she was thoroughly enjoying their outing. She did, after all, still have dinner to look forward to.
“I’m a little worn out,” she admitted as they watched the elephants. “Do you mind if we go?”
“Of course not,” he answered, stroking her hair tenderly. “I’ll call for the car and we can have an early dinner if you’d like.”
“You’re spoiling me, you know?” Manda warned, leaning against him contentedly.
“That’s the point,” he said smugly. He pulled his phone from his pocket and arranged for the driver to pick them up. 
Within ten minutes, Manda was warm and snug in the back of the car with Richard. She curled lazily up on the seat beside him. The stress that had kept her on edge for the last several weeks had melted away over the course of the day and, in its wake, a pleasant lethargy had settled over her.
“What’s for dinner?” she asked as the car pulled out into traffic.
“How does Italian sound?” Richard suggested, and named one of Manda’s favorite restaurants.
“Sounds wonderful. I love that place.”
“I know. David told me,” Richard confessed. “Are you sure you want to go? I can take you home if you’re too tired. We have all week, after all.”
“I am a little tired, but I’m also starving, and definitely not ready to go home yet. Besides, how much energy does it take to eat dinner?”
Richard twisted the cap off of a bottle of water and handed it to her. “If you fall asleep on me, I can always carry you to bed again.” Manda stuck her tongue out at him and he chuckled. “In case you do fall asleep before I get a chance to ask you later, are you free tomorrow?”
“Yes,” Manda answered. There was nothing she wanted to do more than be with Richard. She could feel his body shake with silent laughter.
“You really don’t play hard to get, do you?”
“Too eager?” Manda asked, suddenly self-conscious again.
“No, not at all,” Richard rushed to reassure her. He squeezed her hand. “You don’t play coy little games. That’s one of the things I love about you. So, you’ll spend the day with me again?”
His obvious pleasure thrilled Manda. “Definitely,” she assured him. “After all, if I’m going to be your official photographer, you’ll need to keep me around.” She looked up at him quizzically. “What was that all about?” He still hadn’t finished explaining why it was so important for her to avoid having her picture taken.
“Oh! I’d forgotten. I apologize if I seemed like I was trying to tell you what to do, Manda, but keeping you behind the camera was the easiest way to make sure you’re not in front of it. I know it’s a lost cause, but I’m going to do everything short of hiding to keep you out of the media spotlight for as long as possible. The longer we can keep pictures of you out of the press, the better, and once those people had a photograph of the two of us together there was no way we could control what they did with it.”
Manda was quiet for several minutes. She knew, in a general way, that becoming involved with Richard would mean dealing with attention she just wasn’t accustomed to. She also knew that it was well worth the price. When he’d kissed her for the first time that morning, she’d realized just how hopelessly in love with him she was. There would be no turning back for her now, but she wondered exactly what was in store.
“Will it be that bad?” she asked uncertainly.
Richard’s face clouded and he pushed his hand through his hair in a gesture that Manda had come to recognize as a sign of distress. “Yes, I think that it will be, sweetie,” he said gently. Pain and doubt haunted his eyes, and he continued as if forcing the words out. “It’s not too late to change your mind, Manda. I’ll understand.”
“I’m not going to change my mind,” she stated firmly, “whatever happens.”
“Have you read any of my press?” he asked. When she nodded he continued. “Then you know how it all reads. ‘Richard Raines, Ice King.’ ‘Richard Raines—no woman is good enough for him.’ ‘Richard Raines gives cold shoulder to America’s sweetheart.’ For heaven’s sake, Manda, I’ve supposedly given the brush-off to women I’ve never even met! When it gets out that I’m seeing you, they’ll have a field day! They’ll be following you everywhere you go. Your house. Your office. They’ll follow you in your car and dig through your trash. They’ll invade your life.” He groaned at the prospect. “I won’t lie to you. I think it will be very bad. It makes me sick just thinking about you going through that. I don’t think you realize just what you’re opening yourself up to.”
“I’ll be okay. As long as I don’t have to do any public speaking. I won’t have to do that, will I?” Manda teased, trying to lighten the mood.
Richard’s smile was fleeting. “No. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. I promise you, Manda, if you do still want to do this, I’ll do my best to make it as easy for you as I can, but you have to promise me, if it gets to be too much, if you just can’t take it anymore, tell me. I’ll understand. I promise. I don’t want to always be wondering if you’ve had enough and just don’t want to tell me, so you have to promise right now that you’ll let me know.”
“Fair enough,” Manda agreed. The car was slowing down, and pulling to the curb. “I think we’re here.”
“Good,” Richard grinned, shrugging off the solemn mood. “I’m starving too.”
Manda laughed. “In that case, I hope they have enough food. The only person I’ve ever seen who can out-eat you is Josh! How you two can eat like you do and still stay so disconcertingly fit is beyond me!”
“So, you think I’m disconcerting?” Richard fished, appearing extremely pleased by the comment. “The truth now!”
Manda could feel the blood flooding into her cheeks and sighed. This man had a gift for making her blush. She dropped her eyes and examined the palms of her hands. “Yes. In every way that it is possible for you to be disconcerting, you are.”
“Name three,” he pressed with a charming grin. The car had pulled to a stop in front of the restaurant and Mark opened his door and got out.
“Richard!” she protested, embarrassed.
“Please!” he pleaded with eyes so wide and appealing that Manda melted.
“Cheater,” she grumbled, accusingly. “Fine. But not right now. Mark...”
The opening of the car door stilled her tongue. Grinning in anticipation, Richard escorted her into the restaurant, where the hostess quickly seated them in a secluded booth in a corner. He waited until they had ordered and were sipping iced tea before prompting her to continue.
“Well? What are three ways that I’m disconcerting?” he asked, leaning toward her across the table.
“Oh, you’re incorrigible!” Manda huffed.
Richard chuckled. “I’m going to assume that’s not one of the three.”
“Fine. If you must know, for one thing, you’re the most charming and considerate person I’ve ever met. Second, you’re tall and gorgeous, and third, you have the most incredible blue eyes.”
“And blue is your favorite color,” Richard concluded, smiling.
“Did David tell you that, too?” 
“No. That was just my own observation,” he replied. “Thank you, Manda. It’s nice to know the attraction is mutual. Now, what is there to do around here? We have a whole week ahead of us. How shall we fill it?”
The rest of dinner was spent discussing the endless possibilities for filling their days. They lingered at their table long after countless other diners came and went, but neither wanted the evening to end. Richard finally declared it time to leave when he caught Manda trying to hide a yawn. 
“I’ve kept you too long. I’d better get you home,” Richard said reluctantly. He called for the car and paid the check, and in less than an hour he was walking her up her front steps.
 He took Manda’s key from her and unlocked the door. “I know I’ve already had more than my fair share today, since it’s really only our first date, but would a goodnight kiss be okay?” He pulled Manda  close as he spoke.
“I think that would be acceptable,” Manda breathed, tipping her face up toward his. The kiss that followed left her legs weak, and when it was over she clung to Richard, trying to gather her wits again. “Shall I come and pick you up tomorrow?”
“If you’d like. Today was amazing, Manda. I can hardly wait until tomorrow to see you again.”
“Then why don’t you have breakfast with me?” she suggested in a voice that was still husky and breathless from his kiss. The sooner she saw him again the next day, the happier she’d be.
Richard stiffened and frowned uncomfortably. “Manda, please don’t take this personally, but, as tempting as that is, I don’t...well...I’m very attracted to you, and very flattered, but...”
Manda was disappointed when she realized he was refusing her invitation, and confused and a little hurt by his reaction. His body language was disapproving, as if she’d crossed a line—as if her request had been inappropriate. What could be wrong with having breakfast together?
Manda’s eyes widened in alarm and her disappointment turned to mortification. “No! That’s not what I meant at all!” she gasped, realizing that Richard had misconstrued her invitation to breakfast as euphemism for spending the night with her. She hid her face in her hands, wishing she could disappear. “I really did just mean breakfast.”
Richard exhaled in relief and apologized profusely. “I’m sorry, Manda. I should have known better, but you caught me off guard. It’s just that I’ve been invited for ‘breakfast’ before, and they weren’t referring to food. I’m sorry if I’ve offended you. Please forgive me and forget I said that. I would love to have breakfast with you if the invitation still stands.”
“Is eight o’clock okay?” she asked, peeking at him through her fingers, still embarrassed.
“Eight o’clock will be perfect. I can’t wait. I’ll go now and let you get some rest. Sweet dreams.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead and opened the door for her.
He waited until she’d shut and locked the door before he left, and Manda watched through the window as the car disappeared from view before she climbed the stairs, cleaned up, and collapsed into bed. She was asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow.



 
 
Chapter 16
Mikey tapped lightly on the door to the brothers’ suite and yawned. He took another sip of his too-hot coffee, trying to wake himself up. Being on tour with Josh and Richard had gotten him used to late nights and late mornings and he still hadn’t adjusted to these early hours. Josh had gotten back to the hotel a while ago though, and Mikey wanted to hear his report before Richard left with Manda. You could never be too careful, after all. 
Josh answered the door and motioned Mikey in with a cream cheese-smeared bagel. Mikey went right to the table and sat in his usual chair. He helped himself to a piece of toast, then waited for Josh to sit back down before prompting the younger man to begin. “Anything new?”
“Naw,” Josh said dismissively. “Nothing new. Very dull.”
“Dull is good,” Mikey reminded him once more. “Just don’t let it make you complacent.” Mikey didn’t think there was any immediate chance of that. Not after the report they’d received about the killings in Manda’s neighborhood. Josh had been very casual about the situation before that, but since then he’d been very, very vigilant.
When Mikey had told him that every dog on Manda’s block had been killed by a “wild animal” of some kind, Josh had started taking the whole thing very seriously—especially after the dog that lived next door to Manda had been killed.
Foxes and coyotes weren’t uncommon in Manda’s neighborhood. A few missing lapdogs weren’t unheard of in such areas. It had gotten their attention, however, when people started finding larger dogs mutilated in their own backyards. The fact that these disappearances and mutilations were centered around Manda’s house had confirmed all of their fears, and when the report came two days ago that the mastiff belonging to Manda’s neighbors had been found dead and mangled, Josh had woken Richard immediately and the following discussion had been intense.
Josh had been right, Mikey admitted to himself. Mikey had supported Richard’s decision, but they had been wrong and Josh had been right. It was too late to avoid the situation by running away. Richard hadn’t accomplished anything by trying to keep his distance from Manda. All it had done was make everyone involved miserable.
Josh wasn’t one to say I-told-you-so, thankfully. He was a good kid. Their only possible course of action now was to meet the problem head-on, and Josh had willingly shouldered more than his share of that responsibility. He didn’t complain about it either. He just did it. Mikey respected that.
Mikey hoped things turned out better this time. It was hard on Richard when they went wrong. It was hard on everyone, but on Richard in particular. That man carried around more guilt than anyone else Mikey had ever met. It would be especially hard on Josh this time as well. He’d become friends with Manda. If things went badly, he’d be stuck in the middle. Mikey wouldn’t envy him that.
Mikey took another drink of his coffee. It had cooled enough to scald his tongue only slightly this time. “And Kastl didn’t think there was any immediate threat?” Mikey verified. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Josh’s judgment; he would just feel better if they had the “all’s well” from the one man besides Richard who most understood the risk.
“He gave a green light when I saw him. Not a trace of any trouble.” Josh wiped cream cheese off of his fingers with a white linen napkin.
Mikey nodded. “Good. Good. Is Richard up and around? What time did he say Manda would be by?”
“He’s in his room getting dressed—probably still worrying over what to wear.”
“I heard that!” Richard called through his closed bedroom door.
Josh winked at Mikey and grinned. “She should be here any time now. I don’t think Richie slept at all. He was already up and around when I got back.”
Mikey frowned slightly. He wasn’t actually sure that was good. He hid his doubts from Josh though. The young man was hoping for the best. Let him enjoy his optimism. Pessimism was Mikey’s job. There was nothing wrong with hoping for the best, he supposed. Hope for the best…prepare for the worst.
When Manda failed to show up on schedule, Mikey began to fear that his pessimism was proving justified. As the morning progressed with no word from any of their sources beyond the fact that the power was out on her entire block and there was no sign of activity in her house, Richard grew more and more agitated. She didn’t answer her phone when Richard tried repeatedly to reach her. By the time Mikey dispatched both men to her house -– Richard by car and Josh by quicker means -– his assurances that Kastl would have known if something had happened were ringing hollow even to himself.



 
 
Chapter 17
Relaxed and exhausted, Manda slept soundly for the first time in weeks. She wasn’t sure how long the pounding on her front door lasted before it finally roused her. She sat up, bleary-eyed and disoriented. Bright sunlight peaked around the edges of her bedroom curtains. The urgent knocking on the door continued and Manda wrapped a blanket around herself and hurried down the stairs.
“Manda?” she heard Richard’s muffled voice call through the door, followed by more knocking. Manda quickly unlocked the door and flung it open.
“What? What’s wrong?” she asked, alarmed. 
Richard gripped her by her shoulders and examined her anxiously. “Are you all right? Is everything okay?”
“Yes! I’m fine. What’s wrong? What’s the matter?”
“I’ve been calling you all morning. Why didn’t you answer?” he asked, wrapping her in a relieved embrace.
“I didn’t hear the phone,” she answered, confused. “Your knocking just woke me up. What time is it?”
“It’s almost ten o’clock. You were supposed to meet me at eight. I got worried. You’re never late.
“Ten o’clock!” Manda exclaimed. “How could I have overslept that long?”
Richard reached inside the door and flipped the entry light switch up and down to no effect. “You don’t have any power. I think it’s out on the whole block. Are all your phones cordless?”
“Yes,” Manda confirmed, “and I left my cell phone in my purse.” She sighed. “The backup battery in my alarm clock must be dead. But still, how could I have slept for over twelve hours?”
“Can I come in?” Richard asked, fingering a corner of the blanket Manda had wrapped around herself. “You’re not really dressed for the cold.”
“Of course. Come on in.” Manda backed up to give him room to enter. “You scared me to death. I couldn’t imagine who would be beating on my door like that first thing in the morning.”
“Then we’re even. When you were late, I was a little concerned; when you wouldn’t answer the phone I was worried; but when you didn’t answer the door...” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “Well, I’m glad you’re okay.”
“You were really worried, weren’t you?” she asked in wide-eyed wonder as she gestured toward the living room. “Come in and sit down.” Manda perched on the edge of her favorite over-sized armchair, pulling the blanket tightly around herself. Richard sat across from her on the matching ottoman.
“Of course I was worried. There are much worse things that could happen to you than just having your picture splashed all over the internet.”
“Like what?” Manda muttered ironically, eliciting an exasperated sigh from Richard.
“You’re a beautiful young woman living alone. I can imagine enough worse things to keep me awake for a year...without even trying! I should get you a dog—a big dog! If you still want to go out and grab something to eat, why don’t you go get ready while I let Josh know you’re okay.”
Manda agreed readily. “What are we going to do today? What should I wear?”
“Would you enjoy a drive in the mountains?” he suggested. “We could go exploring. You could show me some of your favorite places.”
“Definitely. I’ll only be a minute.” Manda hopped up from the chair and hurried upstairs, the blanket trailing on the floor behind her. Within fifteen minutes she was ready to go, dressed in jeans and a thick, soft, sapphire colored sweater, with her hair pulled back in a loose French braid. As she emerged from her closet with her favorite pair of worn leather hiking boots, she noticed the alarm clock on her nightstand flashing twelve o’clock. She skipped down the stairs in her socks with her boots in hand.
“The power’s back on!” She beamed at Richard, who was sitting in her favorite chair.
“I saw a power company truck down the street.” He looked her over and smiled appreciatively. “That was quick, and you look amazing. Of course, you looked amazing right out of bed and wrapped in a blanket, too.”
“Thank you! I’m ready to go as soon as I get my shoes on. We’ll need to stop and fill my car up with gas. I don’t think there’s much in there.” Manda sat down on the edge of the sofa and quickly donned her boots.
“Actually, I was hoping we could take my new car,” Richard stated nonchalantly.
“You bought a new car? Since last night?” Manda asked incredulously.
“It’s a lease and Josh picked it out. That’s what he and Mikey did yesterday—got us all cars, since we’re going to be here for a while.”
“What is it?” Manda asked eagerly, standing and retrieving her coat from the closet. So, they were planning on staying for a while. She could almost sing with happiness—except that she couldn’t carry a tune.
“A Porsche,” he sighed. “Josh has a weakness for flashy cars. I have more traditional tastes.”
Manda stopped in her tracks. “Maybe we should take mine then. It’s been snowing in the mountains and I’ve got four-wheel drive.”
“Oh, I think we’ll be okay,” Richard assured her with a playful glint in his eyes. “Come on. You’ll see.” He helped her with her coat, and then followed her out the door, locking it behind them. 
The car at the curb was not at all what Manda had expected. Instead of a sleek, low-slung sports car, there stood a sleek, midnight blue SUV.
“That’s a Porsche?” Manda asked dubiously. Richard led her around to the front of the car and pointed to the distinctive Porsche emblem. Manda laughed. “I didn’t even know Porsche made a four-wheel drive.”
“Well, it seems they do, and when I asked Josh to get me something that would be good in the snow, this is what he came home with. What do you think?”
“Well, I love the color,” Manda hedged. The car seemed perfectly nice, but she was sure the finer points were wasted on her. Cars just weren’t something she was that interested in.
Richard laughed loudly as he walked Manda around the car and opened the passenger door for her. “I’ll tell Josh you like the blue. He picked it out especially for you. He said it would go well with your eyes!”
“He did not! You’re making that up!” Manda challenged.
“No, I’m not. That’s what he said. Scout’s honor!” He closed her door and quickly circled the car to slide into the driver’s seat. He leaned across and kissed her slowly before settling back into his seat with a contented sigh. “Where to, my lady? Where shall we dine?”
Manda sat dazed for a few breathless and giddy moments before she could answer. It was, she decided, going to be a very good day.



 
 
Chapter 18
The week that followed felt like a dream to Manda. Richard seemed determined to make up for the time he’d lost while he’d been away, and they were practically inseparable. He devoted himself to her entertainment and amusement. For the first time Manda was able to fully appreciate the meaning of the expression “swept her off her feet,” because he quite thoroughly did just that. They went to movies, museums, concerts, and restaurants. Richard refused to let her cook at all, and they ate out most of the time. Sometimes they had take-out, and a few times they ordered in and watched movies, curled up on Manda’s sofa. Even then, he refused to let her lift a finger to make popcorn, sending her back to the sofa with an accusing look and then doing it himself. That’s not to say, however, that her kitchen went unused. On Friday night he declared that he was going to make dinner. He invaded her kitchen enthusiastically and turned out to be an excellent cook. Manda’s poorly disguised surprise amused him.
“I was taking care of myself long before I got dragged into this life of hotels and room service, you know,” he informed her.
They existed in their own private world, and Manda didn’t see her family or her other friends all week. She tried to work up a shred of guilt for neglecting everyone so thoroughly, but the attempt was frail and fleeting. She didn’t know when she would awake from this dream, and she couldn’t make herself regret a minute of it while it lasted.
When she returned to work on the following Monday, Manda was relaxed, rested, happy…and looking forward to the upcoming long Thanksgiving weekend.
“Back for three days and then a four-day weekend? You’re really turning into a slacker, M,” David had complained, but his welcoming smile had belied his criticism. A short time later, when Richard and Josh arrived, she overheard his comment to the former. “Your company obviously agrees with our little Manni.”
“Her company most definitely agrees with me as well,” Richard replied with a wink for Manda as she came out of her office to greet him. David just chuckled. 
“Before I forget, M, do you mind if I leave at noon on Wednesday? Stacey and I are flying out to her parents’ and we have an early flight.”
“That’s fine. You know it’ll be completely dead around here anyway,” Manda assured him.
“Are you going to Emily and Andy’s for Thanksgiving again this year?” David probed. He knew she usually did, but a telling glance toward Richard explained his question. Would her new relationship with Richard alter her plans?
“Of course,” she replied. “Richard and Josh are coming too.” She’d been a little nervous about inviting them at first, sure they must already have other plans. When she finally brought it up, Richard had confirmed that they did traditionally spend the holidays with their cousins, Sarah and Daniel, but this year the two were out of the country. He and Josh would be in Denver for Thanksgiving and planned to eat in their hotel room. Manda immediately insisted that they join her at Emily’s and Richard had gladly accepted the invitation.
Manda had invited Mikey to join them as well, but he was going to spend Thanksgiving with his own family and had, in fact, left Saturday morning for an extended holiday.
Manda was prepared to play catch-up during the few days they would be in the office this week, but it turned out that David had coped quite well without her during her absence. He’d managed to wrap up almost all of their projects and so Thanksgiving week was slow and quiet. There was typically a lull over the holidays, with not many new projects coming in between Thanksgiving and New Years, so, with Curt’s blessing, Manda, Richard, Josh, and David indulged in late breakfasts and long lunches during the abbreviated week. Curt closed the office early on Wednesday as well, so Manda ended the week feeling as if she hadn’t done any work at all.
Thanksgiving Day was festive, and Richard and Josh’s presence seemed natural among Emily and Andy’s extended family. Katie, of course, had been thrilled when Manda called to make sure Emily didn’t mind the two additions to the guest list. Emily had taken it in stride. 
“Of course it’s okay. You know your friends are always welcome.”
Manda hadn’t yet filled her family in on developments between Richard and herself—it was all so new and unreal, and she superstitiously didn’t want to jinx it. They figured it out quickly enough though, especially after Emily and Katie walked in to discover Manda and Richard sneaking a kiss in the kitchen.
Emily cleared her throat when she entered, causing Manda to jump guiltily. 
“Sorry to interrupt,” the older woman announced with a grin, “but it’s time to eat. Could one of you bring those dinner rolls?” She picked up a bowl of mashed potatoes and left again, followed by the widely smiling Katie. When they were gone, Richard smiled down at Manda’s pink cheeks.
“Will you get the third degree later?”
“Probably not. Emily tries to respect my privacy. They’re both probably dying for details though. I suppose I should fill them in.” Manda grinned impishly. “Eventually.” She picked up the requested rolls and led the way to the dining room.
Manda didn’t have a chance to leave her sister hanging for long. The next morning she was up shopping with her at an indecent hour of the morning. Emily always tried to shop as many of the Black Friday sales as she could, and Manda was her shopping companion of choice...mostly because she couldn’t convince anyone else to go with her.
“Why do I let you talk me into this every year?” Manda complained good-naturedly as she carried two over-sized shopping bags to Emily’s car.
“Oh, you love it,” her sister insisted as she struggled to find her keys in her purse while fumbling with two more huge shopping bags. All four bags were hers—Manda was convinced that Emily didn’t want her company on these shopping expeditions as much as she wanted her services as a porter.
“Well, at least I’m getting my workout for the week,” Manda groaned as she hefted her load into the back of the car and wiggled her numb fingers, trying to restore circulation.
“Have you finished your shopping already?” Emily asked as they slid into the car after stowing her purchases.
“Almost,” Manda answered casually, concentrating much more than necessary on buckling her seatbelt. “I still need to get something for Richard. I just don’t know what yet.”
Emily’s eyebrows rose fractionally and one corner of her mouth twitched up the tiniest bit, but she started the car and pulled out of the parking spot before speaking again.
“Should I be expecting Richard and Josh for Christmas?”
Manda searched through the stations on the radio until she found one playing Christmas music. She adjusted the volume and then sat back with a sigh.
“I’m not sure. We haven’t talked about it yet. I’d like to invite them if it’s okay with you. They might already have plans with their family though.”
“If they do have other plans, should I expect you for Christmas?” Emily smiled knowingly, but didn’t look away from the windshield.
Manda could feel her cheeks turn pink and she laughed. “The answer to that question is I don’t know. The answer to your unasked question is that Richard and I have been dating for the last couple of weeks.” 
Manda wasn’t sure if this description was entirely accurate. It certainly felt like more to her, but perhaps it was no more than that to Richard. “Dating” was probably as good a description as any, she supposed.
“Good!” Emily replied enthusiastically. “I really, really like him, and it’s obvious that you two are crazy about each other.” Emily directed the car through the large and crowded parking lot toward the restaurant at the far end where they were going for lunch. “Does this mean you’ll be gracing the covers of all the tabloids soon?” Emily’s tone was light and teasing, but Manda knew her sister well enough to know that there was real concern underlying the question.
“We’re trying to avoid that for as long as possible, but I guess it’s probably inevitable. I’m not going to worry about it until I have to though.” Resolved to be as good as her word, Manda firmly pushed away all thought of the media circus she knew was coming and instead focused on enjoying the morning with her sister. Worrying now was useless. She would deal with it when she had to.



 
 
Chapter 19
Manda had an opportunity to ask Richard about Christmas later that same day when both he and Josh were over for dinner. She and Emily had cooked enough food for Thanksgiving to feed a moderately sized army, and since Richard and Josh only ate as much as a small army, there had been an excess of leftovers. Emily had insisted that she take home her share...and apparently her share meant almost all of it. Faced with this inexhaustible supply of food, Manda had immediately thrown herself on Richard and Josh’s mercy as they helped her take it all home.
“You guys have to help me eat this! If I have to do it alone I’ll still be eating turkey on the Fourth of July.” The two men hadn’t required convincing.
“Well, we can’t have that,” Richard sympathized with such an excess of overly-earnest concern that Manda had laughed.
“I thought you’d never ask! The leftovers are the best part of Thanksgiving,” Josh enthused.
“Of course,” Manda teased, elbowing him playfully. “Never mind the fine fellowship of beloved family and friends. The food is the thing!”
“And with that, you have completely defined my brother,” Richard guffawed. “It always comes back to food with him.”
“Hey, I’m a growing boy,” Josh retorted with a good-natured grin.
Manda chuckled. This “growing boy” was a broad-shouldered young man who towered over her. She was glad that whatever had been causing tension between the brothers seemed to be resolved. She hadn’t noticed any of those odd, strained moments since she and Richard had become a couple. It occurred to her that perhaps she had been the point of contention, but she immediately dismissed that as a bit vain on her part. She was just relieved that they seemed to be on good terms recently, and pleased that Josh hadn’t shown any signs of jealousy now that she was monopolizing so much of Richard’s time. Instead he truly seemed to approve of their relationship. Still, she made a note to herself to try not to exclude him too much. Inviting them both over for dinner would be a good start, and it would make a sizable dent in her stockpile of leftovers. Besides, with both Mikey and David out of town for the holiday, she didn’t want to leave him all alone.
Friday night, therefore, saw the three of them together, once again feasting on turkey and all of the trimmings. After dinner as they were relaxing around the patio fireplace, the subject of Christmas came up. The night was cold and they were gathered close together in the circle of warmth around the hearth. Richard held Manda snugly in his arms with a thick blanket wrapped around them both.
“So, tell me, how did it go with your sister today?” he asked. “Did I come up in conversation at all?”
“Because, of course, no conversation is complete without at least one mention of Richard,” Josh snorted.
Manda chuckled. “Actually, you did. She mentioned how much everyone likes you two and she asked if you would be coming for Christmas.”
“And what did you tell her?” Richard asked.
“I told her I didn’t know. You might already have other plans, but we hadn’t discussed it. You guys are invited though.”
“Sarah and Daniel will be in town for a couple of weeks at Christmas. We usually spend the holidays with them in Texas, but they’re coming here this year instead.”
“Richard couldn’t be pried away from you,” Josh supplied with a wink to Manda. “Besides, he’s been talking about you so much they want to meet you.”
Manda could feel Richard shrug. “It’s true,” he admitted evenly. “I’d love to come for Christmas, but I can’t just desert Sarah and Daniel.”
“Will you just be spending Christmas in your hotel then?” Manda asked, frowning.
“I thought I’d make reservations for dinner somewhere, but essentially yes,” Richard confirmed.
“How festive,” she remarked dryly. “I’m sorry, but that’s completely unacceptable. You guys already spend too much time in hotels without spending Christmas in one too. You’ll just have to bring them along...and Mikey too if he’s going to be around.”
“Thank you for the invitation, sweetie, but we really can’t all just descend on Emily and Andy like that. Your family is very kind but I think all five of us would be too much of an imposition.”
“I suppose you’re right,” Manda sighed, then pursed her lips thoughtfully. It probably was too much to ask of Emily. It would double the guest list, as it was usually just the five of them—herself, Emily, Andy, and the kids. Andy’s parents always spent Christmas vacationing someplace tropical. The thought of Richard and his family spending the holiday in the hotel was too depressing, though. She couldn’t imagine not spending Christmas at home.
At home! That was it! Manda’s face brightened. “We’ll have Christmas at my house this year and everyone can come without imposing on Emily!”
Josh was enthusiastic about the idea, but Richard was still hesitant.
“We can’t ask you to do that,” he said uncertainly. “Then we’d just be imposing on you. That’s a lot of work.”
“No, it’s perfect!” Manda enthused. “I should have thought of it before. We can all celebrate Christmas together and it will give Emily a break. We always spend all of the holidays at her house. She’ll love having me take a turn! And I’m your girlfriend, right? You’re allowed to impose on me. Please!” 
Richard sighed. “You know that if it was just Josh and me, I would say yes in a heartbeat, but all five of us?” He shook his head slowly, then stopped and eyed Manda consideringly. “Unless...I’ll make you a deal. If we accept your invitation you have to let me help –- with the shopping, the cooking, the clean up, everything. Deal?”
“Deal!” Manda agreed at once.
Josh grinned broadly. “Excellent!”
“You should know, though,” Richard warned, “that Sarah will probably insist on helping too. She will feel like she’s imposing if you don’t let her.”
“Well, I’ve seen how much you two can eat,” Manda accused playfully, “so I suppose I’ll probably be grateful for the help.”
“And Daniel makes us look like lightweights,” Josh added with a laugh, “so don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
Manda called Emily the next morning to run the idea by her. As she’d expected, Emily was immediately on board. In fact, she was so gleefully enthusiastic that Manda felt guilty for not offering sooner. It was only after everything was settled and invitations had been made to everyone involved that Manda started to feel nervous. She would be hosting her very first holiday ever—Christmas no less!—and with Richard’s family as her guests. For the next month the butterflies in Manda’s stomach were her closest and most constant companions.
True to form, the weeks between Thanksgiving and Christmas were quiet ones at work. Manda and David focused almost all of their attention on the Raines Foundation project. Jen had worked out a rough draft of most of the content with Richard and Josh, so the two designers were making progress on the corresponding collateral. 
Josh and Richard had resumed their daily haunting of the Aronson office, with the slight difference that Josh usually didn’t show up until noon. 
“He’s been keeping late hours,” Richard explained with a shrug when Manda asked about the change. “He’s turned into quite a night owl.” 
Richard, on the other hand, was there even more often. His frequent absences to take care of other business were almost non-existent now. He and Manda had breakfast together every morning before work, most often at the diner but sometimes at other places—sometimes elegant restaurants, sometimes on nice mornings they had bagels in the plaza, and a few times they ate in the office or had room service in the brothers’ suite with Mikey and a sleepy Josh.
Richard hadn’t forgotten the sad state of Manda’s music knowledge either it turned out. He showed up every day with a new playlist on his iPod and, playing it through their docking station, proceeded with his plan to broaden Manda’s musical horizons. He would quiz her on which ones she did and didn’t like and quickly developed an ear for what she enjoyed. It didn’t take him long to put together an extensive playlist of Manda’s favorite new performers.
Outside of work, Manda went from having all of the time in the world to herself to conversely needing to carefully and deliberately schedule time for everything and everyone other than Richard. He was almost apologetic about monopolizing her time, but much to Manda’s relief he showed no inclination to stay away. Their evenings out with Josh, David, and Stacey resumed, but usually occurred on Saturday nights, while Friday nights became Richard and Manda’s. Manda was still trying to master her time-juggling skills when Christmas week arrived. 
Richard and Josh left early on the Friday before Christmas to meet Sarah and Daniel at the hotel downstairs. Their driver, Mark, had been dispatched earlier to pick up the two visitors from the airport. Manda was going to meet up with the four later for dinner. She’d decided not to go all the way home only to turn around and come right back, so instead had brought a change of clothes for the evening. She had some time to kill however, so she decided to do some shopping. She hadn’t been to her favorite bookstore in a while—not since Richard and Josh had arrived—so she spent some time exploring the recent arrivals there and left with a stack of new books. 
With time still to spare, she made a detour on her way back to the office to stop by a tea shop she knew. She hoped to find a replacement for the teapot she’d broken—not that she’d ever really be able to replace it. Thinking about it inspired a sharp pang of loss. She remembered her mother buying the small floral patterned teapot and cups. Manda had been very young, not even in school yet, and had liked the pretty pattern. She’d served her mother tea, lemonade, and chocolate milk with the set at countless afternoon tea parties. Their guests had been the current favorites from Manda’s stuffed animal collection. Manda had cherished those special times alone with her mother while Emily had been off at school and her father at work. 
Whenever Manda had used the teapot it reminded her of those happy afternoons, so it was under a cloud of melancholy that she wandered through the shop examining its selection of teapots, trying to find one that would at least somewhat match the two cups that were all that remained of the set. Unable to find anything suitable, she soon became discouraged and left the shop.
Preoccupied with memories of her mother, Manda had walked a dozen yards before she noticed that someone was walking beside her. When this awareness finally intruded upon her reverie, she looked up to find Richard in step with her. Her sad mood vanished at once and she smiled in delight.
“Fancy meeting you here! I thought you’d be catching up with your cousins.”
“I had to run a quick errand, and I’m very glad I did. I was just thinking about you and like magic, here you are.” Richard took her shopping bag from her and then hefted it in surprise. “What’s in this thing? Bricks?”
“Books,” Manda explained with a grin, more than willing to let him carry the heavy bag.
“Ah! That explains it. That makes this a first for me then, just so you know.”
Manda’s eyebrows drew together in puzzlement. “What’s a first for you?”
“This is the first time I’ve ever carried a girl’s books for her,” Richard informed her with a grin that made her laugh.
Manda had the urge to reach out and hold his free hand as they walked, but she suppressed it. Although Richard was quite affectionate most of the time, Manda had quickly noticed that he was much more reserved in crowded public places. He would always put a little distance between them at such times—when they were, as she thought of it, on public display. 
“Are you headed back to the hotel now?” Manda asked.
“Yes. You?”
“Mmm hmm. I’m going back to the office to change. Did your cousins get here okay? No problems or anything?”
“No problems at all. They can’t wait to meet you.”
“I just hope they like me,” Manda admitted nervously. She was more than a little anxious about the coming introduction.
Richard moved a little closer and startled her by grasping her hand. He gave it a reassuring squeeze before releasing it again. “They’ll love you, I promise. They’ve heard so much about you they said they feel like they already know you.” 
 “You know, that’s not as reassuring as you might think,” she told him ruefully.
He chuckled and then changed the subject, no doubt trying to distract Manda from her nervousness. “So, were you shopping for tea? Or were you trying to replace your broken teapot?”
“Looking for a teapot,” Manda sighed, “but they didn’t have anything close.” As they made their way back, Manda shared the story behind the tea set with him. He was a sympathetic audience, and by the time they arrived at her office she had almost forgotten her nervousness.
“If you want to change, I’ll wait for you here,” he offered, indicating the sofa in the creative area. “Then we can walk down together.”
Manda agreed readily, glad for his continued moral support—she could feel the butterflies threatening to return. She retrieved her purse and garment bag and hurried off to the ladies room to change. When she returned a short time later Richard stood and whistled appreciatively.
“You like?” she asked, pirouetting to give him a better look. As she completed the twirl he captured her hand and pulled her close. 
“Yes, very much,” he growled playfully. “You look beautiful. I want to kiss you, but I’m afraid I’ll mess up your hair or makeup or something.” 
“I think I’ll risk it,” she said with an impish smile. Reaching up on tiptoe, she twined her fingers together behind his neck and tipped her face up in anticipation. He didn’t make her wait, and afterward she didn’t care a bit about her hair or makeup...and the fluttering in her stomach was no longer from nerves.
Richard studied her face as if assessing the damage he’d done, and then nodded with satisfaction. “If anything, you look even more stunning. Pink cheeks become you.”
Manda rolled her eyes and willed herself not to blush even more. Her attempt wasn’t very successful however, and Richard chuckled softly.
“Shall we head down then? It’s about that time,” he prompted. “I can’t wait to introduce you.”
“I’m ready,” she sighed, and held Richard’s hand as they made the short trip to his hotel suite. “You’re all very close, aren’t you?” she asked when they were on the elevator. He always spoke of his cousins very fondly, and had been quite eager for their arrival.
“Very,” he agreed. “Josh and I grew up with them.”
“Did they live nearby?”
“You could say that. We saw them every day.”
The nervous butterflies returned to Manda’s stomach with a vengeance. It felt almost like she was meeting his parents for the first time. She supposed it was as close as she would ever come. Richard squeezed her hand reassuringly, then lifted it to his lips and pressed a kiss to the back of it.
“Relax. You’ll like them, and they’re going to love you.”
Richard was right about Manda liking his two cousins. They were both charming and friendly—very much like Richard and Josh. They greeted her warmly when Richard ushered her into the hotel suite and made the introductions. Sarah had hugged her like an old and dear friend. Daniel’s greeting had been only slightly less exuberant—reminding her very much of Josh’s boyish enthusiasm. He even looked like Josh, though she could see a bit of Richard in him as well. Daniel could have passed for a third brother. 
What confused Manda was the resemblance that both Richard and Josh had to Sarah as well, though Sarah and Daniel looked nothing alike. When Richard had first mentioned his cousins, Manda had assumed that they were brother and sister –- an assumption that had been reinforced when Richard told her that he’d grown up with both of them. It would make sense, therefore, for there to be a family resemblance between the brothers and both Sarah and Daniel. What quickly baffled Manda, however, was the relationship between the cousins. Sarah and Daniel were quite obviously a couple...and a rather affectionate one at that. Definitely not brother and sister. Judging by the wedding rings they both wore, they were a married couple. Manda supposed that one of them could be a cousin, and the other someone they had all grown up with, but she couldn’t decide which would be which. They both looked too much like Richard and Josh. She puzzled over it throughout dinner, hoping for a clue to clarify the situation, but when she still didn’t have an answer by dessert, her curiosity overcame her politeness.
“I don’t mean to be rude,” she said, broaching the subject timidly, “but how exactly are you all related? I’m afraid I’m kind of confused.”
“Richard didn’t tell you?” Sarah exclaimed in surprise. Daniel and Josh both laughed, reinforcing the resemblance between the two.
“So, they’ve got you a little confused, have they?” Josh teased.
“I apologize,” Richard said with a grimace. “I should have explained before.” He reached for her hand discreetly under the table and squeezed it, stroking the back of it with his thumb. “We’re related to Daniel on our father’s side and Sarah on our mother’s side. That’s how they first met. They’ve been inseparable for as long as I can remember.” He smiled at them affectionately.
“So you see,” Daniel supplied, “we’re both related to the boys here. I know it’s a bit confusing at first. It’s an unusual situation.”
Richard squeezed Manda’s hand again and changed the subject. “So I talked Manda into letting me help with Christmas dinner.” Richard’s prediction was proven correct when Sarah immediately volunteered as well. 
“Oh, Manda! I’d love to help too. That is if you don’t mind. It won’t really feel like Christmas if I’m not cooking.”
Richard had warned her that they all had large appetites, and this dinner had given her first-hand evidence of that. Even Sarah was a hearty eater! How did she manage to stay so slim? A supercharged metabolism must run in both sides of the family. Considering all of this, Manda was happy to accept Sarah’s offer, and a discussion of the holiday menu ensued. Sarah volunteered to cook a few of her specialty dishes, and her enthusiasm was such that Manda gladly agreed to give her free reign of her kitchen the next day—though they would have to share it on Sunday since Manda still had her own preparations to make for Monday’s Christmas dinner. Delighted, Sarah declared that she would have to make a trip to the grocery store immediately. Daniel and Josh promptly opted out of that excursion, saying goodnight to Manda and setting off on the short walk back to the hotel.
What followed was the oddest grocery shopping expedition Manda had ever been on. Richard had enlisted Mark and the limo for the evening. Their group had been too large to fit comfortably in his car and he’d been unwilling to make the two women walk from the hotel to the restaurant in their high heels. After getting directions from Manda, Mark delivered them—quite conspicuously—to her favorite supermarket. Thankfully it was late enough that there weren’t many other customers, but the employees and the few customers that were there gaped openly at Richard as he escorted the two women through the store. 
During the ride over, Sarah had jotted down the items she would need, and reading the list over her shoulder, Manda guided them through the store as Richard, under Sarah’s direction, gathered the required ingredients into Sarah’s shopping cart. The cart was surprisingly full by the time they arrived at the checkout counter. It wasn’t until she heard Sarah scolding Richard fondly—“Barbecue potato chips? Honestly, Richard!”—that Manda realized he had been sneaking selections of his own into the cart. Richard just gave his cousin a very boyish and unrepentant grin and proceeded to pay for their purchases. 
Arriving back at Manda’s house, Richard and Mark carried in the bags of groceries and Sarah insisted on helping Manda put away the refrigerated items.
“We can just leave these out if you don’t mind,” Sarah suggested, indicating her other purchases arranged on the counter, “since I’ll be using them first thing in the morning anyway.”
Manda couldn’t help but smile at the other woman’s unrestrained enthusiasm. Sarah then waved her hand toward several bags containing chips, dip, sodas, and a variety of other junk food.
“And I don’t know what Richard plans to do with all of this.” She cast an accusing look in Richard’s direction, trying to remain stern in the face of his playful grin.
“I plan on leaving it right here so I and the other members of my gender can have something to snack on tomorrow. I know how fussy you are about people sneaking samples when you’re cooking. You’d let us all starve!”
“I don’t think any of you are in danger of that,” Sarah contradicted with a laugh.
Manda had invited Josh and Daniel to accompany Sarah and Richard the next day, knowing the cousins would want to spend as much time together as possible during their visit. She’d invited Mikey as well, but he was busy.
Sarah gave Manda a quick hug. “Thank you, Manda. We’ll get out of your hair. Daniel will be wondering what’s keeping us.” She grinned up at Richard affectionately. “I’ll wait for you in the car while you say your goodnights. Don’t be too long.”
Richard walked his cousin to the door and Manda trailed after them. She was surprised to see that he was blushing. She didn’t think she’d ever seen him embarrassed before.
“So, did you like them?” he asked, pulling her into his arms as soon as Mark closed the car door behind Sarah.
“Yes, very much,” Manda assured him, twining her fingers together behind his neck. “They remind me a lot of you and Josh.”
“I’m glad,” he remarked distractedly. His right hand trailed through her hair in an appreciative caress as he lowered his lips to hers in a long, lingering kiss. He seemed determined not to hurry, as if in defiance of Sarah’s teasing. Manda had begun to forget when and where she was by the time the kiss ended, and she sighed softly when he stepped away from her.
“That should hold me over until morning,” he said with a soft laugh, “and I’ll bring breakfast, so you can sleep in. Now, of course, I’ll go back to the hotel and they’ll ask me all sorts of questions about you and then tell me how much they like you.”
“I hope so,” Manda said fervently.
“I know so,” Richard asserted, raising her fingers to his lips for a parting kiss as he backed out of the door. “I will see you in the morning. Sweet dreams.”
“Good night,” Manda said. She waved toward the car where she was sure Sarah was watching, though she couldn’t see her through the darkly tinted glass. She closed and locked the door firmly, knowing that Richard wouldn’t leave until she did, and then watched the car disappear into the night. As she climbed the stairs to her bedroom she realized with a smile that the butterflies that had plagued her for the last month were gone. 
The next two days were filled with laughter and affectionate teasing. Manda’s kitchen and family room were livelier than they had ever been. The four cousins were as close as any family Manda had ever seen and made no attempt to hide their affection for each other—or for Manda. They included her into their circle without hesitation, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. When Richard lingered behind on Saturday evening to say goodnight to her after the others had filed out to the car, he gave her a report on developments the previous night.
“They adore you. I knew they would. In fact, they warned me that if I were ever foolish enough to let you get away they would keep you and send me packing.”
Manda laughed. “I don’t believe that for a minute. They adore you and Josh. I don’t think they’ll disown you anytime in the near future.”
“Well, just to be on the safe side, I’ll try not to give them any reason.” Richard’s follow-up goodnight kiss was almost as long as the one the night before, and as Manda once more climbed the stairs for the evening, she was unaware of the dreamy smile she wore.
It was snowing when the Raines family—plus Mikey—arrived bright and early on Sunday morning. Mikey provided breakfast for the group—as a thank you to Manda for including him in her holiday celebration, he explained. While Josh and Daniel helped Mikey unpack the food and set the table, and Richard was hanging up coats, Sarah slid a slim MP3 player out of her pocket.
“I noticed you have in input on your stereo so I brought something I thought you’d like to listen to,” she said, handing the device to Manda.
“Sure. What is it?” Manda asked, taking the player to the stereo in the family room.
“It’s a Christmas present I got a few years back. You’ll have to tell me if you like it.” Sarah’s grinning anticipation piqued Manda’s curiosity. She plugged the player in and fiddled with the controls, adjusting the volume when the music began. She exclaimed in delight when she recognized the voices. 
“Oh! It’s Richard and Josh!”
“They made it for me for Christmas one year. It’s all of my favorite Christmas songs. I think it’s my favorite Christmas present ever.” She smiled fondly toward Richard and Josh. Richard had joined the other men in their breakfast preparations.
“They got tired of her asking them to sing them for her over and over,” Daniel announced dryly.
Sarah grinned and shrugged. It was a gesture uncannily like one Manda had seen Richard make many times. “I love to hear them sing. As much as I love this recording, it’s not the same as hearing them sing in person, right in front of you. I’m right, aren’t I Manda?” She looked to Manda for support, but Manda just shrugged.
“I don’t know. I’ve never heard them sing like that before,” Manda confessed. “I liked their concert though.”
“Richard’s never sung for you?” Sarah rolled her eyes in exasperation. “Good grief, Richard! Didn’t your father teach you how to woo a girl any better than that?” 
Josh and Mikey both laughed out loud, but Daniel just arched his eyebrows and called everyone to breakfast. Manda was only half listening to the conversation as they gathered around the table. Most of her attention was on the music from the MP3 player. It was very different from the music she’d heard the brothers play before, but it was heartbreakingly beautiful and she was entranced.
When they were all seated Sarah continued her light-hearted scolding. “You sing beautifully. It’s absolutely heartless of you not to share that with Manda.”
“She never asked!” Richard protested with a wink to Manda.
“Of course she didn’t! She’s much too thoughtful for that, but that doesn’t mean she wouldn’t love it!”
Richard put down his fork and threw up his hands in grinning surrender. “Okay! I’ll bring my guitar tomorrow and sing for Manda.” He elbowed Josh. “Josh will too, won’t you Josh?”
Josh, caught with his mouth full, just nodded. Richard turned to his right, where Manda sat, and captured her butter knife-wielding left hand.
“I hope you can forgive my ill-treatment of you,” he pleaded melodramatically. ”I was unaware that I had deprived you of all of the joy and beauty you are entitled to.” He lifted Manda’s hand to his lips and kissed it, smearing butter from her knife onto his sleeve in the process.
Trying hard not to laugh, Manda tried to look martyred. “Well, I just assumed you couldn’t really sing at all—that it was all just sound booth tricks.”
“Hey!” Josh protested and Sarah giggled. Richard scowled at Manda, then scooped a dab of butter off of her knife with his finger and smeared it onto the end of her nose.
“Hey!” Manda laughingly exclaimed, echoing Josh.
“That is for your lack of faith,” Richard declared, grinning, then promptly repented and wiped her nose clean with his napkin.
For the rest of the day Richard stayed busy helping Manda in the kitchen, and they didn’t have a moment alone together until it was once again time to say goodnight. It was then, as he held her encircled in his arms, that he apologized sincerely.
“I’m sorry for not asking before, sweetie. I didn’t even think about singing for you. Josh is really more of the singer. I’m the songwriter. But would you like me to sing for you?”
“I would love that,” Manda admitted. She didn’t feel it necessary to mention that she had, in fact, fantasized about it.
“Then it will be my honor,” he said quietly, “and I don’t mean tomorrow. Josh and I will sing for everyone tomorrow if you’d like, but the next time we’re alone I’ll sing you one of the songs I’ve written about you.”
“About me?” Manda gasped softly, wide-eyed with wonder.
“Of course, about you. You occupy my every thought, asleep and awake. What else would I write about?”
Overcome by emotion and blinking away tears, Manda was speechless, so Richard filled the silent moment with a kiss. When she was finally able to speak again, she did so with an unsteady laugh.
“I don’t care what Sarah says. I think your father did an excellent job of teaching you how to win a girl’s heart.”
Richard glanced toward the car outside and smiled. “He would be glad to hear I’m not totally hopeless.” He brushed her hair away from her face. “This is the first chance I’ve had to really talk to you all day, so I haven’t had a chance to tell you, but Josh and I have to leave for New York the day after tomorrow. Mikey just finalized the arrangements yesterday.”
Manda’s heart plummeted into her stomach. They were leaving? For good? She must not have hidden her dismay as well as she thought she had, because whatever he saw on her face made Richard rush to explain.
“We’ll only be gone a week. I didn’t want to go, but Jen thought it was important that we do this to stir up some buzz about the foundation. We’ll do the rounds on the morning shows and then we’ll wrap up with a New Year’s Eve performance.”
Manda exhaled in a sigh that was part relieved and part wistful. “I know duty calls, but I’ll miss you.”
“I’ll miss you too. I’d invite you to come along, but I’m afraid that would be like painting a bulls-eye on your back.” He frowned disconsolately then shook his head slightly. “Sarah and Daniel will be her all week though. Do you think you could entertain them for me while we’re gone? I hate to ask, but they really do enjoy your company and I feel guilty just leaving them here like this. Besides, they want to get to know you better.”
He combed his hair away from his face with his fingers in his characteristic display of agitation. “I shouldn’t have let Mikey talk me into this. I should just stay here.”
Manda captured his hands in her much smaller ones and leaned toward him. “No, you should go. I would love to spend the week with your cousins and this is something you need to do. Just hurry back, okay?”
“I promise,” he assured her fervently. “I won’t be gone one minute longer than necessary, and I’ll call you every day. You won’t even have a chance to miss me.”
“Yeah, right,” Manda chuckled. In just the short time between good night and good morning she managed to miss him. A week would seem like an eternity. She smiled up at him reassuringly though. “I’ll never even notice you’re gone.”
As she’d hoped, Richard laughed. “Well, I’ll miss you.” He glanced back toward the driveway. “I guess I’d better go. Tomorrow is a big day. Merry Christmas Eve, my Manda.”
“Merry Christmas Eve,” she responded, and then turned the tables on Richard, giving him a goodnight kiss that was guaranteed to ensure that he did indeed miss her while he was away.



 
 
Chapter 20
Manda awoke the next morning more keyed up with anticipation than she had been for any Christmas since she was a little girl...back when she still believed in Santa Claus. After all, a certain rock-star she knew was, in her estimation, much more exciting than St. Nick. Richard, along with his family and Mikey, arrived early. Emily and Andy and the kids wouldn’t arrive until the afternoon, after they had opened presents together and enjoyed the unaccustomed luxury of a leisurely Christmas morning at home. Josh and Daniel took their turn at providing breakfast, arriving with a wealth of fruit, pastries, and baked goods for everyone to nibble on throughout the morning. 
Manda barely had time to help herself to a blueberry muffin before Josh unceremoniously dumped the last of the gifts that he and Richard had carried in under the tree and announced gleefully that it was time to open presents. What followed was a free-for-all of torn ribbon and ripped wrapping paper that delighted Manda. 
She had called in a favor and gotten Mikey, Daniel, and Josh each a pair of floor tickets to a Nuggets game. Richard had assured her that they would thoroughly enjoy this gift. Richard’s and Sarah’s gifts she held back though. She didn’t want Sarah to open hers before Richard, and she wanted to save his gift for last.
She tore into her own gifts as exuberantly as the others, and was delighted with of all of them. Mikey had given her a book she wanted to read—he confessed that Richard had told him. Josh gave her a beautiful cashmere scarf in her favorite shade of blue—he too confessed that Richard had helped him pick out exactly the right color. From Daniel and Sarah she received a thick knit throw blanket that was as soft as a cloud.
“It’s alpaca,” Sarah explained when Manda exclaimed over it. “We raise them on the ranch and there’s a woman nearby who does wonders with the fiber.”
Sarah had then slipped her one more small package containing a CD copy of the Christmas album Richard and Josh had recorded.
“That’s from all of us,” she explained. “The boys said it would be okay if I shared it with you.”
Manda was effusive in her thanks and made a beeline to her stereo to play the disk. She had fallen in love with the songs the day before and had insisted on playing it several times throughout the day.
When the storm of flying bows and tissue paper had finally subsided, Manda retrieved her gifts to Richard and Sarah. She nervously gave Sarah hers, and then sat down on the floor beside Richard and gave him his slightly larger package. She had struggled with what to get him. There was nothing she could buy him that he couldn’t buy for himself, and he practically lived in hotels, so it needed to be something small and easily transportable. Most importantly, she had wanted it to be something personal. After she’d finally decided on a gift, she had spent three weeks making it, getting up early to work on it without Richard’s knowledge. Now she just hoped he liked it. She held her breath as Richard tore off the gift wrap to reveal the leather bound box inside.
“They match,” Sarah noted, holding her own, flatter leather box up for Richard to see. Her eyes sparkled with curiosity and she lifted the lid off of her box at the same moment that Richard opened his. “It’s a book!” she announced, carefully lifting the leather bound volume from its matching box. Manda had eyes only for Richard though. She watched him closely as he removed the book reverently from the box. She tried to gauge his reaction, biting her lip anxiously as he slowly flipped through the pages, pausing to examine each one carefully. He looked at a dozen or so, then closed the book and looked at Manda. 
“These are my songs,” he said softly. Manda couldn’t tell if he was pleased or not.
“Oh, Manda! This is beautiful! It’s like a book of poetry! And the pictures are gorgeous! Where did you get it?”
“She made it,” Richard answered before Manda could…and this time Manda could hear the pride in his voice and her tension was replaced by the warm glow of pleasure. He liked it!
The others had gathered around Sarah, looking over her shoulder as she flipped through her copy of the book. Manda had purchased a silver frame for her, but had switched it for her personal copy of the book after Sarah had expressed how much she loved Richard’s songs. Manda could always have another made for herself. 
“The pictures are wonderful,” Daniel remarked. “What are they? Photographs with watercolor? Is it a local artist?” He reached over Sarah’s shoulder to flip back to the title page. “Richard is listed as the author, but there’s no credit for the artist.”
Richard’s eyes never left Manda as he answered for her once more. “Manda did them. She’s the artist.” He smiled his approval, eliciting a return smile from Manda, and then opened his book to a picture of a small waterfall among snow-coated rocks and evergreens. “This is the place you took me on that first time we went for a drive.” He flipped forward a few pages. “And this is that small clump of aspen trees in the plaza in front of your building…the one with the squirrel.” He progressed a few more pages. “And this is in your backyard.”
“They’re all there,” Manda told him, gesturing to the box on his lap. Sarah’s box held only the book, but there was more in Richard’s. He lifted the divider to reveal the stack of matted, hand-colored photographs below.
“The originals, hand signed by the artist,” he announced for the benefit of the others, and tipped the box up to show them. “This is perfect, Manda. I’ll cherish it forever. Thank you.” He carefully returned the book to the box and replaced the lid before expressing his appreciation with a kiss. Then, he announced with a grin that it was his turn. Reaching behind himself, he produced a box that had been buried beneath a pile of torn gift wrap.
“Merry Christmas,” he said, placing the package in Manda’s lap. 
Manda removed the wrapping slowly, savoring the thrill of anticipation. She removed the bow and ribbon and set them aside, then deliberately found the edge of the paper and carefully lifted the tape.
“Come on, Manda! Just rip it open!” Josh urged impatiently.
Sarah immediately shushed him. “Leave her alone. Let her enjoy it.”
Manda stuck her tongue out at Josh and made a point of meticulously folding the wrapping paper and putting it with the bow. The plain white box on her lap gave no clue to its contents, though she tipped it first one way and then the other, examining it from all sides. Finally, curiosity trumped anticipation and she lifted off the lid...and smiled when two smaller white boxes were revealed, nested side-by-side inside the larger box.
“This isn’t going to be a succession of smaller and smaller boxes, is it?” Josh groaned.
“No, now be quiet!” Richard replied with a playful glare at his brother.
Manda removed the box on the left and opened it, only to find its contents heavily wrapped in bubble-wrap and tissue paper. No longer trying to draw out the suspense, Manda quickly stripped the packing away from the hard, irregularly-shaped object.
“Careful,” Richard cautioned. “It’s breakable.”
Manda had begun to suspect what it was and was smiling in anticipation when she pulled away the last layers of tissue paper...and then froze. Judging by its shape, she had expected it to be a new teapot to replace the one she had broken. Instead she held in her hands her old teapot, glued back together from its broken pieces. She turned it over in her hands, examining it from all sides. It had been meticulously reassembled, with each tiny puzzle-piece shard mated to the adjoining shards so cunningly that only the finest hairline cracks could be seen. It must have taken countless hours to put it back together so perfectly, and as long to collect all of the pieces.
“It will never be functional again, but I thought you might like to keep it. That’s not really your present though. Now, open this one.” Richard set the other small box on Manda’s lap and tried to take the reassembled teapot from her, but she clutched it gingerly to her chest and shook her head, unable to speak. With her one free hand and a great deal of Richard’s help she lifted the lid from the other box to reveal an object wrapped identically to the first one.
This was the new teapot then, she guessed. Hindered by trying to work one handed, Manda let Richard finish unwrapping the second bundle. It would never replace the teapot she held, but she would love the new one if for no other reason than because Richard had given it to her. When he unveiled his gift, however, Manda gasped and silently repented for underestimating him. He held the new teapot out to her and the hand she took it with was trembling, and tears blurred her vision. The new teapot was an exact replica of her old one. Blinking to clear her eyes, Manda held them up side-by-side for comparison. Had the one not been broken, she wouldn’t have been able to tell them apart. The copy was exact right down to the brush strokes on the flowers.
“Where did you get this?” she asked, finally managing to compose herself enough to speak.
“I had it made,” Richard answered simply. “I took the pieces of your broken one to a restorer. That’s all. It’s amazing what you can find if you look.” He shrugged, downplaying the time, effort, and money she knew it must have taken. 
What humbled Manda and made her heart ache with love for the man beside her wasn’t the money he must have spent—though she knew it must have cost a fortune—it was the care and effort he had put into the gift. 
“You collected every little, tiny piece,” she said softly. “It must have taken hours. Just so you could have a new one made. Every piece.” Manda was stunned. That had been before they were even dating, back when she was sure he considered her merely a friend...and well before she had explained the significance of the teapot. Even then, though, he had known her well enough to understand that it had been something important to her. Even then she had mattered enough to him that he had painstakingly collected each and every tiny shard and sliver that had littered the carpet in her office.
“Does that mean you like your gift?” Richard asked her, totally undermining her frail control. Her tears came silently then, but with a vengeance that refused to be banished.
Taking the two teapots from her, Richard wrapped them back up and placed them back in their boxes for safekeeping. Then he gathered her into his arms and held her close. 
“Thank you,” she finally choked out. She heard Daniel’s following comment and laughter joined her tears. 
“I think that’s a yes.”
 



 
 
Chapter 21
New Year’s Eve didn’t turn out anything like Manda expected. Richard and Josh left the morning after Christmas, entrusting their cousins’ entertainment for the week to her. She missed Richard, as she’d known she would, but Sarah and Daniel were funny and lively companions, and by the end of the week she considered them friends. She liked Sarah especially. She felt an almost sisterly affection for her that was different than the mother/sister relationship she had with Emily. Sarah was closer to her own age, and like Richard, had a gift for putting Manda at ease and making her feel good about herself.
Richard did his utmost to fulfill his promise to Manda that she wouldn’t have a chance to miss him. It was a failed attempt, of course, as she missed him a great deal, but it was a valiant effort nonetheless. True to his word, he called her every evening and he sent her flowers every day. On the impossible chance that Manda needed even more reminders of him, Rain appeared on a different talk show almost every morning, promoting their foundation and often singing a song or two. Manda watched avidly, often on the television at work with David, Jen, Sarah, and Daniel. 
It was a busy week, filled with lunches and dinners with Daniel and Sarah, sometimes with David and Stacey thrown into the mix as well. During the weekend before New Years, Manda took Daniel and Sarah sightseeing, visiting museums and other points of interest. By Sunday night Manda was exhausted and would gladly have rung in the New Year cozied up in her bed, watching the festivities on television. Sarah and Daniel wouldn’t hear of it though. They insisted that Manda join them for a New Year’s Eve celebration in their hotel suite, where they could all watch Richard and Josh’s performance during the broadcast from Times Square.
Rain was finally introduced shortly before midnight by a pretty little starlet who Manda vaguely recognized as the lead in some television program she’d never watched. The scantily-clad blonde was obviously enjoying her proximity to the two brothers and she attempted to cling familiarly to first one and then the other.
“Why that little…!” Manda exclaimed in annoyance when the woman was particularly stubborn in her advances toward Richard.
“Oh, just watch,” Daniel advised with a grin. “Richard handles himself pretty well with that sort.”
Indeed, at that moment the starlet attempted to twine her arm through his flirtatiously, but Richard, appearing oblivious to her, turned away to wave at the crowd, then proceeded to his place behind the piano. The perky blonde was left standing awkwardly alone with her back toward Josh. She was quite satisfyingly out of sorts as she fumbled through the song introduction and hurried off of the stage. When the camera shot switched to a close-up of Josh, Manda thought she detected a fleeting laugh from him as he readied his guitar.
She didn’t spare much attention for Josh after that though. She studied Richard’s face whenever she had the opportunity—and they were generous with the close-ups. She was looking for something specific and…yes, there it was! There was an edginess about his expression, a tension that she’d noticed all week long during his other television appearances. He smiled charmingly enough to fool anyone who didn’t really know him, but his smile never quite touched his eyes. He looked tired and worried to Manda. Josh, when she spared a look for him, seemed by comparison to be relaxed and completely in his element. He owned the stage. Their performance was, as usual, amazing, and when they finished, the crowd roared deafeningly.
It was less than a minute before midnight and the scene on TV switched to the throng in Times Square as they waited for the ball to drop. Manda discreetly slipped her shoes back on. She would excuse herself as soon as midnight arrived. She just wasn’t in a very festive mood. She’d been understanding and supportive when Richard told her he would be away for New Year’s—it was his job, after all, and it wasn’t as if she were some needy, clinging hothouse flower who couldn’t take care of herself—but she had been much more disappointed than she’d let on. She’d never had anyone special to share New Year’s Eve with before and she’d hoped that this year.... Well, it didn’t matter. Richard would be back tomorrow.
As Manda glanced around the room, inconspicuously trying to locate her coat, someone knocked on the door.
“I’ll get it,” Daniel announced quickly, glancing at his watch. It was very late for anyone to be knocking.
Manda spied her coat on a chair against the wall. She stood and stretched, edging in that direction. On television the crowd began to chant the customary countdown.
“10…9…8…”
“She’s got her shoes on, Richard. She’s planning on sneaking out at the stroke of midnight, like Cinderella.”
“She’ll have to get by me first,” Richard answered his brother as the two men strode into the room. “And I’m much harder to elude than Prince Charming.”
“4…3…2…”
“Richard!” 
Richard captured a laughing and confused Manda in his arms just in time to kiss her as the New Year began.
“Happy New Year, Cinderella. Did you miss me?”  
“Oh, were you away?” she retorted in wide-eyed surprise. “I couldn’t tell.” She couldn’t sustain the act though. She was simply too pleased and surprised to see him. “How can you possibly be here when I just saw you on television from New York?”
“We recorded that earlier, of course, and then jumped on the first flight we could get back here,” Richard explained patiently.
“He’s had me running through airports all night just so he could make it here by midnight,” Josh complained. “And he wouldn’t even stop and wait for our bags after we landed. He made poor Mikey stay behind to collect them all.”
“You could have stayed behind to help him,” Sarah scolded as she greeted Josh with a hug.
“No, I wanted to see Manda’s face when Richard surprised her. Besides, Mark was there to help.”
“So you didn’t come in the limo?” Daniel asked in exasperation, though Manda didn’t understand what was wrong with that.
“We couldn’t wait,” Richard informed his cousin with a grin. He dropped onto the sofa and tugged Manda down beside him. “I was afraid I wouldn’t make it in time.”
“He wouldn’t have if we hadn’t taken a shortcut,” Josh chuckled.
Daniel sighed. “One day, one of your shortcuts is going to get you into trouble. That’s not a very good way to look out for your brother.”
“Don’t worry. I’m always careful.” Richard dismissed Daniel’s odd concerns and twined his fingers through Manda’s. “So, what did I miss while I was gone?”
“Me, I hope,” Manda prodded playfully.
“Unbelievably,” he agreed fervently, “but I’m trying to block that trauma from my memory. What else did I miss?”
Manda gave him a rapid-fire recounting of their week, ending with their visits to the art museum and aquarium that day...or rather the previous day now. Just remembering it all made Manda tired. She suppressed a yawn.
“It’s past your bedtime, isn’t it, sleepyhead?” Richard asked, squeezing her hand. “Shall I take you home?”
“No, you just got here,” Manda protested, slipping her feet back out of her shoes and curling her legs up on the sofa beside her. 
“It’s probably best to stay off the roads tonight anyway,” Daniel observed. “There are sure to be some stupid people out there who don’t have the sense not to drink and drive.”
“Daniel’s right. You should just stay here,” Sarah suggested. “You can take the sofa.”
Manda was happy to agree, and she managed to stay awake for another two hours before she drifted off to sleep with her head on Richard’s shoulder. Her first dream of the New Year was a good one. It featured a glass slipper, and the Prince Charming who kissed her at the stroke of midnight bore a striking resemblance to Richard.



 
 
Chapter 22
The New Year started off like a fairy tale for Manda, and the days ahead seemed just as promising. Sarah and Daniel stayed for another week before flying back to Texas with a promise to keep in touch. Manda was sorry to see them go…mostly. There was a small part of her, she admitted guiltily, that was glad to have more time alone with Richard. With the holidays over, her days settled back into a more regular rhythm—at least at first. 
Midway through January, Curt showed up unexpectedly in the creative area. Manda, Richard, David, and Josh returned from lunch at the diner to find him waiting for them.
“Jen told me you were all at lunch together, so I thought I’d come catch you while you were all here,” Curt explained. “Take a seat.” He waited only long enough for them all to settle into chairs, and then continued. “First of all, I want to apologize to Manda and David for the Fieldings project. I made you take the job against your better judgment and it turned out badly. I promised you if that happened that I would personally tell Jerry we wouldn’t be handling the project again, so I told him that and I sat down with him yesterday to discuss it. He was…mmm…not pleased by Andrea’s finished product. Let’s just say that. He told her she’d never be doing any more design work for him. I guess it caused quite a blowup.”
Manda frowned unhappily. She didn’t like Andrea much, but she didn’t like to be the cause of their lover’s quarrel, even indirectly. She started to express her distress but Curt waved her to silence.
“Don’t worry. He made it up to her. It’s amazing what amends you can make with an enormous engagement ring.”
David snorted in amusement and Manda rolled her eyes. Jerry Fieldings deserved what he got!
“Anyway, Jerry was understandably upset when I told him you wouldn’t be working for him again. You two are, after all, the best—and after comparing your work with Andrea’s this year he fully appreciates that. He asked if you would reconsider working on the project again now that he’s removed Andrea from the game.”
Manda stirred again, and again Curt silenced her, raising his hands in a placating gesture.
“I told him that it was your decision but I wouldn’t count on it. Beyond that, though, he wanted me to express his sincere apologies for the whole mess. He was really quite upset. He also wanted to thank you for this year and every other year when you’ve taken the horrible cards he dealt you and delivered him a winning hand…his words. As a gesture of his appreciation, he’s invited you two to spend two weeks at his hotel in Vail. He’ll provide lift passes and whatever else you might enjoy, and you’re both free to invite a guest.
“Yes!” David enthused, eliciting a rare smile from their boss.
“I thought you’d like that,” Curt said dryly. “I also haven’t forgotten that I promised I would make it up to you if the job went south. I don’t think any of us anticipated exactly how far south it would end up going…”
“Antarctica,” David muttered under his breath, but Curt pretended not to hear him and continued without a pause.
“…and I’d like to thank you all for not coming directly to my office and saying ‘I told you so.’”
Manda suppressed a grin. She’d intended to tell him much more than that—quite clearly and forcefully—but circumstances with Richard at the time had pushed all thoughts of it from her mind, and so Curt had been spared her tirade.
“So, to make it up to you,” Curt continued, “I’m giving each of you two extra weeks of paid vacation while you avail yourself of Jerry’s gift. Unless you have a personal conflict, I would suggest next week and the week after. I’ve cleared your schedule for those two weeks, with a little help from Jen. It’s probably best if you both go at the same time so that one doesn’t feel like they have to make up the workload for the one who’s gone. Both of you just go away and don’t think about work.”
Manda looked questioningly toward Richard. Two weeks in Vail with Richard would be fun. She hoped he was free. If not, she would reschedule it for a time when he was, regardless of Curt’s suggestion.
Curt cleared his throat to regain her attention. “I already checked with Richard, on Jen’s suggestion, to see if he knew of any prior commitments you might have for those two weeks. He was under the impression that they would work out fine.”
“I’ve already made reservations and given Mikey those two weeks off,” Richard informed her with a wink, “so I really hope you don’t have other plans.”
Manda beamed happily, already looking forward to this impromptu vacation. David was right; she really was turning into a slacker! Well, she deserved it. She’d been working hard since she was 16, first in school and then her career. It was about time she enjoyed herself a little.
“I’d better call Stacey and see if she can get the time off,” David said, jumping up from his chair. He was halfway to his office before he remembered to stop and ask Curt if he was finished.
“With you, yes. Go call.” Curt dismissed him with a wave.
“I especially wanted to apologize to you, Manda, for not trusting your judgment more. I made your life very miserable and I’m a big enough man to admit that I screwed up. You, on the other hand, showed extraordinary grace and professionalism when you had every right to just walk away from the whole fiasco. I want you to know that it didn’t go unnoticed.”
This was as emotive as she’d ever seen Curt and it made her uncomfortable. “Thank you,” she replied self-consciously.
Curt just nodded brusquely and turned his attention to Richard. “Just for the record, it wasn’t the threat of losing your business that moved me to action before. It was concern for an irreplaceable and valued team member. Though I fully understand and appreciate your motives, I want you to understand where you rank in this equation. I just fired one of my best and oldest clients—and a good friend—because of my high regard for this young lady. Don’t for one minute imagine that you would fare any better.
“Now, I’ve got work to do. You kids have a nice vacation. I’ll e-mail you the details from Jerry.” Curt left without another word.
Manda stared after him in open-mouthed shock. What had that last bit to Richard been?
As if answer to her unspoken question, Josh spoke for the first time since they had returned to find Curt waiting. “That, big brother, was a warning…in case you missed it,” he said, sounding decidedly impressed.
“It most certainly was,” Richard responded in surprised amusement. “My respect for that man just rose considerably.” He placed a finger under Manda’s chin and closed her mouth. “Don’t look so surprised, sweetie. You have a way of inspiring loyalty in the people around you.” He punctuated his words with a quick kiss. “I hope you don’t mind me inviting myself to Vail. I was sort of hoping you’d invite me along, but if there’s someone else you’d like to invite instead....” He trailed off with a martyred look for Manda’s benefit and a poorly hidden wink toward Josh.
“Do you mind if I come up for the two weeks too?” Josh asked Manda uncertainly. “I won’t get into you guys’ way. I love to ski though.”
“Of course you can come! I would have suggested it anyway. It’ll be fun!” She hugged the younger man affectionately. She’d almost come to think of Josh as a younger brother, and she enjoyed his youthful enthusiasm. “I know David and Stacey will enjoy having you along too. And since I guess it would be rude to invite you and leave your brother here all alone, I suppose he can come along too.”
“Just as I thought,” Richard lamented, doing a fairly good imitation of Josh’s forlorn puppy look. “She only lets me hang around because I’m related to you.”
David, returning from his office just in time to hear Richard’s remark, guffawed. “I was pretty sure she didn’t even realize you had a brother, Richard—or that anyone else existed either for that matter.”
Manda made a face at David, but was too excited to throw anything at him, or to continue teasing Richard. “Are you free for the entire two weeks then?” Manda asked the latter hopefully.
“Yes, and I’m looking forward to it.” Richard’s eyes sparkled with anticipation.
“Is Stacey free?” Josh asked David, who had flopped back down into his chair.
“She’ll call me back later and let me know for sure, but she doesn’t think it’ll be a problem.”
When Stacey called back a little later the news was good. She had been able to schedule the time off and they arranged to leave on Saturday morning, just a few days away. Though Richard had offered to charter a plane, David had protested, citing the many instances of rock stars and their entourages being killed in small plane crashes. Stacey and Manda had both shushed him but agreed that driving would be more scenic, and the decision was unanimous. David and Stacey drove up together in David’s car, while Manda and Josh rode with Richard in his, though Josh spent the majority of the drive napping in the backseat.
On Sunday, they were up early and spent all day on the slopes. Manda hadn’t skied in years, but it all came back to her quickly. She had no trouble at all keeping up with Richard and David and was, in fact, a little better than Stacey and Josh. Her return to skis wasn’t without consequences though. Her muscles were stiff and sore the next morning, but with the help of a hot bath and an over-the-counter analgesic she was able to hide that fact. Everyone had been so surprised and impressed by her skiing prowess that she didn’t want to tarnish her new-found image. 
Luckily for her, she didn’t have to try and hide her body’s rebellion while subjecting it to further abuse. They skipped any sort of physical exertion on Monday, instead spending the day enjoying the local jazz festival. By the time they donned their skis again the following morning, Manda thought she was over the worst of it. After another full day on the mountain, however, she realized she’d just been kidding herself. Her muscles tightened up painfully during dinner and she knew she was going to pay a price in the morning. When she rose from the table she managed to hide her wince from everyone but Richard. He didn’t mention it until he was walking her back to her room alone though.
“Are you hurt?” he asked with a worried frown.
“Not really,” she assured him. “Just sore. I guess I’m a little out of practice.”
Richard smiled sympathetically. “You do work muscles that don’t get used every day. How about we avoid skis tomorrow and go for a drive instead? Just you and me. There’s a waterfall nearby that’s supposed to be beautiful in the winter. Then, after lunch, maybe you’d like to spend the afternoon at the spa.”
“You’re a genius,” Manda said appreciatively. “You come up with the best ideas!”
“Well, they’re not always great, but I do have my moments. When I picked Aronson to work on the Foundation, for example.”
“That was a good one,” Manda agreed with a smile.
“One of my best.”
The next morning Richard and Manda lingered over breakfast long after the others had headed off for another day of skiing. She’d been sore again, as she’d expected, but another hot bath and some more pain relievers left her feeling almost human. She bundled up thoroughly for their excursion, taking to heart Richard’s warning that they would have to walk a short distance to get to their final destination. 
Although Richard had said the falls were nearby—and Manda supposed they were, as the crow flies—it was a considerable drive on the winding and circuitous mountain roads required to get there. By the time they arrived at the small, nondescript roadside pull-off, Manda was glad to get out and stretch her stiffening legs. The short, gentle hike to the frozen waterfall loosened her muscles nicely.
The waterfall actually turned out to be a series of modest cascades at the foot of a slightly larger, though still moderate, fall. In the summer they would provide a picturesque but not particularly impressive display, but winter transformed them into an abstract and spectacular ice sculpture. A slight trickle of water still seeped through in places, slicking the otherworldly formation and making the irregular columns of ice sparkle like diamonds in the sun.
“Oh! It’s lovely!” Manda exclaimed. Her gloved hand fumbled clumsily for the camera she’d stashed in a zippered pocket in her coat. Unsuccessful, she finally removed the glove. The temperature was hovering near zero and she was reluctant to expose her warm fingers to the frigid air, but the pocket was small and awkwardly placed, and the glove made it impossible to extricate her small camera. Finally managing to retrieve it, she handed it to Richard so she could put her glove back on. He immediately snapped several pictures of her.
“Stop that! I don’t need any pictures of myself.”
“No, but I do,” Richard replied, ignoring her laughing protest. Grinning challengingly he took a few more shots.
Manda put one hand up between her face and the camera lens and extended the other hand out for the camera. “Wouldn’t you rather have a good one though, instead of one where I’m dressed like a snowman and have a red nose?”
Richard placed the camera in her extended hand, but then captured her wrist and pulled her closer. He kissed the end of her cold nose.
“You look gorgeous. You put the scenery to shame…even with a pink nose.” Manda stuck her tongue out at him and he chuckled. “You’re nose is cold though. Take your pictures and we’ll head back to the car and warm up.”
Manda took a few dozen pictures from various vantage points. In the spirit of turnabout being fair play, she took a few of Richard as well before handing the camera back to him.
“Could you please put this in your pocket? I’ll never get it back into mine, and I’m not taking off my glove again.”
He stashed it in one of his much roomier pockets, zipping it in securely. “Ready to go back to the car?”
“I suppose,” Manda sighed. It was very cold, but she was dressed warmly and the sun was bright. The day was beautiful. She wanted to enjoy it. Besides, it was nice to be alone with Richard—really alone, with no family or friends or fans around. “Maybe we could take the long way back and explore a little?”
“As you wish, my snow angel,” Richard agreed with a flourishing bow that made Manda laugh. He reached out his hand for hers and they strolled off into the trees at a tangent to the path they had taken from the car.
Although the mountains around them were blanketed under many feet of snow, here under an unusually thick canopy of evergreens, where the geography of the mountain had created a protected valley, the snow was only ankle deep in most places. Meandering through the trees, avoiding the deep drifts, they made a contest out of who could find and identify the most animal tracks in the snow. It was a game Manda was particularly good at, having spent countless hours in the mountains with her father as he pointed out the various animal signs. Richard was better though, pointing out and identifying the smallest and most obscure marks before she could even discern them. 
“You cheat!” she accused playfully after he pointed out the almost invisible disturbance of snow created by an owls wingtips.
“How could I possibly cheat?” he laughed, spreading his arms wide as if to demonstrate that he had nothing to hide.
“I don’t know, but you go over there,” she instructed with a shooing gesture, “and I’ll go over here, so at least I’ll have a chance.”
They proceeded in this fashion for a short distance, with several yards between them. Richard found a few more animal tracks while Manda couldn’t find anything. She casually scooped up a large handful of snow as they walked, idly forming it into a ball. The snow was too dry to pack well, but she worked on it until she had something roughly round that held its shape fairly well.
Manda threw the fluffy snowball at Richard when he wasn’t looking. It hit him on the shoulder, exploding into a shower of sparkling crystals in the sunlight and leaving a snowy spot on his coat.
“Hey!” he protested, laughing, “you said you only threw things at David!”
“I guess I lied,” she confessed, unrepentant.
“Well, there are consequences for lying where I come from, young lady,” he growled playfully. He scooped up a large handful of snow and packed it into a loose snowball of his own, advancing on her slowly and deliberately.
“Uncle!” she cried and darted off into the trees. She found a trail of hard packed snow and followed it down the gentle slope.
“You can run, but you can’t hide!” Richard called after her, letting her get a sizable head start. Manda laughed and tried to run faster, but the packed snow underfoot was icy in places and footing on the trail was precarious. She heard Richard’s footsteps behind her, not close yet but narrowing the distance. She dodged around an outcrop of rock and the ground dropped away more steeply. The wind blew fiercely, funneled through a narrow canyon, and the trees thinned out. The snow was sparse here, where the wind had swept the rocky ground clear. 
“Manda, wait! Stop running!” Richard’s voice was urgent now, no longer playful and laughing. Manda stopped obediently, nervous on the suddenly much more treacherous terrain. She began a cautious turn back toward Richard, but froze midway when a flash of movement caught her eye from the opposite direction. To her left, extending down the now steep slope, a granite outcrop jutted out, rising several feet higher than Manda’s head. On the top of the ridge, muscles bunched and body coiled to spring, a crouching mountain lion stared down at her. 
It all happened so quickly that Manda didn’t have time to be afraid until afterward. As the danger registered in her thoughts, several things happened simultaneously. The lion launched itself toward her with teeth bared and claws extended. She heard Richard bellow “No!” but his shout was abruptly cut short by a deafening feline snarl—not from the cat descending upon her, but from another cat in Richard’s direction. And as the mountain lion bore down on her and Richard’s voice echoed in her ears, adrenaline rushed through Manda’s body and instinct took over. She threw up her right arm to protect her face and stumbled back, away from the cat. Fortunately, her right foot skidded on a patch of exposed ice and slipped out from under her. This misstep probably saved her life, for as she fell she felt the lion’s claws rake across her upraised arm as it overshot her. Unable to change direction in midair, the cat’s momentum carried it past her.
The terrain was steep where Manda fell however, and she tumbled down the rocky slope. After a dozen yards, her right foot tangled in an exposed root and caught, jerking her around sharply. Her cry of pain ended abruptly as she slammed to a stop and her breath was forced from her lungs by the impact. 
Manda was stunned and disoriented. Pain fogged her mind and she couldn’t breathe. The world spun sickeningly and it was several agonizing moments before she was able to suck in a desperate breath. She found herself lying on her side with her back wedged against the trunk of a large pine tree. Her ankle burned and her head throbbed. She looked around frantically for the cougar, but the trees around her danced crazily and her vision blurred. She fought back a wave of nausea and forced her eyes to focus, willing the world to cease its sickening spiral. As her vision cleared she sucked in another sharp, painful breath.
A little distance upslope from where she lay, not one but two tawny cats were locked together in a vicious, snarling whirlwind of claws and teeth. They rolled away from her, fur flying in clumps as the claws of the larger cat dug into the underbelly of the smaller. The bigger of the two was massive—at least twice the size of the other. 
Manda concentrated on staying calm and motionless. Her breathing was ragged and painful, and her heart thudded in her chest. Instinct urged her to scramble away, but her foot was trapped. She knew Richard was nearby somewhere and she hoped he could somehow help her. 
As the battling cats disappeared in the rough terrain, Manda struggled into a sitting position, working frantically to extract her foot. The pain that stabbed through her leg when she finally yanked it free filled her vision with dancing lights, adding to her already considerable disorientation. The larger cat would make short work of the smaller one and she was afraid it would then come back for her. She looked around frantically for Richard. Panic washed through her. She couldn’t see him anywhere.
“Richard! Richard!” she called urgently but softly, not wanting to risk the cougars’ attention. He’d been so close. Where could he have gone? She struggled to keep her eyes focused and noticed his coat lying on the ground. Why would he take off his coat? With difficulty, she managed to scramble up the rocky incline on her hands and knees to the coat. When she reached it her fear multiplied. It was ripped and torn and she realized it wasn’t just his coat. She saw more articles of clothing strewn in tatters across the icy slope. Manda began to tremble and struggled to gain control of herself. What could have happened? Had the larger lion attacked him? But there was no blood on the shredded clothing. What did that mean? The world still had a distressing tendency to tilt drunkenly, and Manda’s efforts to order here thoughts were proving difficult.
Pull yourself together! she chided herself, still struggling to gain control of the panic that was hampering her. She tried to climb to her feet, using the trunk of a small aspen to steady herself, but her ankle buckled, sending excruciating shards of pain lancing through her leg, and she collapsed back to the ground as the world careened crazily again. For several minutes pain blotted everything else out. Manda lay gasping for breath until it faded but as the pain in her leg slowly slackened, the stabbing pain in her head emerged to take its place. She touched the place above her left ear that throbbed with each heartbeat. Her hair was gritty and wet and her hand came away red with blood. She must have hit it when she fell. The panic she had been fighting to subdue threatened to overcome her again. Would the smell of blood increase the risk of the cougar returning?
As she huddled on the icy ground, struggling to think, she could hear the two fighting cats growling and crashing through the forest. When the noise suddenly stopped Manda whimpered. She was out of time. She clutched the remnants of Richard’s coat to her chest with trembling hands and scooted back against the trunk of a nearby tree, dragging her injured leg. She blinked blearily at the forest around her, not sure which direction the cat would come from if it returned. She saw it at once when it darted around the outcropping of rock. When it saw her watching, it slowed to a walk, padding toward her cautiously. Manda’s labored breathing quickened, and she pressed herself back against the rough bark of the tree. At her slight movement the lion froze, watching her. Manda slowly and clumsily searched through Richard’s coat pockets for anything that might be of use. Her own pockets held nothing helpful, but she hoped that perhaps he had something—a pocket knife, pepper spray, anything she could use to protect herself. She rebuked herself for being caught in this situation without bear mace. Her father had taught her better than that, but she hadn’t expected to need it. Her groping fingers found only Richard’s wallet and car keys and her camera. Remembering the self-defense tips she had once read, she clutched the keys in her left hand, the largest one projecting from her fist. If she could jab the key into one of its eyes, maybe it would go away. It was a slim chance but with her thoughts so confused and dizziness making the ground tip sickeningly, it was all she could think of.
Manda’s eyes locked on the threat in front of her, waiting for any movement in her direction. Her hands were shaking and sweat was dampening the hair around her face, which immediately turned icy in the frigid air. The cougar didn’t approach though. Instead it sat down and regarded her with its amber eyes. 
Go away. Just go away, Manda thought. Maybe she could drive it off. Without taking her eyes off of the huge cat, Manda fumbled blindly with her right hand for a rock or stick she could throw. She was able to find a fist sized rock after a bit of searching and clutched it to her chest. As she clenched her hand tightly around it, a fresh torrent of blood gushed from the wound in her arm. She paused uncertainly. What if throwing the rock just provoked it? She decided she had to try and hope for the best.
With a trembling hand she threw the rock as hard as she could. Her aim was good, but the cat ducked aside at the last moment, avoiding her throw. It didn’t run away, but nor did it spring at her. Instead it sat back down and watched her with its ears laid back slightly and its tail twitching in agitation.
“Please, just go away,” Manda whispered in desperation. “Just go away. Please. Where are you, Richard?” Tears froze on her cheeks unnoticed. What had happened to him?
The cat flinched at the sound of her voice and began pacing restlessly back and forth. Manda inched cautiously to one side, hoping to put the tree between herself and the cougar, but her injured ankle bumped against a projecting rock and she gasped in pain before she could stop herself.
The cat’s attention immediately snapped back to her and the twitching of its tail grew more violent. Gradually its eyes closed and its head drooped down, as if it were very tired. It stood that way for several minutes, and Manda began to wonder if perhaps it were injured. Then, opening its eyes again, it stared at her. Her gaze locked on the lion’s piercing eyes and she swallowed, her throat suddenly dry.
That was when Manda blacked out. One moment she was looking into the feline gaze of the cougar and the next she was being nudged back to consciousness by a warm nose against her cheek and found herself staring into a familiar pair of soft brown eyes. She blinked several times, but the huge mountain lion was gone and a large, wolfish dog was standing over her.
Manda gasped in disbelief. It was the stray she’d befriended at her house. She blinked again. Was she dreaming? She was in a great deal of pain, which seemed to argue against unconsciousness. “Is that you, boy?”
The dog whined and thumped his tail against the ground, looking at her with an expression that could only be called pleading. She must have blacked out for a moment while the dog frightened the lion away. She didn’t know how he’d gotten there, but she was grateful nonetheless. Surely this must mean that his owner was nearby. 
“I’m glad to see you.” The dog pressed himself against her body, and she welcomed the warmth that radiated from his shaggy coat. He sniffed gently at the cut above her ear and whined. 
“I’m okay, boy,” she assured him weakly. “Just a little cold.” Her body trembled uncontrollably, as if to emphasize this. The sleeve of her coat gaped open where the lion’s claws had slice through it and blood from the gashes slicked her arm and hand. The pain was dull now, numbed by the cold of the air. The frigid wind sliced through her, chilling her to the bone, and the dog whined again, more urgently. 
“I’m tired, boy. I don’t suppose you could find Richard for me?” The adrenaline had worn off and a fog was descending on her mind, though she struggled against it. “I need to find him.” Tears were freezing in Manda’s eyelashes. The dog licked her face vigorously, startling her back into alertness, pushing the fog back a bit. He nuzzled her left hand insistently, and she opened it, letting Richard’s car keys drop to the ground so she could wrap her left arm around the dog’s thickly furred shoulders. As soon as the keys dropped from her numb fingers however, he snatched them up in his mouth and darted away, racing off through the trees.
“Wait!” Manda called, but she could barely hear her own weak voice over the sound of the wind. “Come back! Don’t go!” The dog kept running and was soon out of sight. Manda choked back a sob. She was alone, and even if the dog’s owner were near, he would never hear her. “Richard! Where are you?”
Dizziness and cold threatened to overcome Manda, and she struggled to remain alert. She had to do something or there was a very real possibility that she could die here. They had come far enough from the car that no one was likely to happen by or hear her even if they did drive by on this remote road, and she had left her cell phone in the car...right next to Richard’s. Reception had been spotty and they hadn’t intended to be away from the car long.
Manda knew she couldn’t just sit there and hope for someone to come. She had to get to her phone. She could try to call for help then and someone could come and find Richard. Something must have happened to him. She would have to get to the car. She could warm up there until someone came, or if she couldn’t call out, she could drive to help. Then she remembered that the dog had run away with the car keys and despair threatened to defeat her. 
Manda gritted her teeth against the hopelessness and confusion. Okay, she couldn’t start the car and warm up, but she could get to her phone. She would throw a rock through the window if she had to. First, though, she had to make it to the car. Manda slipped Richard’s wallet into her coat pocket, unwilling to leave even that small part of him behind, and began crawling laboriously up the steep slope.



 
 
Chapter 23
Manda had made it to the outcrop of rock and was leaning against it, gasping from the pain, when she heard running footsteps approaching. Relief made her lightheaded. Someone was coming! 
“Help!” she called, but it came out little more than a hoarse croak. “I’m over here! I need help!” Whoever it was could phone for help and then look for Richard. Please, oh please, let him be okay.
As if conjured by her thoughts, Richard raced around the rocks and dropped to the ground at her side.
“Manda,” he groaned, pulling her close in a fierce hug. “I’m so sorry.” 
“Richard! Are you all right?” she managed through numb lips. She clung to him, shivering violently.
“I have to get you back to the car,” he growled roughly. Somewhere he’d gotten a blanket and he wrapped it around her gently. Then he scooped her up in his arms, as if she were a rag doll, and ran. He sped through the snowy forest so quickly and sure-footedly that Manda thought, again, that she must be dreaming. He jumped over obstacles and dodged around trees smoothly, barely jostling her. She gripped the front of his shirt with her left hand and pressed her face into his chest. She was so cold, and his coatless body was blessedly warm.
Impossibly soon Richard reached the car. The motor was already running. He shifted her weight around enough to allow him to open the passenger door and then deposited her gently onto the leather seat. The seat warmer was on and heat soaked into her cold body. He tapped the electric controls to tip the seat back into a semi-reclining position, and then shut the door and circled the car quickly to climb into the driver’s seat. 
The heater was blowing on high and the warm rush of air around Manda was like fire on her numb limbs. Needles of pain shot through her body as circulation returned to her extremities, and the pain of her injuries intensified. She groaned miserably. 
“Sweetie, look at me.”
Manda rolled her head in Richard’s direction, struggling to keep her eyes open in the welcome warmth of the car. He placed his hands gently on each side of her head and peered into her eyes, first one and then the other. 
“What’s your name?” he asked her. 
She frowned. “You know my name.”
“Of course I know it. I want to know if you know it.”
“It’s Am-manda, and you’re Rich-chard,” she stammered through chattering teeth.
When he was satisfied with what he saw in her eyes, he very gently probed the tender area above her left ear. She gasped through gritted teeth and he grimaced.
“Sorry, sweetie.” He probed further and then stroked the right side of her head gently. “I don’t think there’s a fracture but we’ll have to get that checked out. Until then, I don’t want you going to sleep. You need to stay awake for me, sweetie.”
Manda sighed. “I’ll try.”
“Where else are you hurt?” he continued anxiously.
“M-my arm and my ankle are the w-worst, I th-think,” Manda reported weakly. Both throbbed painfully and blood soaked her coat sleeve.
“Let me see.” Richard unwrapped the blanket to expose Manda’s arm. He winced when he saw the deep, parallel gashes that the lion’s claws had sliced into her forearm. Blood still flowed from the wound. “We’ll need to get the bleeding stopped.” He grabbed what looked like a t-shirt from the back seat and pressed it firmly over the injury. “Hold that there really tightly. I’ll have to bandage it, but I want to check out that ankle first.” He leaned over the console between the car seats and examined her injured ankle. She flinched as he handled it, and he murmured an apology.
“I can’t tell if it’s broken or not. You’ll have to have an x-ray to be sure. It’s pretty swollen already.” Richard sighed heavily and gently set her foot back onto the floorboard of the car. “I was worried about the cold. You lost most of your snow gear. How are your fingers and toes?”
“Th-thawing out,” Manda winced. She hadn’t even noticed her missing articles of clothing. Her hat, scarf, one boot, and gloves were all missing. “I can’t stop sh-shivering though.”
“Between the cold and shock, that’s not surprising. I don’t think you’ve suffered any lasting injury from the cold though. You weren’t out there, exposed for that long. Now let’s take care of that arm.” Richard rummaged around in the back seat. A duffle bag was turned over on the seat with its contents strewn about in disarray. He searched until he found a white first aid kit, then opened it and sat it on Manda’s lap. Very carefully he ripped her coat and shirtsleeve farther up her arm until he could attend to her injury unhindered. His hands were gentle as he cleaned the wound.
Manda’s mind was beginning to clear, the dizziness fading a bit, though a heavy fatigue was settling over her in its place. Questions floated to the surface, but none of them were completely coherent.
“Wh-wh-what happened? Where did you g-go? You were right there and th-then you were gone. And your c-clothes, what happened to your clothes? You’re wearing different ones now. Are y-you hurt?” The questions flooded out.
Richard’s hands paused momentarily as she questioned him, but quickly resumed their work, wrapping a thick bandage around her arm.
“I didn’t go far, sweetie. I was just trying to take care of you,” he answered quietly. Then, in an undertone, he added, “I didn’t do a very good job.”
“But what h-happened to your clothes?” Manda persisted, trying to make sense of the recent events. “Are you hurt?”
“No, sweetie. I’m not hurt. There’s not a mark on me.” He sounded almost bitter about this. “We’ll need to talk about the rest later, but first I want to get you to the hospital and make sure your okay. I do need to go get my clothes though, and your camera. I can’t leave them there for somebody to find. Will you be okay for just a few minutes? I promise I’ll be right back.” Richard studied her face with concern.
“I’ll be fine. I’m s-starting to warm up now,” Manda assured him, not sure why he wanted to retrieve the rags that remained of his clothes. “And I don’t care about my camera,” she assured him. 
“I need to find it though. We can’t leave it here.” He slid out of the car quickly, trying not to allow too much of the heat to escape, and raced into the trees. Manda gasped and stared after him in disbelief. She recalled how quickly they’d reached the car a few minutes ago. She’d thought she was imagining it. Had she hit her head that hard? She relaxed back into the warm seat and tried not to think. Nothing was making any sense and her head hurt. She hoped Richard would hurry. She was beginning to think the hospital was a very good idea.



 
 
Chapter 24
Manda was jostled awake by Richard’s hands on her shoulders.
“Manda? Manda wake up!” he commanded urgently. Her eyelids fluttered open and she found herself staring into Richard’s frantic eyes. “I told you not to go to sleep. Are you alright?”
“Sorry,” she mumbled. “I’m okay.”
“I found everything except my wallet. You had that before. I saw you take it out of my pocket. Where is it? I can’t leave that here.” His words were quick and urgent, but his face was tight with his worry for her.
Manda shook her head to try and clear it, and immediately regretted it as pain stabbed through her skull. She moaned and pressed her hand to her temple. Richard growled.
“It doesn’t matter. I’m getting you to the hospital.” He reached across her and fastened her seatbelt securely, then fastened his own and put the car in gear.
“I have your wallet. It’s right here in my pocket,” Manda suddenly remembered. Her mind kept trying to wander. She wanted to go to sleep, but fought against it. Richard said she shouldn’t. She wasn’t sure why.
“Good,” Richard breathed. He was speeding down the road now, driving fast enough through the tight switchbacks to make Manda slightly nervous. “We don’t have time for me to explain everything to you before we get to the hospital, so you’re going to have to trust me and do what I ask. I’ll explain it all later, okay?” He glanced over at her, waiting for her agreement.
“Of course,” she responded immediately. She trusted Richard completely.
“Okay. First of all, you can’t mention the mountain lion at all. Just say you slipped and fell, just like what really happened, but without the lion. You slipped and fell and then I found you and carried you back to the car. Do you understand?”
“Okay,” Manda agreed, uncertainly, “if you say so, but why?”
“You’ll just have to trust me for a little while. We don’t really have time for me to explain it all, but if they know about the lion they’ll come looking for it and I really can’t have them snooping around back there. It would raise way too many questions. I tried to hide all the tracks I could, but I didn’t have time to get very many.”
Richard’s explanation didn’t make much sense to Manda, but one part of it did concern her.
“But doesn’t someone need to come looking for them? If they attacked me they could attack someone else. Someone could get killed.” 
“The first one is already dead. I made sure of that, but I can’t very well tell the authorities.” Richard’s voice was gentle and reassuring. “Don’t worry. He won’t hurt anyone else. And the second one is no threat. Trust me.” He’d been driving quickly and Manda could already see the edge of town in the valley below them.
“Of course I trust you,” Manda assured him. “I just don’t understand what’s going on.”
“I know, and I’m very sorry. I wish I could explain everything right now, but my first concern is getting you the medical attention you need. If anything were to happen to you, I don’t know what I’d do, Manda.” He reached over and caressed her cheek tenderly, then picked up her left hand and pressed a kiss to the back of it. They drove in silence the rest of the way, with Richard holding her small, cold hand in his large, warm one. Manda still had a million questions. She hated not knowing what was happening—she felt helpless and out of control—but she trusted Richard. She would do what he asked for now. Later though, she promised herself, she would get answers. 
 
******
 
Hours later, Richard lifted Manda from the hospital wheelchair and placed her into the passenger seat of his car. After a seemingly endless series of exams, tests, x-rays, and scans, the doctors had finally decided it was safe for her to go. The wound on her arm had required multiple stitches. She’d denied all memory of receiving the injury, unsure how to explain it. It hadn’t been much of a stretch to claim disorientation and head injury as the reason for her spotty memory. The x-rays of her ankle had shown no fractures, but it was badly sprained and she would have to keep off of it completely for several days. Though the cut on her head had bled profusely, it was minor and hadn’t required any stitches. She also turned out to have two bruised ribs, caused, she assumed, by her impact with the tree. She hadn’t even noticed that particular pain amidst her other injuries. Assorted cuts, scrapes, and bruises rounded out her list of injuries.
Richard had demanded extreme thoroughness in all of her care, though Manda guessed that his insistence hadn’t been necessary. Judging by the uproar caused when Richard Raines strode into the emergency room carrying a battered and blood-soaked woman in his arms, she was willing to bet they would have been just as meticulous without his constant vigilance. Regardless, the painstaking thoroughness was wearing, and Manda was well ready to leave the hospital by the time they released her.
“So, do I get my explanation now?” Manda demanded as soon as Richard slid into the driver’s seat. Her questions had multiplied during her time in the hospital and she was impatient to have them answered. She wasn’t sure how much had been real and how much had just been her mind playing tricks on her.
Richard smiled reassuringly and started the car. “Soon. I don’t want to be interrupted and David, Stacey, and Josh are waiting for us at the hotel. I called Josh when you were having the CAT scan and filled him in.” 
“Can I assume that they aren’t going to be in on this explanation then?”
“Josh will be. I’m hoping he’ll help me explain it to you, actually. David and Stacey can’t know anything though.” Richard turned toward her with a grim expression. “You have to understand that up front. No one else can know any of this. Understood? No one. Not David. Not your family. No one.”
“Um...okay,” Manda agreed, wide-eyed. She felt some of her confusion trying to sneak back. This morning everything had made sense. Now she felt like Alice in Wonderland. The more she thought about the day’s events, the farther down the rabbit hole she fell.  
“It’ll be okay,” Richard assured her, squeezing her hand comfortingly.
It was a short drive to the hotel. Richard pulled up in front and then walked around to collect Manda, leaving the car for the valet to park. He lifted her gently from the seat and carried her into the hotel lobby. She was wearing one of Richard’s spare shirts, which he’d gotten from his car, as hers had been a bloody ruin. Her coat had been a loss as well, and shortly before they left the hospital, Richard had produced warm coats for both Manda and himself from who-knows-where. “I’m nothing if not resourceful,” had been his only explanation when she asked where they had come from.
“You know, you can’t just carry me everywhere all the time,” Manda complained as Richard carried her past the hotel desk. The clerk watched with raised eyebrows, but said nothing.
“Why not,” he challenged. “You can’t very well manage crutches with your arm in that condition. Besides, I enjoy it.” To punctuate his point he bent his head down and kissed her.
Manda smiled and leaned her head against his shoulder. 
“Yeah, I suppose I can see the appeal,” she sighed. “But won’t you get tired?”
“No,” he said wryly, and carried her onto an elevator from which a young family had just exited. “Do you mind?” he prompted Manda, nodding toward the buttons. She grinned and reached out to push the button for their floor. “If it’s okay with you, I’d like you to move into our suite tonight,” he suggested as the elevator rose. “You can take Josh’s room and he can move down the hall into yours. That way I can be close by if you need me. You won’t really be able to get around very well on your own.” The elevator door opened before Manda could answer, and Richard continued with a slight frown furrowing his brow. “I may be getting ahead of myself though. You don’t have to decide on that until after the explanations.” He sounded suddenly uncertain and tightened his arms around her slightly as he strode down the hall to his suite. He wasn’t able to reach his keycard while holding Manda, but rather than putting her down to retrieve it, he tapped on the bottom of the door several times with his foot. 
“Josh, open up. It’s me.”
“Richard, put me down,” Manda whispered urgently. It suddenly occurred to her how pathetic she would look being carried in like an invalid and she struggled against Richards arms.
“Be still,” he admonished, not loosening his grip on her in the slightest. “You’re hurt and there’s no need trying to pretend you’re not. No one expects you to be invincible you know... except you.” 
Manda glared at him in frustration and he chuckled.
“Sorry, sweetie, but you just don’t look very fierce right now. You look like the only survivor of a train wreck.”
Manda hadn’t realized how bad she looked. She frowned, her eyes dropping to her hands. Seeing her wounded expression, Richard sighed softly.
“You are still the most beautiful woman in the world, sweetie, but you can’t try to play this off as nothing. You’ve been hurt pretty thoroughly and no one thinks any less of you for it. It could have happened to anyone.”
As Richard spoke, Josh opened the door and held it wide for them. 
”Manda! Are you okay? You look awful!” he exclaimed, contradicting his brother. Manda would have been annoyed, but the honest concern on his face made it impossible.
“I’m fine,” she mumbled, embarrassed.
Richard carried her into the sitting room, where David and Stacey were waiting. 
“Manni, what have you done to yourself?” David teased, but his face was anxious. “Trying to get an extended vacation the hard way?”
Manda blushed scarlet. “I’m fine, really.”
“No, she’s not,” Richard corrected, “but she will be with some rest. You guys have five minutes before I kick you out of here, so you’d better make it quick.” He sat her down gently on the sofa and propped her right ankle up on a pillow before helping her remove her new coat. He tossed it over the back of the sofa and then removed his own and laid it on top of hers.
Stacey perched on the corner of the coffee table near Manda’s feet. “Josh said you fell,” she explained, “but he didn’t tell us how badly you were hurt. Oh, Manda, I’m so sorry! Not a very fun vacation for you, is it?”
“I have had better,” Manda agreed wryly.
“How badly are you hurt?” David asked solicitously, and Richard answered for her, quickly running down the list of her injuries as he arranged one of the ice packs the hospital had provided on her ankle. 
“And now she needs to get some rest. It’s been a rough day and she’s in some pain. We’ll see you guys tomorrow though, right?” Richard was firm but friendly.
“Naturally,” David agreed. “We can have a late lunch together, so Manda can sleep in. Night, M.” He patted her shoulder as he and Stacey walked by on their way out. “See you, Richard, Josh.”
“Night, guys,” Josh called after them.
As soon as Manda was sure they were gone she folded her arms across her chest, wincing at the pressure on her stitches, and fixed Richard with an expectant stare.
“Well, I’m waiting.”
“Are you sure you wouldn’t like get some rest first?” Richard evaded. “You’ll feel better after some sleep.”
“Quit stalling!” Manda warned, scowling. “I’m going to need therapy soon if I don’t start getting some answers.”
“You might need therapy after the answers,” Richard commented under his breath. Manda wasn’t sure if she was meant to hear that.
“You knew it was inevitable, Richie,” Josh encouraged. “You’d have to tell her sometime. Now it’ll be out of the way.”
Richard paced across the room and back, clearly unsettled.
“I’m not sure how to begin,” he admitted.
“Don’t look at me,” Josh declared. “I’ve never told anyone before.”
“Neither have I,” Richard countered. 
“Well, let me start then,” Manda interjected. “What happened to you? Where did you go? You just disappeared.”
“Well, that cuts right to the heart of it, doesn’t it,” Josh commented dryly.
Richard sat down on the edge of the sofa by Manda’s hip and gathered her hands in his. 
“First of all, you have to know that I would never, ever leave you when you were in danger. I know how it looked, but I swear to you I would never do that.” His voice was so earnest and pleading that Manda’s chest tightened and she rushed to reassure him.
“I know that. I never doubted that for a minute. I was afraid you’d been hurt.” 
Richard’s relief was tangible. He lifted her hands to his lips and kissed her palms. “Thank you for that, my Manda. You have more faith in me than I deserve.” His voice was unsteady and he took a minute to collect himself before he continued, choosing his words deliberately. “As I told you before, I was trying to take care of you, and the best way I could do that was to kill the lion that attacked you. As you said earlier, it couldn’t be left to attack someone else. It was half-starved and dangerous. So that’s what I was doing. That’s where I went. I drove away the lion and killed it.”
Manda stared at him blankly. He returned her gaze steadily, trying to convey something to her with his eyes, but she didn’t know what.
“But the other lion drove him away,” she said slowly, trying to understand what he was telling her but failing. “And then the dog…”
Richard’s reply was very gentle and cautious. “Manda, sweetie, the other lion was me.” 
“Yeah, right…” Manda began, but his earnest expression stopped her and her head began to spin. The things she’d seen began to click into place, like puzzle pieces, but the resulting picture was too surreal. 
“And the dog?” she whispered hoarsely, her eyes locked onto Richards.
“That was me, too,” he admitted reluctantly, and suddenly Manda was looking at two Richards spinning in front of her. She heard Josh’s voice coming from very far away.
“She’s going to faint.”
And then the darkness closed in around her.  



 
 
Chapter 25
I knew I shouldn’t have told her right now. She’s hurt and exhausted, and she just wasn’t ready.”
“Not telling her would have been worse.”
The voices drifted through blackness to Manda. She floated weightless, safe in the darkness and not ready to face the light yet.
“She’s not coming around. What if she’s hurt more seriously than they thought? I’m calling an ambulance.”
“Calm down, Richie. Give her a few more minutes. If she doesn’t come around soon I’ll call. She hasn’t been out that long and it was a big shock.”
Manda realized they were talking about her and she pushed the blackness away, focusing on Richard.
Relief flooded across his troubled face when she opened her eyes. 
“I told you she’d come around soon,” Josh said, but she detected relief in his voice as well.
 “Manda,” Richard sighed. “Are you okay?”
 “I’m all right,” she assured him and struggled to sit up. He held her down effortlessly by her shoulders. 
“Oh, no you don’t. You just stay there for a bit. You’re still pale as a sheet and as cold as ice.”
Manda was lying on the bed in one of the suite’s two bedrooms with several blankets covering her. Richard was sitting on the comforter beside her, while Josh stood behind him, watching her over his brother’s shoulder.
“I’m sorry,” she mumbled miserably, mortification reddening her cheeks. “I don’t mean to cause so much drama. It just all sort of hit me at once.”
Richard shook his head in disbelief.
“She does apologize for the most ridiculous things, doesn’t she?” Josh asked in wonder.
“Yes, she does,” Richard confirmed, scowling at Manda meaningfully.
“Okay, okay. I’m not sorry. Now can I please get up?” Manda complained.
Richard frowned. “That depends. How are you feeling?” 
“I’m okay. I’m starving, actually,” Manda decided after a moment. “Can we have some dinner?”
Richard looked stunned for a fraction of a second and then turned his head away and swore violently. Manda, who had never once heard him use profanity in front of her, sat up and stared at him in alarm. She was just about to ask him what was wrong when Josh’s mocking laughter preempted the question. 
“Are you telling me that my infallible big brother forgot to feed you? Way to go, Richie! No wonder she fainted. Her blood sugar dropped through the floor!”
Manda’s temper flared. Richard would take Josh’s words to heart but it really wasn’t his fault at all. Food had been the farthest thing from her mind.
“Stop it, Josh!” she snapped angrily. “It’s not his fault. We never had a chance to eat. He was a little too busy saving my life to stop and pick up a cheeseburger and fries!” Sarcasm dripped from her voice and she glared at her stunned friend. He stared back at her open-mouthed. When she looked back to Richard, he also looked astonished by her outburst. Manda’s temper cooled as quickly as it had ignited.
“I think your little champion is feeling better,” Josh remarked, “but you’d better feed her before she gets any crankier!”
“I’m sorry!” Manda groaned with her face in her hands. Josh was right. Some food would probably improve her disposition.
“She’s doing it again,” Joshua said, amused. Manda looked up at him.
“I’m doing what, exactly?” An edge of annoyance crept back into her voice.
“You’re apologizing for something ridiculous,” Richard told her with a chuckle. He seemed to be enjoying her little tantrum. “Josh had it coming.” He threw one of the pillows at his brother. “But I’m the one who should be apologizing. I should have made sure you had something to eat a long time ago. I’ve done a terrible job of taking care of you today! I’m just lucky it didn’t turn out any worse than it did.” Richard’s expression had grown grim as he spoke, and he shook his head as if to dispel dark thoughts. “Of course you must be hungry. I’ll order us something. What do you want? Something filling I think.”
“I was thinking of comfort food—maybe a grilled cheese sandwich.” The thought of it made Manda’s stomach growl.
“I think I can manage that. You rest here while I go and order for us.” Richard kissed her forehead and stood to leave. 
“Wait!” Manda stopped him. “Maybe I can have a shower and get cleaned up while we’re waiting for the food?” She was filthy and bedraggled and the thought of a hot shower and clean hair was irresistible. She was afraid that Richard might not be a big fan of the idea though, especially after her little fainting episode. Why did you have to go and do that? she chastised herself. He was worried enough about you without that!
“I’ll go order dinner,” Josh excused himself, leaving Richard and Manda alone in the bedroom. Richard looked down at her thoughtfully. He considered for a moment before he answered. “A bath would make you feel a lot better, wouldn’t it? I’ll make you a deal,” he finally said. “You can take a bath in my bathroom, but you have to leave the door cracked so that I can hear you—so I’ll know you’re okay.” 
Manda suspected that his willingness to go along with her suggestion was just a way for him to postpone any further explanations for as long as possible. She didn’t mind much. She thought maybe she should eat first anyway.
“So I have to talk to you the whole time?” she laughed.
“Or hum or sing or whistle or whatever, as long as I can hear you and know you haven’t drowned or anything. And you can’t get the bandage on your arm wet.”
“Oh, yeah. I forgot about that,” Manda sighed, disappointed. “I don’t think I can wash my hair with only one hand. Not when it’s such a mess.”
“I’ll do it for you,” Richard offered. Manda blushed and he laughed. “On my honor, I’ll be a good boy. I can use the hand shower in the bathtub. All innocent and above board. Will you be able to get in and out of the bathtub with your ankle though?” He was suddenly concerned again.
“I’ll be fine as long as everything is within reach I think. And,” Manda’s blush deepened, “I would be very grateful if you would help with my hair. It’s really disgusting.” She fingered a blood-caked strand and wrinkled her nose in distaste.
“Then let’s do that first, and then I’ll run you a bath and leave you to your own devices. Hold on a sec while I send Josh over to get your clothes. Do you have your keycard?”
“It was in the pocket of my coat!” Manda groaned in sudden realization. “We didn’t bring that one back. My wallet was in it!”
“No worries, sweetie. I have everything from your coat pockets. They gave it all to me at the hospital. Where is it, in your wallet?” Manda nodded, relieved. “Okay, I’ll grab your wallet for you. Be right back.”
“Just grab the card out. It’s in the side pocket,” Manda called after him as he walked out the door.
Manda flopped back against the pillow when he was gone, and immediately regretted it as the pain in her head flared. A nurse had given her some painkillers at the hospital, but the sudden jolt was still unwise. She took a deep breath and concentrated on relaxing. She knew that the explanations were not over—there were still too many things she didn’t understand—but she was grateful for the chance to retreat and regroup. It was all very overwhelming and she decided not to think of it again until after she’d eaten. 
Richard returned with her wallet and cell phone. 
“I had them in my coat pocket,” he explained. “Now let’s get you cleaned up.” He left her things on the night stand, and then, cradling Manda in his arms, carried her through the double doors into the large bathroom. He deposited her on an upholstered bench against one wall and pulled two towels from a shelf. “Let’s see if we can’t give you the complete spa experience,” he grinned. He folded one of the thick, white towels in half and draped it over the edge of the expansive sunken bathtub in the middle of the room. Then he folded the other one into a thick square and placed it at the very edge of the tub, on top of the first towel, forming a soft pillow over the slightly raised rim. Satisfied with his handiwork, he rummaged through a basket on the vanity until he found the two small bottles he wanted and placed them by the towels, and then turned on the faucet and adjusted it until the water temperature met with his approval.
Manda watched his preparations with a familiar sense of wonder. How had this happened? How was it that she, Amanda Jensen, was being pampered and cared for by Richard Raines? What sort of alternate universe had she stumbled into? In what world could someone as perfect and unattainable as Richard be here with her? She watched him move efficiently around the bathroom with his usual graceful and controlled movements.
With everything prepared, he finally returned to her. “Ready?”
Butterflies fluttered in Manda’s stomach. Letting Richard wash her hair seemed extremely intimate somehow. It wasn’t logical. Hairstylists—complete strangers—had washed her hair more times than she could remember. Why was this so different? Because it’s Richard, she answered her own question. Because it’s like having your hair washed by a Greek god. And because you are so completely in love with him that it’s ridiculous. Manda clenched her hands into fists to hide their trembling. 
”As ready as I’ll ever be,” she answered, proud of how steady her voice was. Before she could stand, Richard scooped her up from the bench, as if she were no heavier than a feather, and placed her on the plush carpet beside the bathtub. She laid back and adjusted her position so that her neck rested on the square cushion formed by the folded towel, with the thick, blood-matted tangle of her hair hanging down into the tub.
“Close your eyes now,” he commanded when she was settled. “I’ve never done this before and I don’t want to get anything in them.” Manda closed her eyes obediently. “Tell me if the water is too hot.” 
Manda felt the cascade of warm water from the hand-held sprayer flowing through her hair and she sighed. It was perfect. Richard’s hand stroked tenderly through the wet curtain of hair and she surrendered to the pleasant sensations, luxuriating in the relaxing warmth of the water and the soothing touch of his fingers.
“Mmmmm, that feels nice,” Manda murmured lazily. Her hands relaxed at her sides.
Richard’s answering chuckle was low and husky. “I’m glad you like it.”
As she lay next to him with her eyes closed and his hands caressing her hair, the effect of his voice was instantaneous. Her pulse quickened and her breath caught. Richard chuckled again, and Manda tried to concentrate on relaxing once more. He carefully and gently worked the tangles from her hair, being especially cautious of the tender area where she’d hit her head. Then he shampooed the long strands meticulously. He finished with a honeysuckle-scented conditioner. Much too soon for Manda, he turned off the water and wrapped a warm towel around her hair.
“All done,” he said, and Manda thought she detected a note of tension in his voice.
“That’s too bad,” she groaned in disappointment, opening her eyes slowly. She looked up at him hopefully. “I think you missed a spot.”
Richard’s laugh was rough. “Don’t press your luck, Amanda Jensen. I promised you I’d be on my best behavior, but at the moment it’s an uphill battle. You are too enticing for your own good.” He grasped her left hand and helped her into a sitting position. “Now for your bath.” 
As Manda squeezed water from her hair with the thick towel, Richard started a bath, pouring in a generous amount of honeysuckle-scented bubble bath. 
“Wait right here while I get you some clean clothes,” he instructed as he placed a stack of towels within easy reach of the bathtub. He was gone for only a few minutes, returning with Manda’s duffle bag. “Josh didn’t know what you’d want, so he grabbed pretty much everything. Now I’ll leave you to your bath. Remember, don’t get your bandage wet, and make some noise.” Setting the bag down within arm’s reach of her, he winked and left the bathroom, leaving the door cracked open slightly.
“Make some noise,” Manda repeated. “Right.” She wrapped the towel around her head securely and then stripped off her clothes, glad to get out of them. Richard’s shirt was the only thing that wasn’t filthy and stained with blood. As an expression of her disgust she threw them all as far across the bathroom as she could. Then she swung her legs over the side of the tub and slid slowly and carefully into the hot water. Richard had made it very warm, just on the verge of being too hot. It was exquisite. Manda had felt as if her bones were frozen ever since her unfortunate escapade earlier and she moaned with pleasure as the steaming water enveloped her. 
“Manda? Are you all right?” Richard called sharply from just outside the door. 
“I’m fine!” Manda called back quickly. “It just feels so good. Nice and warm.” She heard Richard exhale in exasperation.
“When I told you to make some noise that isn’t what I had in mind.”
“Sorry!” Manda called back, and giggled. “What kind of noise did you have in mind then? Shall I recite selected passages of Shakespeare? Maybe some Romeo and Juliet? ‘But soft! What light through yonder window breaks?’”
“No, what else you got?” 
“Hmmmm.” Manda considered. “You don’t want me to sing. That wouldn’t be pleasant. I can whistle. What would you like to hear?” She grinned to herself.
“Surprise me,” he laughed.
Manda thought for a minute and then began to whistle the theme song from an old television program. After she’d whistled the whole thing through, she stopped. 
“That was very good,” Richard commented, sounding surprised, and named the show that went with the theme.
“Okay, how about this one?” Manda challenged, and as she washed away the dirt and blood, she and Richard made a game of it—she tried her best to stump him with the oldest, most obscure theme songs she could think of, and he named every one correctly. When she finally felt clean again, and her bath was beginning to cool, she pulled the plug to let the water and bubbles drain away.
“I’m getting out now,” she informed Richard.
“Let me know when you’re decent.”
Manda dried off and dressed. She struggled to decide what to put on. Josh hadn’t really grabbed all of her clothes, just all of her pajamas and under things. She blushed at the thought of him collecting her underclothes. She decided on a pair of blue flannel lounge pants and a matching v-necked cotton t-shirt—more attractive than her favorite ratty pajamas but more modest than her silk nightie. She found her comb in the side pocket of the bag and worked the tangles out of her hair until it hung straight and damp down her back.
“Okay, I’m dressed,” she called. Richard walked through the door immediately. He must have been standing right outside.
“Feel better?” he asked.
“Much,” she replied fervently.
“Good. Now let’s get you fed.” 
Manda’s stomach growled as if on cue and Richard smiled as he strode across the room and effortlessly picked her up.
“Aren’t you getting tired of this yet?” Manda asked as he carried her through the bedroom and into the sitting room.
“Not even remotely,” he informed her. “I’m enjoying it.”
Josh was sitting on a chair near the stone fireplace, where a roaring fire blazed. He laughed. 
“Be serious, Manda. This is just the excuse he’s been looking for to have his arms around you all the time. He’s like a junky when it comes to you.” 
Richard shot him a dirty look and aimed a perfunctory kick at him as he carried Manda to the sofa, which flanked the fireplace across from Josh’s chair. Josh avoided the kick handily and flashed his boyish grin.
The coffee table between the chair and the sofa held a tray of covered plates and an assortment of canned soft drinks and bottled water. The smell of food was mouthwatering. Richard situated Manda on the end of the sofa nearest the fireplace and propped her right foot up on a pillow. He produced another icepack from somewhere and arranged it on her ankle, then tucked a blanket around her. He sat down on the sofa near her feet.
“Let’s eat,” Josh enthused, pulling covers off of plates. “Here’s Manda’s, and here’s yours.” He handed two plates to Richard, who passed one to Manda. She put the plate down on her lap and frowned. It was practically overflowing with food. Not one but two sandwiches were stacked on one half, while a giant heap of French fries threatened to spill off the other.
“You don’t expect me to eat all of this, do you?” Manda asked dubiously.
“Just eat what you want,” Richard chuckled. “You might be surprised by how hungry you are.” Manda didn’t think it likely that she’d be that hungry. She bit into one of the sandwiches, and rolled her eyes in approval. It was heavenly.
Everyone was apparently ravenous, because there was no more conversation until the meal was over. Or perhaps it was just that nobody wanted to mention the elephant in the room just yet. Manda had been hungrier than she thought. She polished off a sandwich and a half and made a respectable dent in the mountain of fries, not to mention the bottle of water she washed it down with.
When everyone was done, Josh stacked all of the dishes back onto the tray and set it aside on a table by the door. Then he returned to the chair by the fireplace and looked at Richard expectantly. Manda knew it was time for more explanations now and was suddenly assaulted by a fresh attack of nerves. Richard’s brow furrowed and he stood up and began to pace. Manda suspected that he was as nervous as she was.
“Are you up for this, Manda? Are you sure you want to do this right now?” he asked, stopping to look at her worriedly.
Manda was feeling much more prepared to deal with this conversation now that she was clean and well fed. She knew one fact with overriding certainty—she loved Richard and trusted him with her life. As long as he was with her, everything would be okay.
“I’m ready,” she assured him. “Tell me everything.”
Richard approached tentatively, as if afraid of frightening her. He sat down on the edge of the sofa, facing her as he’d done earlier. Manda promised herself she wouldn’t faint this time. 
“So, what do you remember from before?” he asked her cautiously, and realization dawned on Manda. He was assuming—hoping?—that she’d forgotten his previous revelation, that it had been too much for her and when she’d fainted, she’d blocked it from her mind. After all, her attitude toward him hadn’t changed—it had still been playful and affectionate. Knowing Richard, he would think this meant she hadn’t processed the information. With sudden, blinding insight Manda understood. He was afraid to tell her the truth about himself; sure she would think he was some sort of monster. The flash of intuition sent a shiver through Manda and her nervousness vanished.
Richard blanched when she shivered. His face contorted in anguish for a split-second—a look that was quickly replaced by a sad smile. Manda laughed softly, and reached out to take his hand.
“Now who’s being ridiculous,” she admonished, and Richard frowned at her in confusion. “I remember that you were the lion who saved my life. I remember that you’ve taken care of me all day, when I couldn’t seem to take care of myself. And I remember that I love you, Richard Raines, no matter what.”
Relief transformed Richard’s face, and he smiled jubilantly. He pulled Manda close and kissed her, his arms encircling her tightly. Manda wrapped her arms around his neck and returned his kiss, but after a few moments she squirmed uncomfortably and Richard immediately released her and sat back.
“What is it?” he asked anxiously.
“Ribs,” Manda explained, pressing her hand to her left side and wincing. “I just have to remember not to get carried away.” She grinned at Richard impishly and he chuckled. Manda sat back into the sofa cushions and divided a quizzical look between Richard and Josh. “So, I understand that you were somehow the lion and the dog, but what I want to know is how? I mean, that’s just impossible.”
“We’re therianthropes,” Josh explained eagerly.
“Shapeshifters,” Richard supplied, brushing a strand of hair out of her face.
“Josh too?” Manda exclaimed in surprise.
“Yep, me too,” Josh grinned.
“It’s a hereditary thing,” Richard explained. “Our parents are shapeshifters and so we both are as well.” 
“What exactly does that mean, that you’re shapeshifters?” Manda asked numbly. Once again she had the feeling she’d fallen down the rabbit hole, or gone through the looking glass, or in some other way made a complete departure from reality. Her first and strongest response was disbelief but she’d seen the evidence with her own eyes. Now she just needed to somehow understand what she’d seen. “How does that work?”
“We can assume the shape of other animals exactly. Our thoughts are still our own, but our bodies become the animal’s,” Richard answered, encouraged by Manda’s curiosity.
“Any animal at all?”
”No,” Josh clarified, “We can only shift into forms we’ve collected, and then only into mammals and birds as a general rule. You know, warm-blooded animals. The closer the physiology is to our own, the easier the shift.”
“What do you mean by ‘forms you’ve collected?’ How do you collect forms?” Manda asked, still not quite believing she was having this conversation. The whole subject was insane and asking how it worked was like asking someone to explain the mechanics of flight in a flying carpet or the science behind a frog turning into a prince...it was surreal. Manda thought about the frog and the prince again and gave a quick, startled laugh.
Richard’s gaze sharpened and he addressed her warily, no doubt suspecting hysterics. “Manda...?”
“Sorry, I just thought of something funny. It’s not important. Tell me how you collect forms.” She gestured impatiently.
“By taking blood samples from a donor animal and introducing it into our own bloodstream,” Richard told her, still watching her carefully.
“Like with a needle?” Manda questioned intently. She had so many things she wanted to ask and before she could ask them, new questions kept popping into her head. And she still wasn’t completely sure this wasn’t all just a delusion brought on by head trauma and painkillers.
“Sometimes, but not usually,” Richard admitted reluctantly.
“Let me show her,” Joshua suggested. “She’ll need to see it sooner or later.”
“No! First of all, you’re assuming a great deal, and second, she doesn’t have to see it all today. Let her get used to the idea first,” Richard disagreed.
“No, I want to see,” Manda declared, eagerly. Her curiosity was fully engaged now. If this was all just a hallucination at least it was a fascinating one. “Show me, Josh.”
Richard growled in disapproval. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.” But he sighed and stood up. “Scoot over, Manda.” Manda slid to the center of the sofa, kicking the pillow and icepack onto the floor, and Richard took her place on the end, pulling her into his lap and wrapping his arms around her protectively.
Manda eyed Josh warily. “What are you going to do, attack me or something? Is this dangerous?” 
Josh grinned. “No, he’s just afraid you’re going to faint again.”
“Just go ahead and get it over with,” Richard said, resigned to this demonstration.
Manda watched closely, not sure what was going to happen. Josh leaned forward in his chair and explained.
“We’re pretty choosy about which animals we collect because we can only collect one example of any species. You can never collect something that has a genetic makeup too close to something you already have, you see. So, for example, once you collect a tiger, you can never collect another tiger. And since we’re already human, we can’t collect another human form. So, like I said, we’re pretty choosy. You don’t want to get stuck with a scrawny, pathetic tiger, after all.” He grinned. “You want to find the biggest, strongest tiger you can. Anyway, when you find the one you want you probably don’t have a hypodermic needle handy to draw blood. And generally the animal isn’t going to sit still long enough for you to politely stick it with a needle anyway. Things are a little more...rough and tumble. Somehow you have to make the animal bleed, preferably not too seriously, and then...” Josh looked up at Manda to gauge her reaction and held out his arms. He looked down at them and Manda followed his gaze. Faster than Manda’s eyes could follow, his right hand became the orange and black paw of a tiger, with claws extended. Manda jerked back against Richard with a startled cry, and his arms tightened around her reassuringly. 
“It’s okay,” he murmured in her ear. “I’m here.”
Josh watched her until he was sure she wasn’t going to panic, and then he carefully drew the claws on his right hand across his left forearm, slicing deeply into the flesh until he had scored a series of bleeding tears. His breath hissed through his gritted teeth as he made the gashes. Manda gasped again, closing her eyes and cradling her own claw-scored arm to her chest. Richard stroked her hair soothingly.
“Hurry up, Josh,” he ordered. “Don’t draw it out. You’re going to bleed on the carpet.” Manda opened her eyes again, shuddering.
“Okay, okay,” Josh agreed. “It stings anyway. So, we make the animal bleed, we open one of our veins, and we let the animal’s blood enter our body that way. It doesn’t take much. Then,” he paused to make sure Manda was looking, “we just have to heal ourselves.” Suddenly his left forearm, the one he’d clawed open, flashed into black and orange fur and then both arms transformed back to human flesh, all so quickly it was little more than a blur. The claw marks were gone, the flesh smooth and unblemished. Not even a spot of blood remained.
“I told you that you were going to get blood on the carpet,” Richard accused. Manda could feel his chest vibrating with silent laughter. She looked down at the carpet and noticed a fine spray of pink around Josh’s feet.
“I’ll clean it up,” Josh offered sheepishly.
Manda stared at Josh’s arms in amazed awe. “So, you can just change parts of yourself?”
“Yes,” Richard confirmed, “but it’s much more difficult. It takes a lot more control because our bodies naturally want to make the full shift.”
“Wow,” Manda muttered, head spinning. She worked to organize her thoughts. Questions swirled in her head and she was having trouble focusing on just one. “So, assuming I’m not just imagining all of this, why didn’t you just turn back into yourself after you’d killed the other lion? Why turn into the dog?” 
“Because he’s modest,” Josh chuckled.
“You’re a real riot, you know that, Josh?” Richard grumbled.
“I don’t get it,” Manda puzzled. “What does modesty have to do with it?”
“Think about it, Manda. Our clothes don’t change with us,” Josh explained. “If you change into something larger than yourself, your clothes are torn up. If you change into something smaller than yourself you end up tangled in them. Actually, the trick to quickly changing into a smaller form when your dressed is to actually change into a larger form first, freeing yourself from your clothes, and then change into the smaller form. It’s one of the tricks of the trade.” Manda looked at him blankly. “Right, not answering your question. Anyway, when Richard changed into the mountain lion he shredded his clothes, didn’t he? So there he was without anything to wear. He didn’t want to change back because he would be naked!” Josh laughed and Manda blushed.
“Modesty had nothing to do with it,” Richard growled. “She was already hurt and terrified and I didn’t want to make it any worse. I thought if I could just get my car keys, I could get some clothes and get her to the car without upsetting her any further. But she had them in her hand and I didn’t want to panic her by coming too close.” He switched his attention to Manda. “I thought about just breaking a window but it was two degrees outside and you would have been frozen by the time I got you to the hospital. I was about to change back and get you to the car, clothes or not, but then I thought of the dog. I knew you wouldn’t be afraid of him. I’m truly sorry for putting you through that, sweetie, but I honestly thought it would be more traumatic for you the other way. After I got the keys from you I ran back to the car, put on some clothes, started the engine so it could warm up, grabbed the blanket, and ran back for you. When I saw that you had dragged yourself up that hill I wanted to shoot myself.” His expression twisted with remorse. “I’m so sorry, sweetie. I’ll never forgive myself for putting you through that. And it never even occurred to me that you would be worried about me!”
Manda was stung by his last comment. Her energy was gone, and fatigue was making her emotional and irrational. Her reaction was extreme—she knew it as soon as she opened her mouth to speak. “How can you think I wouldn’t be worried about you? I knew you would never just abandon me, so what was I supposed to think? The only logical explanation was that something terrible had happened to you.” 
“I’m sorry, sweetie,” Richard apologized quickly, trying to soothe her obvious agitation. “I was just so worried about you; I didn’t think you’d worry about me, because there was nothing to worry about. But, of course, you didn’t know that. Please forgive me.” He traced a line of kisses up her neck as he spoke, whispering his plea for forgiveness in her ear. She shivered, her ruffled feathers forgotten.
“Cut it out!” Josh teased.
Manda made a face at him, and then yawned before she could stop herself.
“Okay, that’s enough for tonight,” Richard announced decisively. “You need some sleep. There’ll be plenty of time for more questions tomorrow. I think we’ve covered the basics.” He turned her around slightly in his arms and studied her face. “Are you okay with everything so far? Do you want to go back to your room now, or will you stay here?”
The uncertainty on his face was endearing and Manda squeezed his hand reassuringly. “I’ll stay here,” she told him, without hesitation.
Richard’s lips curved into a pleased smile. “Good. You can take my room, since your things are already in there. Josh and I will work out the rest of the sleeping arrangements after I get you to bed.”
“Okay,” Manda yawned behind her hand. Fatigue had caught up to her with a vengeance. 
“Come on, Sleeping Beauty,” Richard said, standing up with her cradled in his arms.
“Goodnight, Josh,” Manda said sleepily.
“’Night, Manda,” Josh replied fondly. “Sleep well.”
Manda leaned her head against Richard’s shoulder as he carried her into the bedroom. She wondered idly how he carried her so easily, without the slightest strain. The muscles under the fabric of his shirt were smooth and relaxed. 
Richard sat her down on the edge of the bed and knelt on the floor in front of her. “How’s the pain? Are you ready for some more painkillers?”
“No, I don’t like those. They make me feel funny,” Manda refused, frowning. “It’s hard to think straight after I take them.”
“Well, how about just some over-the-counter stuff then? “
“Okay. That’d be good.”
“I’ll go get you some.” Richard disappeared into the bathroom, returning after just a few moments with a glass of water. He gave Manda the glass and the two small pills he had in his hand, waiting for her to wash them down, then he took the glass back and placed it on the nightstand. He pulled back the sheet and comforter and helped Manda slide into the soft warmth of the bed, tucking her in snugly. He bent down and kissed her tenderly on the forehead. “Sweet dreams, my Manda,” he whispered.
“Good night, Richard,” she sighed. Her unruly emotions made her melancholy when she thought of him leaving, even just as far as the next room. Richard straightened, as if to go, but then hesitated. He sat down slowly on the edge of the bed and cupped her cheek with a gentle hand.
“I love you, Manda. You know that, don’t you?”
A tide of bliss engulfed Manda and she turned her face into Richard’s palm, her eyes fluttering closed. “I love you, too,” she murmured, dreamily. And then she slipped into sleep.



 
 
Chapter 26
Manda’s heart pounded in her chest and her breath came in ragged gasps. She was trying to get home, but no matter where she went or what she did, she could never seem to get there. Darkness was closing in all around her and she longed for the safety and familiarity of home, but somehow it was always out of reach. Then, as the darkness deepened, everything shifted, as was often the way of dreams, and she was suddenly searching not for home, but for Richard. She knew he was there, somewhere in the darkness, but she couldn’t find him, couldn’t see. She was inexplicably certain that he was hurt and suffering, and that the longer she searched for him, the farther away he became—and the more dire the danger to him. Her terror grew as the darkness thickened and gained a life of its own—a malevolent, dangerous life. She heard voices in the distance, could make out a light far off, illuminating a short stretch of road. Richard was there, with others, walking away from her, searching -– searching in vain for her, for the darkness around her was impenetrable—searching while the malevolent darkness waited for him outside the circle of light. Manda sensed the darkness coalescing behind her. She knew, somehow, that there was no one there, but with the same certainty she knew that the darkness threatened. She spun to face the threat behind her and screamed as claws raked across her throat and tore into her body.
 
******
 
Manda woke with a strangled gasp and sat up rigidly. Her trembling hands clutched at her throat. Her body ached with pervasive pain, fueling her nightmare-induced terror.
“Manda?” Richard’s voice startled her, soft and unexpected from the foot of the bed. She flinched violently and he was by her side in two long strides. “What is it, Manda? Are you hurt?”
Shuddering sobs tore from Manda’s throat and she buried her face in her hands, unable to speak. She’d never had such a vivid, terrifying dream. The feeling of menace still lingered, mixed with her fear for Richard.
“Please, sweetie, tell me what’s wrong?” he pleaded. “Are you hurt?”
“It was dark,” she finally choked out between sobs. “I couldn’t find you, and...the claws... and...”
Richard pulled her into his arms and stroked a hand up and down her back soothingly. “It was a dream. It’s okay. I’ve got you, sweetie. It was just a dream. It’s not surprising after what you’ve been through.”
Manda fought to control her tears as Richard held her protectively in his arms. It had just been a dream, but the horror of it remained in her mind, as did the terrible feeling of being lonely, adrift, and helpless. And the pain. She thought she could almost feel the claws tearing her throat. She moaned miserably.
“You’re hurting again, aren’t you?” Richard asked anxiously. Manda nodded mutely. “I’ll get your pain meds.” But Manda clung to him, not allowing him to go. He held her until her breathing calmed and then leaned away slightly. “I promise I’ll only be gone two seconds.” He pulled Manda’s arms from around his neck and placed her trembling hands in her lap. He stood and dashed into the sitting room, returning before Manda had a chance to really realize he was gone. He handed her the glass of water from the nightstand and shook two pills into his hand from a small amber bottle. “Take these. They’ll help.”
Manda reached out an unsteady hand for the pills and swallowed them both with one gulp of water. She handed the glass back to Richard, who returned it to the nightstand.
“Those will take a little while to work. Where does it hurt the most?” Richard asked, sitting down on the edge of the bed and stroking her hair with his fingers. The light shining through the door to the sitting room was the only illumination, backlighting Richard and throwing his face into shadow. He was bare from the waist up, wearing only a pair of pajama bottoms.
Manda tried to assess the pain and determine where she hurt. Her arm burned fiercely. That seemed to be the sharpest, most intense pain. Her ankle throbbed and her side was sore where she’d injured her ribs, but those pains were only slightly worse than the pervasive ache that wracked every other part of her body. Every move she made caused the pain to flare. 
“My arm hurts the worst,” Manda answered honestly, not mentioning the fact that the other pains, taken as a whole, came close to blotting out the pain in her arm. There was nothing Richard could do about it, and hopefully the pain pills would help.
“Let me look at it,” Richard said, turning on the lamp. Manda blinked in the sudden brightness, shielding her eyes with her right hand. She heard Richard’s hissing intake of breathe as her sleeve slid down toward the elbow of her raised arm. He grasped her hand tenderly and pulled it down while his brow furrowed in distress. “Oh, Manda,” he murmured softly.
Manda looked at her right arm, which he held gently. The bandage swathed most of her forearm, but what was visible was black and blue. Surprised, she pushed the sleeve up higher to reveal another large bruise on her bicep. Richard released her arm and examined her more closely, his face darkening as he did. Manda followed his progress with dismay. He pushed her other sleeve up carefully to reveal a left arm that was as mottled as her right, and then slid the collar of her v-necked shirt to the side, exposing her left shoulder and collarbone, both of which were discolored as well. Lifting her shirt slightly, he examined her midsection and closed his eyes. Manda craned her neck and pulled her shirt closer to her body so she could see past it to what was causing his reaction. The entire left side of her torso was bruised. The dark splotchy skin extended down her hip and disappeared under the waistband of her pajamas.
“Where do you really hurt, Manda?” Richard demanded in a hard-edged voice with his eyes still closed.
“All over,” she admitted reluctantly. “It hurts to move at all.”
“No wonder you weren’t sleeping well. I should have made you take the pain pills,” he declared roughly.
Manda bridled. “That’s not up to you. You can’t make me take anything I don’t want, so you should just get that out of your head right now.”
Richard’s eyes opened to narrow slits. “If you think I’m just going to sit back and watch you suffer unnecessarily, you are sadly mistaken, Manda,” he shot back in a tight voice.
Manda sighed and then winced as the deep breath caused the pain in her side to ignite. Richard was immediately solicitous, arranging her pillows and carefully easing her into a semi-reclining position on them.
“I’m not asking you to do that, Richard,” she said more gently, as he cradled her left hand in both of his. “I’m saying that you can ask me to do things, even argue with me about it, but you can’t make me do anything and so you aren’t responsible for my actions—or their consequences. I am. I’m a big girl. If I make stupid decisions, that’s my right and my fault.” Manda thought that perhaps the pain was abating a little. She didn’t know if it was the medication working or if she was just distracted. “And you’re right. I should have taken the pills before. I didn’t realize it would be so bad,” she admitted truthfully.
“I didn’t either,” Richard conceded. “I’ve never been hurt like that. When we get hurt we just heal ourselves. I haven’t had so much as a bruise since I was a kid.” 
“So that part wasn’t a dream.” Manda was intrigued and eager for a further distraction from the pain. “You can heal anything?” she asked curiously.
“Anything,” Richard confirmed, “as long as we’re conscious and can shift that is. Every time we transform we resume perfect health—no illness, no injury. I haven’t been to the doctor since I started shifting.”
Once again, questions flooded Manda’s mind and she wanted to ask them all at once. She started with the one that concerned her most. 
“So, can you die?” She shuddered at the thought.
Richard smiled slightly. “Yes, we are human. We can die. It’s just a lot harder to kill us. If we’re unconscious we’re at risk, because we can’t change form unless we’re coherent.”
“So, your mind controls the change?”
“Exactly. As someone once said, ‘It is the mind that makes the body.’ We have to visualize what we want to become in order to shift. It takes some practice at first, but after a while it’s sort of a reflex.” 
“When did you start changing?” Manda asked, fascinated.
“We start sometime during adolescence. I started when I was fourteen. It takes a couple of years before you can shift reliably though, with your body changing so quickly.” Richard seemed to be enjoying her interest, relieved no doubt that she was curious rather than horrified.
“How many different things can you become?” Manda inquired.
“I don’t know. I lost count. I’ve collected more forms than Josh, though. More forms than Josh but less than my parents, how’s that for a ballpark figure?” Richard smiled.
“You mentioned your parents before, that they were both shapeshifters, uh... What was the word Josh used?”
“Therianthropes?” Richard supplied.
“Yeah, therianthropes. You said they were both therianthropes. So how many of you are there?”
“Our parents are therianthropes, and so is our older brother of course, but I’m not sure how many others there are altogether. They’re scattered all over the world.”
“You have an older...? Wait! What do you mean, your parents are shapeshifters? I thought your parents were dead?” Manda demanded, startled.
Richard laughed. “No! I’m sorry, sweetie. You’ve actually met our parents. They loved you, by the way. They want me to bring you to visit.”
“I’ve met your parents? When was this?” Manda asked, baffled.
“Sarah and Daniel are our parents,” Richard informed her, grinning. 
“Your cousins, Sarah and Daniel?” Manda squeaked in disbelief. Richard gave a smug nod. “But that’s impossible! They’re no older than you are!”
“Actually, they’re considerably older than I am,” Richard contradicted, more seriously. “That’s something I should explain. Whenever we shift, we assume what we call the ‘peak form’ of the animal. That means we take the form of the perfect expression of that animal’s genetic makeup. That’s the blueprint our body uses to assume a shape—the genetic code. The same is true when we shift back to our human form. Every time we shift back to our own shape we assume peak form—uninjured, optimum age, optimum fitness. That’s why we’re healed when we shift.”
“Optimum age? What does that mean? You don’t age?”
“Sure, we age just like anyone else, but when we change form it’s like hitting a reset button. Physically, we revert to our optimum age and start over again from there.”
Things started clicking in Manda’s mind and her eyes widened. “Exactly what is this optimum age?”
“The optimum age varies based on the individual. My parents, Sarah and Daniel, are maintaining their optimum age now—late twenties to early thirties. I haven’t really aged since I was 29, so that’s my optimum age. My parents stopped shifting and allowed themselves to grow older when they had Josh. It’s easier to raise children that way. They don’t want to keep moving around when we’re kids. It’s too unsettling. So they let themselves age. There are fewer questions that way. Then, when Josh was sixteen, they really were in a car wreck, and our mother was injured pretty badly. She had to shift completely, so she reverted to peak form. Dad decided to shift as well, to match her age. They’ve always been inseparable. Naturally they had to ‘die’ to the rest of the world. Josh was in the public eye already and they couldn’t very well show up 16 years younger.” Richard trailed off, noticing that Manda had become very still and quiet. “Manda, what’s wrong? What is it?” he asked warily.
“You haven’t aged since you were 29,” she whispered. “How old are you really?”
Richard hesitated, looking down at her hand as he held it. “In November I turned 68,” he answered quietly.
Manda suddenly had to struggle to breathe and she could feel the blood draining from her face. “You’re old enough to be my grandfather,” she choked. Her mind reeled. 68! 
“Is that a problem?” Richard asked stiffly, obviously stung by her reaction. 
“No. I…,” she faltered, stunned.
“My father is 186 and my mother is 140, Manda. Age doesn’t really mean much to us. Once you pass a century, a few decades are irrelevant. Besides, it gets hard to find someone your own age at that point.”
“Once you pass a century,” Manda repeated faintly. She tried to rally her chaotic emotions and think rationally. She’d reacted badly and had hurt and offended him. If it didn’t matter that he could turn into a lion, why should a simple thing like his age matter? He didn’t look or act any differently than he had when she thought he was 30. He was still just Richard. She squeezed his hand tightly and met his gaze. 
”No. If you don’t think I’m too young for you, I don’t think you’re too old for me,” she told him, trying very hard to mean it.
“It does bother you though, doesn’t it?” Richard persisted. “You do think I’m too old for you.”
“No, that’s not it exactly,” Manda responded quickly and honestly, and then sighed heavily. “It’s just that I think I’m too young. It’s the story of my life. I’ve always been too young.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Richard disagreed. “You’re perfect.”
Manda took a deep breath, searching for the words to explain. “Did you know I never dated at all in high school?” she finally said, looking away from Richard’s probing gaze. “I wasn’t allowed to date until I was sixteen...and I graduated from high school three months after my sixteenth birthday. Not that anyone would have asked me out anyway. I was just the freaky little smart kid.” Manda plucked at the edge of the sheet with her free hand. “Then when I was in college I didn’t have many friends. I was still too young—just a kid—and I didn’t really fit in. Instead of a social life, I had a double course load. When I was a grad student and David was an undergrad, he was one of the few people, besides the professors, who didn’t treat me like some little oddity. He’s a brilliant designer, you know? I think that’s why he didn’t treat me like I was a freak. He’s a freak too!” Manda smiled fleetingly. “And now that I finally thought I’d grown up and gotten past all that, here you are, all perfect and wonderful, and again I’m just this kid.” Manda traced the stitching on the comforter with her fingernail, still not meeting Richard’s eyes. 
Richard placed a finger under her chin and tipped her face up to his, forcing her to look at him. “Manda, you are far from a kid. Believe me, I definitely don’t think of you that way. You’re a brilliant, intelligent, creative, insightful, funny, well-read woman who’s mature beyond her years. And you are beautiful and sexy and you haunt my dreams.” Manda blushed and tried to turn her head away, but Richard held her chin, refusing to let her. Instead, she lowered her lashes to avoid his intent gaze.
“Look at me, Manda,” he implored. When Manda didn’t look up he sighed. “Please?”
She reluctantly met his gaze. His brilliant blue eyes were piercing. “I’ve known how old you are for a while now, sweetie, and I love you. Nothing that’s happened in the last 24 hours has changed that. The question is how do you feel about me? Does my age...or anything else...change how you feel?”
Manda considered the question carefully. She loved Richard beyond all reason, that was a given, but did his age change anything? It didn’t change the way she felt about him. Nothing could change that. The only thing that was really different was that she now knew how old he was—and her own insecurities made her afraid he would see her as an immature child. But as he’d pointed out, he’d always known how old she was and it hadn’t matter to him so far. So, the answer was no, nothing had really changed. As she looked into Richard’s eyes, Manda’s doubts melted away. 
“No, nothing has changed. I love you. If the fact that I’m 43 years younger than you doesn’t bother you, I’m just going to shut up and count my blessings,” she finally replied.
“I count mine every time I look at you,” he said in a soft voice, and kissed her tenderly. As usual, his kiss left her breathless. “Has the pain gotten any better?”
Manda realized as soon as he asked that the medication had indeed taken affect, and the pain was manageable now. It had faded to an ache that she was able to ignore for the most part. 
“Much,” she breathed with feeling. “Thank you.”
“Are you ready to go back to sleep then? It’s still the middle of the night you know.”
The thought of closing her eyes again didn’t appeal to Manda—the nightmare was still too fresh in her mind—but she didn’t want to keep Richard up all night either.
“I think so. I’m still pretty tired and I think I’ll be able to sleep now.” 
“I’ll be right out in the other room if you need me,” Richard said. He pressed a kiss to her hand and stood to go. “I’ll leave the light on. Good night, sweetie.”
“Good night.”



 
 
Chapter 27
After Richard was gone Manda lay in bed, unwilling to close her eyes. She really was tired but she fought off sleep, afraid of another nightmare. She’d never had one like that before. Usually her bad dreams faded quickly and could never really be considered nightmares in the first place. This one, however, had been a full-blown, terror-inspiring nightmare that refused to be banished even on waking. 
She thought about her conversation with Richard and wondered suddenly how old Josh was. Her mind started to drift and her eyes grew heavy. She forced them open again and concentrated on the questions she still wanted to ask. She tried to organize them in her head, knowing it was a pointless exercise, as they would all flood back in a jumble when next she talked to Richard. It helped her stay awake and kept her mind off of the nightmare though. She tried to adjust her thinking about Sarah and Daniel. She was having difficulty casting them in the role of Richard’s parents. Her mind wandered to idle imaginings of what it must have been like when they were children. One hundred and eighty six years was a long time to live. Her eyelids felt like lead weights. They drifted closed in spite of her best efforts to stop them. Immediately Manda’s thoughts fractured into a million shards, flashing through her mind in an uncontrolled torrent. Images from her nightmare flickered behind her eyelids and she quickly jerked away from the edge of sleep with a soft gasp, her eyes snapping open again.
“You aren’t going to be able to sleep, are you?” Richard said from the doorway. “Pretty bad nightmare?”
“Yes,” Manda groaned miserably. 
“Would you like to come out here with me for a while? I’ve got a fire going? Maybe that will help you relax and I can keep you company and keep your mind off of the bad dreams.” He sounded hopeful, and a warm wave of pleasure buoyed Manda. He wanted her company as much as she wanted his.
“That would be nice,” she agreed at once. 
Richard lifted her gingerly from the bed and carried her to the sofa in the sitting room. He pushed aside a pillow and blanket and deposited her onto the plush cushions.
“You’re sleeping out here,” Manda accused, eyeing the pillow. “You said you were going to take Josh’s room and he would take mine. I could sleep on the sofa. I don’t want to take your bed from you.”
“Don’t be absurd,” Richard dismissed, tossing the pillow onto the chair Josh had occupied earlier and sitting down beside her. “I couldn’t sleep anyway, so I just let Josh have his room and I’ve been out here, enjoying the fire.”
“And keeping tabs on me?” Manda guessed.
“A little,” he admitted unapologetically. “I worry about you.”
“How did you know I wasn’t sleeping well? Have you been standing in the dark watching me?” Manda accused, only half joking. That would explain how he’d been there so quickly both times she woke.
He shrugged. “No, I just have good hearing. I could hear your heartbeat racing and could tell something was wrong.” He angled his body into the corner of the sofa and then enfolded Manda in his arms and drew her against his bare chest. She curled her legs up beside herself, being careful of her injured ankle. Richard shook out the blanket and pulled it over them both. 
“You could hear my heartbeat? From out here?” Manda asked, snuggling into Richard’s embrace. Yesterday morning she would have been, at the least, surprised and skeptical about such a revelation, but not now.
“And so continues the education of Miss Amanda Jensen,” Richard chuckled. “Yes, I could hear your heartbeat from here. I told you, I have very good hearing.”
“Is that another part of being a shapeshifter?” 
“Well, sort of a fringe benefit, I guess you could say. Josh showed you how we can change just one part of ourselves if we want. It’s sort of a carryover of that. When we want, we can adopt the qualities of different animals that we find useful. We can literally have the eyesight of an eagle, the sense of smell of a bloodhound, the strength of bear, the best abilities of any forms we’ve collected, all while looking perfectly human. It takes a lot of practice, but most of us do it. You get used to having the enhanced abilities and you start to feel handicapped without them.” 
“So, that’s how you were able to run so fast in the woods!”
Richard grimaced. “I knew you’d notice that, but I couldn’t make myself slow down. I was too worried about you. I suppose the cat was already out of the bag at that point anyway...no pun intended.” 
“And that’s how you can carry me around so easily!” Manda exclaimed.
“Sweetie, I could carry you all day without that.”
“Is that how you knew the lion was there? Is that why you yelled for me to stop?” It seemed like weeks since he’d chased her through the forest, instead of less than twenty-four hours.
“Yes. The wind shifted and I caught his scent. He should have run away from us, and when he didn’t I knew it could be trouble.”
Manda shivered and he kissed the top of her head. She quickly changed the subject.
“So, if you’re 68, how old is Josh? Don’t tell me he’s older than me too? I’ll be sincerely put out if he is!” Manda grinned to let him know she was teasing.
“No, little brother is only 21. He’ll keep aging until he peaks.”
“So, why doesn’t he just automatically jump to the optimum age when he changes?” Manda asked. There was still so much she didn’t understand.
“That’s just not the way it works. Until a therianthrope reaches maturity, all of the forms they assume reflect the level of development analogous to their human development. So, when Josh transforms into a tiger, for example, he transforms into a young, immature tiger. He’ll continue to age normally until he’s in his late twenties or very early thirties. And as he gets older, his other forms will mature as well.” Richard had assumed a lecturing demeanor.
“Don’t people notice when you don’t age? What do you do about that? How have you kept it secret for so long?”
“That’s the trick of it. Mostly, we’re a circumspect lot. We lead quiet lives, under the radar, and move on after we’ve been in one place for a while.” His mouth quirked up wryly. “Josh and I are obviously an exception to the rule. Josh just sort of stumbled into fame. He really enjoys performing though, so my parents didn’t interfere. He still has maybe ten years before he has to worry about it. He’ll still age for several years, and then it will be several more after that before anyone would notice that he’s not anymore. He knows that, and I think he’s willing to stop shifting and keep aging if it means he can still perform.”
“What about you? People will start noticing soon if you aren’t aging.” Manda’s voice was anxious. How would he be able to ‘move on’ when he couldn’t even show his face in public without being recognized?
“I’ve thought about that. I’ll have to age for a while I suppose. Then I’ll drop out of view and start over. I still have a few more years before I have to worry about that though.” Richard seemed unconcerned and Manda relaxed. He knew what he was doing. 
“How have all of you kept everyone from discovering your secret for all this time? Hasn’t anyone ever figured it out?”
“People these days don’t believe in stuff like this, Manda. They think it’s all fairytales and fantasy. People in the past were much more ready to believe, I guess, and figured it out sometimes. That’s where stories about things like werewolves and mermaids came from. Sometime, somewhere, a shapeshifter wasn’t as careful as he or she should have been. I have a great aunt who was single-handedly responsible for the legends of selkies. A seal was one of her favorite forms and she was none too discreet about it.” He shook his head ruefully. “But people just think it’s imagination or superstition when they hear about things like that. It’s not as hard to keep the secret as you’d think. Next question.”
Manda considered, but before she could pose another question she was overcome with a wave of fatigue and hid a yawn behind her hand.
“Would you like to go to sleep? You can stay right here with me if that would help.”
Manda’s eyes darted toward the bedroom door and she wondered why he hadn’t just offered to keep her company there, where they both would have been more comfortable. Richard must have noticed her quick look and guessed her thoughts.
“If you’d rather go back to the bed you can, but I won’t keep you company there, Manda. It wouldn’t be appropriate. At least out here I know that Josh could walk in at anytime. It helps me fight temptation...and you are a temptation.” He sighed heavily and stroked her hair. “I’m doing everything I can to be a gentleman. Let’s not make it any harder than it needs to be.”
“No, I’m not ready to go to sleep,” was all Manda said, blushing. She watched the low fire for a while, content to lean against Richards’s broad, warm chest and listen to his heart beat steadily. Finally, another question pushed its way to the front of her mind.
“Does it hurt when you shift?” she asked timidly. She felt his soft laugh more than she heard it.
“No, not at all. In fact, it’s exhilarating. A real rush. And there’s nothing like flying, Manda. You’d love it.”
“Mmmmm. Sounds nice,” Manda murmured sleepily. She couldn’t stop another yawn.
“You know, you’re taking this all really well.”
“That’s probably because I’m pretty sure I’m imagining it all.” She yawned again.
“This is silly,” Richard said softly. “You can barely keep your eyes open. You need to go to sleep.”
“No!” Manda protested with fear creeping into her voice. She was still afraid of what waited for her behind her eyelids.
“How about if I sing you to sleep? That should keep the nightmares away. I’ll hold you in my arms and wake you up if you seem like your having another bad dream. Please try to sleep,” he coaxed.
“That would be nice,” Manda sighed. She was so tired.
“Good,” Richard said, sounding pleased. He shifted slightly so that she could more easily stretch out on the sofa, and then tucked the blanket around her securely. He began to sing quietly. His voice was low and soft, and it made Manda feel like melting. She relaxed against him completely, listening to his voice mingle with the soothing rhythm of his heartbeat. He sang an old lullaby; Manda recognized the melody, but the lyrics were wrong. 
 
“Hush-a-bye, don’t you cry,
Go to sleep my little lovely.
In my arms, safe you’ll keep,
Go to sleep my little lovely.
“By your side, I will stay,
Go to sleep my precious darling.
Hush-a-bye, don’t you cry,
Go to sleep my little darling.
When you wake, you shall have,
All my love my precious sweet one.
“Hush-a-bye, don’t you cry,
Go to sleep, my precious darling.
When you sleep, dream of me,
Lovely, precious little darling.”
“What happened to all the pretty little horses?” Manda mumbled sleepily, remembering the original words to the lullaby.
“Remind me to show you sometime if you like horses so much,” was Richard’s amused response. He continued to sing. She could feel his hand caressing her hair. She felt safe and warm. His voice drove away all of her fear and anxiety, and she quickly slipped into a deep and peaceful slumber.



 
 
Chapter 28
The sound of a door closing woke Manda the next morning. She emerged imperceptibly from sleep with her eyes still closed, and her breathing still slow and even. There was no clear demarcation between where sleep ended and awareness began. Richard’s heartbeat still filled her head and her body felt suspended in warm molasses. She lay motionless and luxuriated in the warmth of Richard’s body against her cheek and under her hand as they rested against his chest. The air in the room was cool on the sides of Manda’s face and hand that weren’t touching him. They were the only parts of her body not covered by the blanket.  
“Are you still sleeping?” Josh asked quietly from the vicinity of the door. 
“No, I’m awake,” Richard whispered back, “but Manda is still asleep.” 
There was a rustle by the door and Manda guessed lazily that Josh was removing his coat. He must have just come in from outside. 
“You’re sure it was just a normal lion?” he asked.
Richard sighed. “Yes. Positive. He was scarred, lame, and half-starved, not to mention very old. I’m sure that’s what made him so bold. Nothing more menacing than hunger and the inability to hunt effectively anymore.”
Manda heard Josh’s footsteps approach the sofa and stop suddenly near her feet, followed by a sharp intake of breath.
“Richard, you didn’t...” Josh’s shocked, disapproving voice trailed away uncertainly.
The steady rise and fall of Richard’s chest stilled. His body tensed under her and his response came in a low growl. “No! Give me a little credit, would you. You know me better than that. Besides, if I were going to have a complete lapse in self-control it wouldn’t be when she can barely move and is high on painkillers.”
“Sorry! Sorry! My mistake,” Josh said quickly. “You just look so...never mind. How did this happen anyway? When I went to bed she was sleeping in the bedroom and you were sleeping out here alone.”
“Bad dreams,” Richard explained succinctly.
“Yours or hers?”
“Both.”
“You look so happy lying there with her, Richie. It looks so... right.”
“That’s how it feels,” Richard answered in a contented voice. “Right.”
“It does feel nice,” Manda murmured, half opening her eyes and smiling sleepily. “And I’m not high on painkillers. Just a little fuzzy.”
Richard started slightly when she spoke, then chuckled and kissed the top of her head.
“Good morning, beautiful,” he greeted her.
Josh glared at her good-humoredly. “That was sneaky! I didn’t know you were so good at playing possum. I’ll have to remember that.”
“Not as good as you I’ll bet...or haven’t you collected that one yet?” Manda retorted with an impish grin. “Besides, I wasn’t playing possum, just waking up slowly, and I can’t help it if you make assumptions.” Manda was referring to both men’s assumption that she was asleep but realized he’d taken it another way when he blushed and looked uncomfortable. 
“I went for a run this morning. I think I’ll go take a shower.” He disappeared quickly into his room. 
Richard laughed softly. “Serves him right.” He tipped his head to one side in order to see Manda’s face. “How are you feeling this morning? Did you sleep well?”
“I feel okay.” Manda stretched, testing her muscles. “A little stiff and sore, but manageable so far. And I slept very well, thank you. Did you?”
“I slept wonderfully, thank you for asking,” he replied with a satisfied smile. “I slept much better with you sleeping peacefully here next to me than I could with you tossing and turning in the other room. It was a win-win situation.”
Manda was relieved. She’d been afraid he‘d stayed up all night babysitting her. With that worry dispelled, her mind returned to Josh’s comments. She fidgeted and finally worked up enough courage to ask about them.
“Did Josh think we...” she started, but Richard cut her off.
“Don’t worry about what he thought,” he said dismissively. “He was out of line.”
“Oh, okay,” Manda said in a small voice. After a long silence, Richard spoke again.
“Manda, can I ask you something personal? Something that’s absolutely none of my business?”
“You can ask me anything,” she assured him without hesitation.
“You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to,” Richard began tentatively, “but, have you ever...been with anyone?”
His emphasis made it clear what he was talking about and Manda blushed. She was about to respond when she remembered Richard’s middle-of-the-night revelation. 
“Can Josh hear us?” she asked in an embarrassed whisper.
Richard tilted his head, listening. “No, he’s in the shower already. He can’t hear us over the sound of the water.” He paused and then asked again. “Have you?”
“No,” she answered softly.
“Really?” Richard sounded surprised.
“Really,” Manda replied, a tiny bit offended by his surprise. “Is that a problem?”
“No! Far from it,” came Richard’s quick response. “In fact, I’m very, very...pleased. Why would you think it would be a problem?” 
“Because you’re probably used to women with more experience,” she mumbled self-consciously.
Richard’s laughter startled her, and she pulled away from him as humiliation reddened her cheeks even further. He pulled her back quickly and his voice was contrite.
“I’m sorry. Please don’t be angry. It’s just that you’re way off base. I’ve never been with anyone either.”
It was Manda’s turn to be surprised and before she could stop herself, she blurted the same startled exclamation that Richard had. “Really?”
“Really. Is that a problem?” Richard retorted in amusement, echoing her previous response.
“Of course not,” Manda answered, smiling. “It’s just surprising.”
“It’s surprising that I have a sense of honor and personal conviction?” he challenged with raised eyebrows.
“No,” Manda rushed to clarify, “but I know you haven’t exactly lacked for opportunity, and 68 years is a long time.”
“It’s not that long,” he protested. ”And honestly, I’ve never even been seriously tempted before you, Manda. Our parents brought us up to believe that sex should wait for marriage. It’s not a casual thing—at least it shouldn’t be.” He paused, as if collecting his thoughts, then continued meaningfully. “That’s even truer for us than for other people.”
Wincing, Manda struggled into a sitting position. “Explain, please,” she requested, shivering in the cool air of the room.
Richard sighed indulgently and tucked the blanket around her again. “Your wish is my command, but first things first. It’s time for you to take some more pills. Will you please do that for me before the pain gets bad again?”
“Yes, thank you,” Manda replied politely, suppressing the urge to stick her tongue out at this obvious response to her midnight rebellion. She didn’t fool him though, and he was grinning as he retrieved the bottle of pills from the bedroom. He returned with a fresh glass of water as well.
“If you’re going to be taking these you should probably eat. Shall I order some breakfast?” Richard suggested, handing her the glass and shaking two of the small pills into her palm.
“Should we wait for Josh?” Manda asked, feeling guilty about making him uncomfortable earlier, unintentional though it had been.
“No problem,” Richard assured her. He raised his voice slightly—not yelling, merely speaking loudly. “Josh, do you want some breakfast?” He cocked his head slightly and listened for a minute, then winked at Manda. “Steak and eggs.”
Manda hadn’t heard anything at all. “Show off!” she laughed, and swallowed the pills one at a time.
“You’re finally getting to see the real me, that’s all,” he retorted. “Now, what do you want?” He opened a drawer in the writing desk near the window and offered her the menu that was inside.
“I already know what I want,” Manda informed him, refusing the leather folder. “I’ll have French toast with strawberries and some hot chocolate.” Manda pulled the blanket up tighter around her chin, wishing she already had the hot chocolate. 
Richard ordered breakfast for the three of them, and then brought another blanket from the bedroom for Manda. “Cuddle up under this while I get the fire going again. Josh turned the thermostat down when he lit it and when it went out it got chilly in here.”
“You don’t even have a shirt on. Aren’t you freezing?”
“No,” he answered simply and proceeded to rekindle the fire. By the time Josh emerged from his bedroom, Richard had it burning merrily. Josh sat down next to Manda on the sofa. His shoulder length hair was wet and his expression was troubled.
“I want to apologize for jumping to the wrong conclusion earlier, Manda. It was rude and thoughtless and I want you to know I hold you in the highest regard,” he said formally. Then he looked at her with an anxious, pleading expression. “Please forgive me?”
“Forget about it, Josh,” she said, leaning against him affectionately. “No harm done.”
He relaxed and put his arm around her in a brotherly embrace. “Thanks, M,” he said, adopting David’s shorthand for her name.
“Thank you, Josh,” Richard said quietly from where he knelt in front of the fireplace. Josh shrugged and then flashed his stunning smile at Manda.
“When’s breakfast?” he asked, and Manda thought once again that he was easily the most attractive man she’d ever met aside from Richard.
“It’ll be here soon,” Richard answered as he stood. He stared down at his hands for a second and for a fraction of a second—so fast that Manda wasn’t absolutely sure she really did see anything—his hands blurred. Then he casually brushed them off and made a shooing gesture at Josh. “Now move. You’re in my spot. Go flash your smile at someone else’s girlfriend. Maybe Stacey’s around somewhere.”
Josh laughed. “Actually, if I remember correctly, Stacey prefers your smile, big brother. Isn’t that right, Manda?”
Manda pushed away the younger man—who hadn’t shown any inclination to move despite Richard’s directive—and glared at him.
“Stacey has David. She’s not interested in anyone else’s smile,” she stated decisively as Josh relocated to the chair nearest the fire. Richard quickly occupied the vacated spot beside Manda and she fixed her glare on him. “But don’t go smiling at her anyway. It’s not fair to David.” Richard turned the smile in question on Manda, and her playful glare quickly melted into a distracted gaze. “A girl doesn’t stand a chance,” she breathed.
Richard laughed and propped his bare feet up on the coffee table. “Shall I go on with the explanation you wanted?” he asked casually.
“Um…,” Manda faltered, taken aback. She didn’t really want to talk about sex in front of Josh.
“What are we explaining now?” Josh inquired, intrigued by Manda’s obvious discomfort.
“I was going to explain to her about being born a shapeshifter, like us, and becoming a shapeshifter, like mom,” Richard informed him matter-of-factly.
Manda blinked in surprise. How did that tie in with their previous conversation? 
Josh was obviously disappointed. “Oh, is that all?”
“Yes. That’s all. I was about to tell Manda all about it when we got sidetracked.”
“Um, yeah. Please explain the part about ‘becoming’ a shapeshifter,” Manda requested. There was still so much she didn’t know! She shifted away from Richard and turned slightly so she could see his face more easily. The fire was warming the room and she let one of the blankets that he had wrapped around her fall into her lap. Richard adopted an aggrieved expression, unhappy with the increased space between them, then sighed and launched into his explanation.
“Josh and I were born shapeshifters. Our parents were shapeshifters, so we were born with the ability, even though it doesn’t manifest until we come of age. All children of shapeshifters will always be shapeshifters. Even if only the mother is, the children will be.”
“What if the father is but the mother isn’t?” Manda interrupted. That scenario seemed much more relevant.
“That can’t happen,” Josh supplied. “A child can have a therianthrope mother and a normal father, but it can never happen the other way around. It’s just not possible.”
Manda’s face clouded and she looked at Richard in dismay. “But....”
“Calm down, you’re getting ahead of yourself,” Richard soothed, patting her blanketed leg. For some reason Manda couldn’t fathom, he looked inordinately pleased. “A woman who wasn’t born a shapeshifter can have children with a man who is a shapeshifter, but she will be a shapeshifter by the time the child is born. That’s how this ties in to our earlier conversation.”
“Oh!” Josh exclaimed with sudden understanding. “So that’s what this is about,” he said matter-of-factly. “We probably should have covered this right off the bat. It’s pretty important.”
Manda was rescued from her embarrassment by a knock on the door. Josh jumped up immediately to answer it. 
“That’s breakfast. It smells great and I’m starving,” he announced eagerly.
While Josh was occupied with room service, Richard leaned in close to Manda and captured both of her hands in his. “We don’t have to talk about this now if it makes you uncomfortable, but it really isn’t anything intimate. It’s just sort of Therianthropy 101. I promise.”
“No, it’s fine,” Manda sighed. Richard looked at her skeptically and she put on a more convincing smile. “Really.”
Josh ushered in the room service waiter, who quickly and efficiently transferred the breakfast dishes onto the coffee table. A pitcher of orange juice, two thermal carafes, a bowl of sliced fruit, and an assortment of pastries accompanied the three plates of food.
“This is coffee,” the server informed them, indicating one carafe, “and this is hot chocolate.” He gestured to the other one. “Can I get you anything else?”
“This will be fine, thank you,” Josh said, slipping him several bills.
“Enjoy your breakfast,” the server said, and let himself out.
“It does smell good,” Richard said appreciatively. He filled a mug with hot chocolate from the carafe and handed it to Manda. “This should warm you up.”
Manda wrapped her hands around the mug and breathed in the chocolate-scented steam. Richard pulled the coffee table closer to the sofa so that she could reach it more easily, and then settled back beside her. Josh abandoned his chair and sat cross-legged on the floor.
“So, you were going to tell Manda why we can’t have regular mothers,” Josh prompted Richard before attacking his breakfast eagerly. Richard poured himself a cup of coffee and nodded.
“Exactly. So, Manda, a therianthrope woman can marry a regular man and they can have children, who will all be shapeshifters. Therefore, a shapeshifter can have a regular father and a shapeshifting mother.” Richard once more adopted his lecturing tone, in between bites of his breakfast.
“A therianthrope man and a regular woman are a different matter though. They can have children as well, but when a regular woman becomes pregnant with the child of a therianthrope man, the child she is carrying—which will always be a therianthrope—will cause her to transform. The therianthropic factor in the baby’s body crosses over into the mother’s body and changes her. She can become pregnant as a regular person, but before long she’ll change. That’s why a shapeshifter will never have a regular mother.”
Manda paused with her fork suspended between her plate and her mouth. “So that’s what you meant when you said your mother had ‘become’ a shapeshifter!”
“Not exactly,” Richard said, sipping his coffee. “Mom became a shapeshifter when she and Dad got married, before they ever decided to start a family.” He bit the corner off of a piece of toast.  “The other way to join the club is by receiving an injection of blood containing the therianthropic factor, taken when the donor is in a non-human form. If the donor is in human form, the donor’s DNA imprint is active and the factor won’t imprint the recipients DNA. It won’t work then. When our parents got married, our father infected our mother, so to speak, introducing some of his blood into her system and transforming her. It was another ten years before they decided to have our brother William.”
“So what does all of this have to do with abstinence?” Manda asked, puzzled. Her studied nonchalance amused Richard, but only the slight twitching at the corner of his mouth betrayed it. When he spoke, his answer was serious and all traces of humor quickly vanished.
“If a normal man is careless, he can get a woman pregnant. That’s a pretty serious consequence. If one of us is careless, the consequences are much more serious and far-reaching. Our carelessness can turn an unsuspecting woman into a shapeshifter whether she wants to be or not—whether she’s equipped to handle it or not. That could potentially affect not just that woman and her child, but every other shapeshifter. There’s no way to know how she’ll react, if she’ll reveal the secret, or what else she might do. Can you see how dangerous that could be?”
Manda nodded. She could well imagine the trouble and chaos that a shapeshifter with a cavalier attitude could cause. One thing wasn’t completely clear though.
“Just playing devil’s advocate here, what if someone was careful? Wouldn’t that be safe?” Manda asked.
“There’s no such thing as completely safe sex,” Richard explained. “No form of birth control is even close to being reliable enough, especially for us. Unexpected things happen. It’s just too risky.” Richard looked troubled. He stared grimly into his coffee mug. Josh’s sympathetic look toward his brother left Manda wondering what she was missing. She considered them both speculatively. Josh noticed her curiosity and pushed away his almost empty plate.
“Someone we know wasn’t careful. It turned out badly,” he explained cryptically.
“I’m sorry,” Manda said quietly, reaching out to stroke Richard’s arm.
“It’s okay,” Richard responded, patting her hand, “but I’d rather not talk about it.”
“Okay. Can I ask another question then? You said your parents were married ten years before they had a baby. If birth control doesn’t work, how were they able to wait so long? I mean, there’s the obvious way, but...well...,” Manda trailed off awkwardly.
Both men were quite clearly amused by her discomfort, but not unkindly so.
“It’s not that it doesn’t work at all. It’s just not 100% reliable. Besides, that only applies to regular women. A therianthrope woman has an infallible form of birth control,” Richard explained. “Every time she shifts, her monthly cycle resets, so it’s easy to control fertility. Simple as that.” He squeezed Manda’s hand. “Any more questions?”
Manda shook her head. She’d need some time to absorb what he’d just told her. “No. Not right now.”
Richard turned to his brother. “What are your plans for today, Josh?”
“David and Stacey hit the slopes early today, but they’d like to hook up for lunch if Manda feels up to it. We could just have room service again if you want. After that I thought I’d get in a few runs with them. That’s if you don’t need me around here.”
“You should go with them. Manda and I will get along fine.”
Manda had finished eating and scooted back to snuggle up against Richard’s warm body. The fire had taken the chill from the air, but his body heat was still welcome. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled the blanket around them both. 
“What would you like?” he asked her when she was situated comfortably. “Shall we have lunch with the others? If you don’t feel up to it we can do it another day.”
“We can do it today. That’ll be nice. But I don’t think I want to go out. Can we just eat here?” Manda was fairly certain that going out would involve Richard carrying her around like a doll, and the thought of the spectacle she would make wasn’t appealing.
“Of course. I didn’t think you’d want to go out,” Richard agreed. 
“I’ll text David and let them know,” Josh said. “They thought they’d be in around 1:30. We can plan on lunch at 2:00.”
Manda extricated her hand from the blanket and reached for her mug, which was just out of reach on the table. Josh picked it up to hand it to her but froze when he saw the bruises revealed as her sleeve pulled up on her outstretched arm.
“Jeez, Manda! You’re black and blue! You look like you fell off a mountain. Does it hurt?” Josh’s brow furrowed.
“I’m sore,” Manda conceded.
“It’s too bad you’re not a shapeshifter already, M. You could just heal yourself.”
Richard’s body became very still against her. Too bad you’re not a shapeshifter already, Josh had said, as if to him it was a foregone conclusion. She would have given anything to know what Richard thought of his brother’s assumption. Did he approve or not? Was that the future he envisioned?
“I imagine that must be very convenient,” she said, noncommittally. She took her cup from Josh’s outstretched hand and leaned back against Richard, pulling the blanket back up around them. “Do you think we could get some of my clothes from my room? I’d like to get dressed before lunch.” She looked up at Richard and caught a look of frustration on his face. It vanished so quickly—to be replaced by one of his disarming smiles—that she almost thought she had imagined it...almost, but not quite.
“Of course,” Richard agreed readily. “If you’d like we can bring all of your things over. I’ll move out of my bedroom and you can take it.”
Manda frowned at him suspiciously. “And where would you put your things?”
“I’ll put them in the other bedroom, of course,” he answered smoothly—a little too smoothly, in Manda’s opinion.
“And what about Josh?” she pressed.
“I’ll be happy to move into your room,” Josh offered, but just as Richard’s response had seemed too smooth, Josh’s expression was a little too innocent. She narrowed her eyes at Richard and crossed her arms across her chest.
“But you would never stay in this suite alone with me without Josh to chaperone,” she stated with utter certainty. “So, you might put your things in Josh’s room, but you plan to sleep on the sofa, don’t you?”
Richard didn’t even bother to deny it. He just returned her accusing stare evenly, as if he could see nothing wrong with that plan.
Manda shook her head firmly, wincing a little as the motion momentarily reawakened the dull throb in her head. “No. I’ll go back to my own room. I won’t let you sleep on the sofa. No way.”
“You’re hurt, sweetie. I want you here where I can take care of you. It’s a comfortable sofa.” Richard’s tone and expression were very persuasive, but Manda refused to budge.
“No. Absolutely not! If it’s so comfortable, I’ll sleep on it!”
“Manda...,” Richard began, obviously planning to argue the point, but Josh interrupted.
“I told you she’d never go for it, but it’s okay. I have a better idea,” the younger man said smugly. “I checked in at the front desk on my way out this morning. The penthouse suite will be available this afternoon. It has four bedrooms, and a terrace with a hot tub. There’s room for us all and we can move in after lunch.” He leaned back with a satisfied smirk. “Problem solved. You can thank me at your convenience.”
“Perfect! Thank you, Josh. We’ll just move Manda’s things from her room after lunch then.” Richard cast an inquiring look at Manda. “That’s if you’re okay with the idea.”
“I’ll go along with it on one condition,” Manda replied solemnly.
“What’s that?” Richard asked with a hint of exasperation coloring his voice, no doubt due to her apparent resistance.
“I have first dibs on the hot tub!”



 
 
Chapter 29
They relocated after a late lunch with David and Stacey. By dinner, Manda was settled in her new room in the penthouse. These accommodations were much more luxurious than her old room had been—though the old one had been very nice. The penthouse even made Josh and Richard’s original suite seem small. In addition to the four bedrooms, the new suite boasted a dining room, office, and a sitting room furnished with a baby grand piano (which Richard declared to be perfectly tuned).
During the next few days, Richard put the piano to good use in his very successful efforts to amuse Manda. He played for her again the songs he’d written about her, insisting that the piano would do them more justice than the guitar had. Manda was skeptical at first, certain that they couldn’t possibly be more beautiful than they had been when Richard first sang them for her. It had been their first evening alone after Sarah and Daniel left and she’d been left speechless. Richard proved to her once again that it was foolish to underestimate him, however.  When he played them on the piano they were impossibly more beautiful.
“He’s classically trained on both the piano and the guitar, you know,” Josh had informed her when she commented on Richard’s playing. Of course he was, she thought, and wondered if there was anything he couldn’t do.
The piano was only one of the many ways that Richard kept her entertained. He was, he told her, determined to make sure her hard-earned vacation wasn’t ruined. For the first few days, while she was forced to stay off of her injured ankle completely, they stayed in the penthouse. Richard arranged diversions such as picnics on the rug in front of the massive fireplace, where they roasted marshmallows. He had dinner brought in from the finest restaurants and they snuggled up on the sofa and watched movies or sometimes he read to her. She particularly liked that, as the sound of his voice was mesmerizing.
By the end of the week she was able to put some weight on her ankle and their diversions expanded to include concerts, sleigh rides, mountain drives, and actually going out to many of the fine restaurants that Vail boasted. After Manda had recovered a bit more—and with her leaning heavily on Richard—they explored local art galleries and a few interesting shops that intrigued Manda. Richard was very wary of letting her overexert herself on these forays however, and interspersed these energetic activities with more sedentary pursuits. 
During lunch on the Wednesday of their second week in Vail, after a particularly adventurous morning, Richard suggested that they cancel their afternoon explorations.
“You seem like you’re favoring your ankle a little more than usual. Did we overdo it this morning?”
“Maybe a little,” Manda admitted. Her ankle was aching. “I probably won’t be climbing any mountains this afternoon. It’s a shame, too, because it’s beautiful outside.” The weather was unseasonably warm, which was the primary reason behind their over-ambitious morning. They had both been enjoying the warm sunshine too much to come back indoors.
“Well, we’ll just have to find something else to do this afternoon.” He was quiet for a few minutes, silently eating his lunch. Then he smiled. “Maybe we can have a little show-and-tell. Why don’t you and Josh and I take a drive and we can show off for you a little. I know you’ve been curious.”
Manda was immediately excited. “Really?”
Ever since he’d revealed his secret to her, Richard had been educating her on the finer points of therianthropy. He’d made it all sound very logical and mundane, though of course it was anything but. The one point Manda had the most difficulty understanding was the apparent disregard for the laws of physics. Josh had made a comment about shifting to larger and smaller forms. Manda had wondered about that.
“How does that work? Isn’t there some sort of physical law about the preservation of matter or something?”
Richard had assumed his professorial tone when he answered. “It does seem to defy the laws of physics, but that just means we don’t understand it fully yet. As you can appreciate, there isn’t much research on the subject, since there aren’t more than a handful of scientists in the entire world who even know we exist. Personally, I think that there’s some sort of matter/energy conversion…but then I’m not a physicist, so…,” he shrugged. “I will tell you this though. Shifting takes a lot out of you when you’re transforming up in size. That’s why we eat so much.”
Manda had chuckled at this explanation for their voracious appetites, and she was oddly comforted by his admission that they didn’t fully understand every aspect of shapeshifting. Paradoxically, this simple lack of factual information made it seem much more real to her. It wasn’t tied up in a neat little package; real life seldom was.
Manda’s attention was drawn back by Richard’s voice as he spoke to Josh on his cell phone.
“Do you have plans this afternoon or can you get free to come help me give Manda a more comprehensive demonstration?” Josh’s reply made Richard grin. “Okay. Finish that run and meet us back here then.” Richard paused again while Josh spoke, and then rolled his eyes. “Yes, fine. I don’t expect you to starve. We’ve eaten already, but we can stop and get you something to go.”
An hour later they were pulling away from the drive-thru window at a local fast-food restaurant. Josh sat in the backseat of Richard’s car, happily devouring the large bag of food he’d ordered.
Richard asked Josh to direct them to an appropriate, secluded location. His explanation that Josh had explored the surrounding area fairly extensively since their arrival surprised Manda.
“My morning runs aren’t usually strictly runs,” Josh explained around a mouthful of French fries. “I mean, why run when you can fly, right?”
In between mouthfuls of junk food, Josh directed Richard up a series of narrow, snow-packed roads. By the time they’d driven two miles they’d twisted and wound through the forest so much that Manda no longer knew north from south. After another several miles, Josh indicated an almost indiscernible track off to the right. It was probably the access road to someone’s summer cabin, but right now it disappeared under a deep drift of snow after the first ten yards.
“We can park there and walk the rest of the way. The spot I’m thinking of is about a mile from here, just on the other side of that ridge.” Josh leaned forward between the front seats, eagerly pointing to the steep slope he was referring to.
Manda groaned. “This means you’re going to have to carry me again, doesn’t it? How do I get myself into these things?”
Richard chuckled. “You can blame your own curiosity and sense of adventure, and since I don’t think you’re quite up to the hike yet, you either let me carry you or we turn around and go back to the hotel now.”
Manda’s troublesome curiosity and sense of adventure naturally got the better of her. Unwilling to forgo Richard and Josh’s show-and-tell, she agreed to ride on Richard’s back. She hadn’t had a piggy-back ride since she was a little girl, and she was certain she’d look completely ridiculous, but she was prepared to look like a fool in order to see more of their shapeshifting. 
Surprisingly, she thoroughly enjoyed the experience. With Josh leading the way, there was no one watching to see if she looked silly or not, and clinging so closely to Richard was far from unpleasant.
The two men ascended the steep terrain effortlessly, though Manda knew it would have been a strenuous climb for the fittest hiker. They conquered the ridge quickly, and sooner than Manda anticipated, they arrived at a clearing in the center of a heavily forested valley.
“Here we are,” Josh announced, slipping his pack from his shoulders. “We’ll have all the privacy we need here.”
“This is perfect,” Richard agreed, allowing Manda to slide to the ground. The two men tramped around in a circle, packing down the snow underfoot, then Richard took the pack from his brother and unzipped it, pulling out a rolled up blanket—the type that was designed to take to football games and similar events. One side was a water-resistant nylon fabric while the other was warm, soft fleece. He spread it out on the snow in the sun at the edge of the clearing. “Your front-row seat, Miss.”
As Manda settled onto the blanket, he produced another fleece blanket and a thermos from the pack. He handed her the thermos. 
“Hot tea, just the way you like it,” he advised and wrapped the blanket around her shoulders. “Shall we go ahead and get started? I think Josh wants to go first.” He settled onto the blanket beside her as a grinning Josh slipped off first one boot then the other, placing each sock-clad foot onto the corner of the blanket as he did so. He proceeded to remove the rest of his clothing until he was wearing only his pants.
“That’s enough,” Richard laughed when Josh reached down as if to remove those as well.
Josh chuckled. “Well, I guess I’ll just have to do it the hard way. What first then?”
“Start with something small and cute and work your way up,” Richard suggested.
“I beg your pardon,” Josh protested in feigned outrage. “I don’t have anything cute.” He said the word like it was an insult. “I only do fierce and awe-inspiring.”
“Awe-inspiring,” Richard guffawed. “Right. Shall I tell her about the time you got yourself grounded for a month when you were fourteen? You inspired something, but I don’t think it was awe.”
Josh blushed scarlet. “Okay. Cute and cuddly it is.”
In the blink of an eye Josh disappeared, startling Manda. On the corner of the blanket where he’d been standing, his pants lay in a heap atop the rest of his clothes. Manda glanced around in confusion. Where had he gone? When she glanced back to his clothes, a small, furry face was pushing free from the pile of fabric.
“Josh?” she ventured uncertainly. The animal—a small otter, she realized—managed to wriggle free. It sat up on its haunches and waved at her with one tiny paw.
Manda giggled in delight. “Awww! You are cute and cuddly. You can’t deny it.”
Richard chuckled beside her. “I don’t think that’s the kind of ‘awe’ he wants to inspire.” 
Josh bared his teeth to show his displeasure, producing a high-pitched grumbling sound. He belied his aggressive appearance however, with a wink that was so startling it made Manda giggle again. Josh bounded closer, stopping in front of her. He stretched his head forward and nuzzled her hand gently. Manda realized she was still holding the thermos and sat it on the blanket beside her.
“You can touch him if you’d like,” Richard advised, “as long as he behaves.” Richard delivered the last part as a warning to Josh, who stuck his otter-tongue out at his brother.
Manda giggled again and Josh narrowed his eyes at her, managing to look annoyed. She reached out and hesitantly stroked the fur on his head. It was thick and soft.
“Sorry Josh, but you’re like a Disney character,” she explained apologetically. Josh snorted and backed away from her. “Well, don’t go away mad.”
Josh winked at her once more and then, as fast as a thought, he became a raccoon. He circled once and then stood up on his hind legs and waved both paws at her in a very raccoon-like gesture. Manda managed to contain her amusement this time, limiting it to a broad grin.
“Still fairly adorable, but not quite so Disney-esque,” she conceded. Josh covered his black-masked eyes with two tiny paws and shook his triangular head.
“Clown,” Richard laughed. “You can try something fiercer now. Something small though.”
Josh cocked his head for a moment and then shifted into the form of a lynx. This was definitely more intimidating than the otter or raccoon had been. He was easily three times the size of an average house cat, with a short tail and tufted ears. He regarded her with amber eyes that made her a little nervous; so nervous in fact that she unconsciously shrank back from him. She realized what she’d done when Richard wrapped his arm around her reassuringly.
“It’s okay. It’s still just Josh.”
The Josh lynx winked at her then, and pounced comically on Richard’s outstretched leg. It occurred to Manda that his clowning was meant to put her at ease. She had to admit, such a display would have been terrifying if she hadn’t been prepared for it and if it hadn’t been someone she knew and trusted. Josh’s deliberately amusing human gestures served to remind her that it was still just him, and nothing she needed to fear. She leaned forward and reached her hand out toward her friend. He padded over and let her bury her hand into the thick, soft fur on his shoulders.
“This one’s really beautiful, Josh. I like it. What else can you change into?”
Josh turned away from her and leapt from the blanket into the deep snow. His broad, heavily furred paws acted like snowshoes, keeping him from sinking too deeply. He turned to face her and then in slow succession became a cheetah, a horse, a bighorn ram, an owl, and a dozen other forms. The larger animals didn’t fare as well as the lynx had, and sank into the snow. As a golden eagle, Josh launched into the air and soared across the clearing, then turned and glided back, landing amidst a flurry of powdery snow.
“Now that looks fun!” Manda exclaimed excitedly. “Is it difficult to fly?”
“It definitely takes some practice,” Richard replied, “but it’s even more fun than it looks. Do you want to see my favorite out of Josh’s collection?” Manda nodded enthusiastically. “Show her the big one, Josh.”
Josh backed away from them with his wings outstretched, then stopped and swept them forward. Before he had completed the wing stroke, the eagle was replaced by a massive, pristinely white polar bear. Manda gasped and recoiled reflexively. Richard gave her shoulders a quick, reassuring squeeze.
“Impressive, isn’t he?” he said with a smile.
“Yes, very,” Manda agreed breathlessly. She was a little unnerved by the nearness of such an imposing predator. It was a little difficult to remember that this was Josh. She knew it intellectually, but on a more primal level the huge bear inspired a thrill of fear. Refusing to let her fear overrule reason, Manda stood up, letting the blanket drop from her shoulders.
“You’re sure that it’s 100% Josh, right? Up here?” She tapped the side of her head. “There are no stray bear impulses or anything?”
“100% Josh,” Richard assured her. “You’re completely and totally safe. I promise.”
Trusting Richard’s word, Manda stepped forward to the edge of the blanket. She waited for Josh to approach with her hands clasped tightly in front of her. When he was within arm’s reach, he stopped and tipped his head to one side. With all four paws on the ground he was able to look directly into Manda’s eyes only by lowering his head.
“Good grief, Josh! You’re huge.” Josh made a small huffing sound that resembled a laugh. Manda reached out to stroke the fur between his ears. It was softer than she expected. She took a step backward and let her hand drop to her side. “This is amazing. Thanks for showing me.”
Richard wrapped the blanket around her shoulders again and stood beside her.
“Are you warm enough?” he asked. “We can go back to the car and warm up for a bit if you’d like.”
“No, I’m fine.” She was quite warm, actually, with both her coat and the blanket and with the sun beating down. She was beginning to think she should have brought sunscreen. “Is it your turn now?”
“I suppose it is,” Richard agreed, though not as enthusiastically as Josh. “But first.” He grasped her shoulders and turned her around so that her back was to Josh, guiding her away from the edge of the blanket. “Close your eyes,” he directed, covering them with his hands for good measure.
“What?” she asked. When she heard the rustling of clothing behind her she understood and blushed. “Oh.”
“No peeking,” Josh teased as he donned his clothes.
“Don’t flatter yourself,” Manda shot back, eliciting a chuckle from Richard.
“Okay, it’s safe,” Josh advised, a minute later. Richard removed his hands from her eyes and she turned around to find Josh standing barefooted on the blanket, safely clad in his pants and pulling his shirt back on over his head. “Pretty cool, huh?” he prompted when his head emerged.
“Very cool,” she agreed. 
“Well done, little brother,” Richard commended. “Thank you.”
Josh replaced his coat and sat down on the blanket to put on his socks and boots. “My pleasure. Now it’s your turn.”
Manda sat down next to Josh and poured herself some tea from the thermos while Richard proceeded to disrobe as Josh had. He lingered over the task though, folding his clothes carefully and stacking them in a neat pile. Manda edged closer to Josh while they waited.
“What did you do to get grounded for a month?” she asked, slightly impressed. She’d gotten herself grounded for a week here and there when she was younger, for infractions she couldn’t even remember now, but she couldn’t imagine what she would have had to do to earn a month. Well, actually she could think of plenty of things that would have earned her that or worse, she just couldn’t imagine ever doing them…or imagine Josh doing them.
The explosion of laughter that her question prompted from Richard drew a glare from Josh. The younger man relented though, and with a shrug and a self-deprecating grin he explained to Manda.
“When I was fourteen I thought it would be cool to collect a skunk. I didn’t know of anyone else who had one. I thought it would be unique. It took me about a week to find a decent one, and a few more days to master it. When I had it, I thought it would be funny to play a little joke on Mom, so I snuck into the horse barn and waited for her one morning. I thought I’d just startle her a little. You know, make her scream or run away or whatever.” He looked decidedly sheepish as he recounted the tale. “Before she ever showed up, though, our big tomcat spotted me in the barn. I guess he didn’t appreciate a skunk intruding on his territory. He snuck up on me and jumped me before I heard him coming.”
“It startled Josh so badly that he accidentally stunk up the whole barn…and the cat!” Richard’s laughter was hindering his attempts to remove his socks and he hopped on one leg to maintain his balance.
“The barn was uninhabitable for days. When Mom and Dad found out, they grounded me until the smell was completely gone.” Josh was chuckling now too. “Stupid cat got what he deserved. He was miserable for a week.”
Manda laughed along with the men. She tried to imagine how Josh would have explained the ill-fated prank to Sarah. She would have to remember to ask her about it when she saw her again.
Richard had finally managed to strip down to his pants and stood shirtless and barefoot in the frigid sunshine, seemingly in no great hurry to begin his segment of their little show.
Manda took a sip of tea and tilted her head expectantly. “I’m ready when you are.”
“Okay, okay.” Richard took a deep breath and then bent at his knees and waist, coiling his entire body like a spring. He released the tension explosively, launching himself off of the ground and throwing his arms wide. His arms completed their arc as wings, for in the split-second when his feet left the ground he became an owl. His now empty pants dropped forgotten to the blanket as he climbed high into the air on powerful wing-strokes.
“He makes that look so easy,” Josh muttered wistfully.
“Does he not like to change shape?” Manda asked quietly. “He seemed kind of hesitant, like he didn’t want to do it, but it was his idea.”
“No, he loves to shift. That’s when he’s happiest.” He glanced at Manda. “Well, it used to be anyway. I just think he’s worried about how you’ll react. You know, when you actually see him transform. I mean, you seem to be okay with it all so far, but what if deep down you think we’re freaks of nature or something?”
Manda lost sight of Richard in the glare of the sun. When he re-emerged from the brilliant halo of light, he had transformed from the owl to something much, much larger.
“He shouldn’t be worried about that,” Manda said, shaking her head dismissively. “I do think you two are freaks of nature. This doesn’t change anything.”
“Oh, well…I…,” Josh stammered uncertainly, taken aback by Manda’s blunt statement.
She grinned and expanded upon her declaration. “Oh come on, Josh! You two are much more talented, handsome, kind, and intelligent than is even remotely normal. Even without the whole therianthropy thing, you are completely freaks of nature…but in a very good way.”
“Ah, I see,” Josh chuckled. “Well, it takes one to know one, doesn’t it?”
“Fair enough,” Manda laughed, taking Josh’s teasing with the good natured humor she knew he intended it. 
Richard glided in low across the treetops and then dropped lower to soar across the clearing, much as Josh had earlier. When he was a few yards from the blanket, however, he backstroked with his wings and dropped lightly to the ground as a reddish-brown, thickly maned African lion. 
“Wow!” Manda exclaimed. “Was that a condor?”
“Yep. Andean,” Josh verified. “The biggest one on record, to be exact. His wingspan is well over thirteen feet.”
“It’s beautiful.” Manda commented. The feathers had been a sleek, glossy black with some white on the wings and around the neck. The vulture-like head hadn’t been particularly appealing though. “Well, except for the head,” she added apologetically.
“You’re right,” Josh agreed. “That’s a face only a mother could love.”
Lion-Richard paced back and forth in the snow as they spoke and then growled softly at the uncomplimentary comment about his condor. 
Manda chuckled and scooted closer to the edge of the blanket. “Oh, don’t pout. Come here. I’ve never been close to a lion before. You’re very impressive.”
Richard padded close and dropped his head until he was eye-to-eye with Manda and just a few inches away. Manda didn’t even flinch this time, even though the lion was every bit as impressive as Josh’s polar bear had been. This was Richard after all, and that made all of the difference. She buried her hands in his thick, dark mane and pressed a kiss to the velvety fur between his eyes. The king of beasts was like a kitten in Manda’s hands. He closed his eyes and purred contentedly—an odd, growling rumble. 
Manda stroked her hands through his mane. “What else?”
Before she could move her hands, he flashed from lion to tiger, and Manda’s fingers were buried in dense orange and black fur. The only sign that he had startled her, however, was her quick intake of breath.
“Oh, Richard! He’s beautiful!” she breathed appreciatively. The tiger wasn’t quite as tall at the shoulders as the lion, but his body was longer and he must have outweighed the lion by several hundred pounds. His striped coat was luxurious and Manda buried her face in the fur of his neck.
“Shall I leave you two alone?” Josh inquired with a grin. “I hate to be the third wheel.”
Richard growled menacingly. Taking one step away from Manda, he batted at Josh with a large paw, knocking his brother over onto the blanket
“Hey! No fair taking cheap shots when I can’t fight back,” Josh protested. He slapped Richard away and righted himself. “Okay, she likes the tiger. Can we move on?”
Richard leapt away from the blanket and obligingly demonstrated a quick sampling from his collection. Bear. Gorilla. Snow leopard. Horse. Elk. Fox. Cougar. 
When he got to the cougar, Manda gasped and her hand flew up to cover her mouth. This form she had seen. She was powerfully reminded of the fear and confusion she’d felt the last time she’d seen Richard this way, though this time those feelings were overwhelmed by love and gratitude. This was her protector. This was the Richard that had saved her. The unexpected maelstrom of emotions constricted Manda’s throat. Tremors racked her body, defying her attempts to suppress them.
“Are you okay, M?” Josh asked. He placed a comforting hand on her trembling arm. “It’s still just Richard.”
“I know,” she managed in a strangled whisper. “I’m fine.” It was a ridiculous lie. She didn’t sound fine at all.
“Really, he won’t hurt you.” Josh wasn’t a fool; he knew better than to believe her words when her reaction was so completely contradictory. He misunderstood what she was feeling, however, and was at a loss. He looked helplessly at Richard, silently seeking his brother’s aid.
Richard knew Manda better, though. He saw the softness of her eyes and understood. In one lithe leap he was standing before her with his golden eyes just inches from hers. His breath was warm and clean on her face, and he placed one snowy paw on her leg. Except for the tremors that shook her, Manda was still, overpowered by emotions that she was unable to control.
“Jeez, Richard!” Josh barked. “You’ll scare the...” He trailed into silence when Manda flung her arms around the cat and held on as if her life depended on it. Richard laid his head on her tense shoulder with a soft, growling huff.
Manda battled her rebellious feelings in silence. This was uncharted territory for her. For as long as she could remember she had been the master of her emotions—always in control, always steady, never showing the weakness that would make her a target. Even when her parents had been killed, she’d buried herself in her school work, only allowing herself to cry at night, and even then so quietly that her roommate couldn’t hear her from the other side of their dorm room.
All of her carefully cultivated control had crumbled since she’d met Richard though. Since he’d come along, she seemed to wear her emotions on her sleeve. Still, she didn’t want to look like a hysterical fool so she tried to calm down. She took deep breathes until she thought she could speak. She had so many things she wanted to say, but she was only able to force out two words before her throat closed again.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
Josh cleared his throat discreetly and Richard’s head swiveled in his direction. “I think I’ll get in a little air time—leave you guys alone. Do you mind?” He made a spinning gesture with his finger. “Just for a sec?”
Manda released Richard as if she’d been burned, then quickly scooted around until her back was to the men. She felt like an utter fool. Could she possibly have overreacted more? She wrapped her arms around herself protectively, still shaking slightly, and closed her eyes tightly. She heard Richard growl softly behind her, followed by the rustling of cloth. Before she could even begin to sort herself out, Richard spoke from directly in front of her.
“You can open your eyes now, sweetie.”
She opened her eyes hesitantly, certain that there hadn’t been enough time for Josh to undress and transform, much less for Richard to don his clothes. She was only partially right. Richard was kneeling in front of her dressed only in his pants. Josh was nowhere in sight.
“Come here,” Richard said softly, pulling her toward him. Her self-control was a house of cards that collapsed as soon as Richard’s arms encircled her. His bare chest was warm against her cheek.
“Thank you,” she repeated, no longer trying to control her quavering voice.
“You don’t need to thank me. Just having you here with me is thanks enough,” Richard murmured into her hair. “I was so afraid I was going to lose you, and I’ve only just found you.” His voice was no steadier than hers, and his arms held her as tightly as hers clung to him.
Neither of them spoke again for a long while, each content with silence. Manda later wondered how long they might have quietly sat there on that blanket had it not been for the sun’s inevitable progress across the sky. As the sun descended toward the mountains in the west, the shadow of the trees stretched longer, eventually falling across Richard and Manda. Without the direct radiance of the sun to warm her, the chill of the air began to seep through the layers of Manda’s clothing. She was far from uncomfortable, yet she could no longer imagine that it was a warm spring day either. Richard’s chest was still warm to the touch though.
“How come you aren’t freezing?” she asked, breaking the silence at last.
“Oh Manda! I’m sorry!” he exclaimed, clearly mortified. “Of course you must be cold. I’ll take you back to the car. What was I thinking?”
Manda cut short his self-recriminations as he hurriedly began pulling on his boots without even bothering with socks. “Richard, slow down. I’m not cold. Not yet. We can start heading back to the car, but we don’t have to play beat the clock. I’m not in any imminent danger of freezing to death…or even being uncomfortable. I just wondered how you can sit here half-clothed and not be miserable.” She picked up Richard’s neatly folded socks and tossed them into his lap. “Here, start with these.”
Richard considered the socks in his lap and chuckled, pulling his boots back off and starting again. 
“That’s one of those things we do without thinking. It’s another one of those partial change things. We have a certain amount of control over our body temperature, since different forms naturally vary in that regard. Staying warm makes you hungry though. I’ll be famished tonight.” He continued to dress as Manda pondered this. Tucking his shirt into his pants, he scanned the sky. “I hope Josh didn’t go too far.” He raised his thumb and forefinger to his mouth and whistled a piercing blast. Then he took the blanket from Manda’s shoulders, folded it, and tucked it back into Josh’s backpack. He closed the thermos tightly and slipped it inside as well, then left the pack on the ground blanket next to the untidy pile of Josh’s clothes. He scanned the sky once more, and then pointed to the east.
“There he is.”
Manda squinted in the direction he indicated and could barely discern a tiny speck above the trees in the distance. “If you say so,” she said with a shrug. “I’ll take your word for it.”
Richard just grinned. “Shall we head back to the car? We can wait for him there.”
Manda agreed eagerly, relieved that Josh wouldn’t be witness to her return trip over the ridge on Richard’s back. When they arrived back at the car, Richard started the engine and turned up the heater. Manda snuggled into the plush seat with relish.
“How’s your ankle?” Richard asked when she’d finished her little show of luxuriating in the warmth.
“Much better. Hardly feel it now.”
Richard nodded his approval. “So, what did you think of our little demonstration?”
“It was incredible! Thank you for showing me. It’s going to take a while for me to assimilate it all, but it made everything a lot less…,” Manda paused, searching for the right word, “…scary.”
“Were you afraid of us?” Richard asked with an anxious frown.
“No, not of you two,” Manda corrected, regretting her clumsy word choice. “But the shapeshifting thing was this huge, mysterious unknown. I didn’t have a frame of reference for something like that; I didn’t know what to expect. So, yes, it was a tiny bit frightening.”
“And now?”
“It’s not frightening at all. Incredible, yes. Frightening, no. It’s still just you guys, only wearing a different exterior. I wasn’t sure it would be, but it is. How could I be afraid of you two?”
Richard’s face cleared and he relaxed. “So, which one was your favorite then?”
“That’s easy,” Manda replied with a smile. She stretched her arm across the console between them and pressed the tip of her gloved index finger to the center of his chest. “This one is far and away my favorite.”
Her answer caught Richard off guard and it took him several moments to whisper his heartfelt response. “Thank you.” He captured her extended hand and carefully slipped off her glove so that he could press a warm kiss to her palm. He closed her hand around the kiss and wrapped his own hands around her fist. “So, what’s your second favorite then?”
Manda chewed her lip thoughtfully, considering. “The tiger,” was her eventual reply, “but there was one you didn’t show me today, and I think that one is in the top three.”
Confusion flickered across Richard’s face, followed by comprehension. “Oh, you mean Rigel. I’m glad you like him. He was my dog when I was a kid. I loved that dog. I was so afraid he wasn’t going to survive until I started shifting, and I wanted him in my collection pretty badly. He made it though, barely. He was my first.” He smiled slightly at the memory. “I’m really glad you like him, but I would have thought you would like the lion more.”
“But I liked Rigel before I even knew it was you,” Manda explained, thinking back to the first time she’d seen the dog in her backyard. A fond smile was just beginning to turn up the corners of her mouth when an obvious fact occurred to her and she frowned in annoyance instead. “Good grief! I really am slow, aren’t I?”
“Hardly! Why would you say that?” Richard asked. He still had her hand captured in his own. She left her hand where it was, but directed a challenging look at him.
“You never really left!”
Her reaction confused him once again. “I told you I didn’t leave you. I would never leave you when you were in danger.”
“No, I mean back in November. Josh told me you left, and you said you went to see Sarah and Daniel, but you were at my house—in my backyard! Almost every night!”
“Oh, that. We didn’t really lie,” Richard explained with a sigh. “I did go to see my parents for the first few days, but I just couldn’t stay away.”
Manda thought back on those evenings by the fire, when Richard had joined her as the dog, and tried to remember what embarrassing things she might have said or done in front of him. She couldn’t think of anything particularly mortifying and was just beginning to relax when she thought about the last night before he had returned. She’d cried her eyes out—had literally cried on his shoulder, albeit a furry shoulder.
“Oh, no,” she groaned in horror, covering her eyes with her free hand. “That’s why you came back when you did. I was pathetic and you felt sorry for me. Just kill me now.”  
Richard’s fingers convulsed around her loosely fisted hand. “Please don’t use that expression, Manda. I don’t like it. It’s…disturbing.” His expression was uncharacteristically grim. “I’m sorry if I was intruding, but I was worried about you. That’s why I came back from Texas. I needed to know you were safe.”
“Why wouldn’t I have been safe?” Manda demanded, bewildered by his explanation. She lived in a quiet suburban neighborhood, not a war zone.
“I was just afraid that if anyone connected you with Josh and me, they would harass you, snoop around your house, stalk you, or who knows what. There are a lot of crazy people in the world. I was just going to check around your yard to make sure no one had been there who shouldn’t have been, but then you came out onto the patio and I couldn’t resist. I couldn’t pass up the chance to see you, to be close to you. I missed you so much, sweetie. I thought if I could just see you once, see that you were okay, I could leave again, but you looked unhappy and I couldn’t stay away.”
“So you felt guilty and came back?” Manda hoped she was wrong—hoped it was affection for her that had brought him back, not guilt.
Richard captured her eyes with his intense gaze. “It was never guilt or pity that made me come back, Manda. I love you. Leaving was hard, but at least I thought it would be best for you. I didn’t even think you’d miss me that much. Josh kept telling me how wrong I was. Every time he’d see you, he’d call me all manner of idiot. Told me I wasn’t being fair to you. He was pretty mad at me.” He fell silent, staring unhappily down at their intertwined hands.
“But you didn’t believe him?”
“No.” He looked back up at her with a grimace. “I convinced myself that he was misreading your reaction. He said you never even mentioned me. I thought that meant you were angry, and that you wouldn’t want to see me anyway. I had just about talked myself into going back to Texas. You were safe. There was no reason for me to stay, torturing myself every night. That last night on the patio was supposed to be the last, but then I saw how upset you were, and how exhausted and stressed, and I knew Josh was right…it wasn’t anger. I’d made you unhappy. I’m ashamed to say that my willpower completely crumbled at that point. I decided that if you’d have me, I’d be a fool to leave again. After all, the point of leaving was because I thought you’d be happier and safer without me around, but you weren’t happy, and since you were making yourself sick from overwork, you weren’t, arguably, any safer. It was complete and total rationalization on my part, but I was easily convinced. Did I mention that I really missed you?”
“I think you might have,” Manda conceded with a smile. “I’m very glad you didn’t leave again. As you may have noticed, I really missed you too.”
Richard tugged on her hand, pulling her closer as he leaned across the center console and pressed his lips to hers in a tender kiss. Then he rested his forehead against hers.
“I don’t seem to be doing a very good job of keeping you safe though. I’ll try to do better.”
Manda scowled at him in mild exasperation. “Keeping me safe 24/7 is not in your job description. I’m all grown up and I’ve been taking care of myself for a while now. You need to stop worrying so much. I mean, how often does a girl get attacked by a mountain lion anyway?” 
Richard raised one eyebrow. “Well…,” he began meaningfully and then laughed when Manda swatted his shoulder. 
Josh’s arrival interrupted their teasing exchange, and on the way back to the hotel the two men answered Manda’s questions about the third Raines brother. Richard had mentioned him before, but with so many other revelations, Manda had forgotten about it until then. Richard was notably unenthusiastic about the subject—yet another mystery that Manda filed away for future consideration—but Josh was happy to provide an abbreviated biography of their other brother.
William, it turned out, was the eldest brother by several decades. He’d been living in Arizona with his wife, Becky, until her death several years ago. Josh produced a picture of an elderly couple from his wallet. The man bore a marked resemblance to Richard, though the strong features were deeply lined and weathered, the line of his mouth was hard and turned down at the corners, and his hair was gray.
When Manda expressed surprise at their aged appearance, Josh explained that Becky had refused to be changed. She was unable to have children because of a genetic abnormality, and genetics were the one thing that therianthropy could not correct. Every form was keyed to the genetic code, after all. Becky had been unwilling to condemn William to a childless life, so had only agreed to marry him on the condition that his life not end with hers. She had extracted the promise from him that after they grew old together and she died, he would start over. She had wanted to guarantee him the opportunity to have the children she hadn’t been able to give him. 
Neither Richard nor Josh knew if their brother had started shifting again. Neither of them had seen or talked to him in many years—since well before Becky’s death.
“We’re not very close,” was Richard’s only explanation. He’d then very deliberately changed the subject to a discussion of their dinner plans with David and Stacey that evening. Their conversation about William and Becky lingered in Manda’s thoughts, however, resulting in restless night filled with bad dreams. More precisely, she had essentially the same dream over and over throughout the night. 
In her dream, she and Richard had grown old. All of the dreams started out that way—they were much older and very happy. In every variation of the dream their happiness ended abruptly with Manda’s death, though the details varied from one version to the next. Sometimes she met a violent end. Sometimes she died a quiet, peaceful death. Sometimes she just was dead, without any thought about why or how; it was just an accepted fact of the dream. Whatever the circumstance of her demise, it has oddly not her own death that troubled Manda’s sleep but its effect on Richard. Manda’s dream-self watched the events unfold after her death like a ghost. She was able to see Richard, but it wasn’t really Manda that was watching. Instead she looked out through the eyes of a variety of animals—a cat, a fox, a bear, a leopard. It changed from dream to dream, but whatever form she took she wasn’t Manda anymore. Manda was dead and Richard was heartbroken. He had loved her for a lifetime and now that she was gone he was haunted by his loss. His mouth, that had smiled so readily, now hardened into a grim, frowning line, and perpetual sadness darkened his once-vivid eyes. It was his eyes that tortured Manda and troubled her rest.
She had barely slipped back into a troubled sleep when Josh’s voice woke her. She could hear him talking with Richard in the sitting room, but she couldn’t make out their words. When she heard the outer door open and close, she slipped out of bed and into her robe, tying it tightly around her waist. The morning light was still dim around the edge of the curtains, but she dismissed the thought of trying to go back to sleep. That had probably been Josh leaving for his usual morning excursion and she wanted nothing more at that moment than to see Richard smile.
When she opened the bedroom door, Richard looked up from the book he was reading, but didn’t greet her with the smile she was looking for. Instead, he wore a worried frown. He set his book on the side table near his elbow and started to stand up. Manda motioned for him to stay seated and padded across the thick carpet to curl up next to him on the sofa.
“Was that Josh leaving?” she asked as she tucked her legs up beside her. Richard’s arm encircled her shoulders and he leaned down to place a welcoming kiss on the top of her head.
“Yes. Out for his morning prowl.”
“How long have you been up? It’s still early.”
Richard shrugged in the manner he had of downplaying things. “Not long. What about you? You didn’t sleep well. Nightmares?”
“No, not really. More like unsettling dreams.”
“Yesterday was too much, wasn’t it?” he fretted.  
Manda understood his absent smile then. As Josh had guessed, he was worried about how she was reacting to his shapeshifting. She stretched up to kiss him on the cheek. 
“Just the opposite,” she reassured him. “Yesterday was perfect. I told you, it completely put to rest any nervousness I had. Now I don’t visualize something out of an old werewolf movie. I love you, you silly man.” This drew the desired smile from Richard and the knot in Manda’s chest finally loosened as the lingering unease of her dreams faded. 
“I’m sorry you had to learn about us the way you did,” he apologized earnestly. “I would have told you about us soon. I was just trying to figure out how. That’s one reason I hadn’t done it already. I honestly didn’t have a clue how to approach the subject, and I didn’t know how you’d react.”
“Well, now it’s over and done with and you don’t have to worry about it anymore. And, you’re my hero besides.”
“I don’t know about that,” Richard deflected. “You’re a bit worse off for your adventure, aren’t you? Not very heroic work on my part. So, what kept you from sleeping then? Was your ankle bothering you again? Or your arm?” He examined her lightly bandaged forearm.
“No. I’m fine,” Manda sighed. She’d hoped he wouldn’t ask the reason behind her restless night, but of course she should have known better. “I just kept thinking of your brother, William,” she evaded with a half truth.
“What about him?” Richard asked, suddenly wary.
“Did he love his wife?” Manda probed and found that she was genuinely curious.
Richard considered for a long time before replying. “Yes. I believe he did. I think he must have loved her a great deal.”
“Then it must have been really terrible for him when she died. It must be hard for him to face the future without her now. It’s so sad.” Manda’s voice was thick with emotion as she envisioned the tormented eyes of the Richard in her dreams. Her reaction caught both of them off guard.
“Hey now,” Richard soothed, “you don’t need to worry about William. You don’t even know him. Why is this bothering you so much?”
Manda smiled sadly. “I know it’s silly, but it’s so easy to imagine how he must feel.”
“Look at me,” Richard directed, tipping her chin up with his finger. “I love you, okay? I’m not going to let anything happen to either of us, so just put those thoughts right out of your head. And you don’t need to feel sorry for my brother, either. He had a long, happy life together with the woman he loved. That’s a lot more than some people get.”
Richard’s words were uncharacteristically bitter, raising a storm of questions for Manda. What exactly had happened to drive such a wedge between Richard and his older brother? It was completely at odds with the closeness of the rest of the family. Whatever it was, Richard certainly didn’t want to talk about it. Manda determined right then not to mention William again, at least not until Richard decided to confide in her about him. For now, a change of subject seemed in order.
“So, what are you reading?” she asked, indicating the book he’d set aside. He picked it up and handed it to her with a smile. 
“Robert Jordan…again.”
Manda laughed with delight as she took the worn copy of the book from him. “One of my all time favorites! Who’s your favorite character? Or do I even have to ask?”
“You could probably guess,” he chuckled. “Perrin is my favorite, for obvious reasons. Who’s yours?”
“Matt, definitely. People always underestimate him, but he’s so much more than he appears. He’s more…” She never finished her thought because Josh returned unexpectedly at that moment, startling her when he slammed the door behind himself. 
His brother’s abrupt return alarmed Richard. “What’s wrong? What’s happened?” he demanded. His body tensed and his arm tightened protectively around Manda.
“Relax. It’s more of an inconvenience than a problem,” Josh answered apologetically. “There are just a few dozen photographers and reporters camped out in front of the hotel waiting for you and Manda. Hotel management won’t let them on the property, but they’re filling the sidewalk. I couldn’t get ten feet before they were all over me, yelling questions about you two. I think our days of roaming freely are over.”
“And so it begins,” Manda joked, but it came out more nervous than amused. If they drew this kind of attention here in Vail, winter playground for the world’s richest and most famous, then what was waiting for her at home?



 
 
Chapter 30
By unanimous decision, Richard, Josh, and Manda cut their vacation short, returning to Denver that afternoon. With some encouragement from Manda, David and Stacey decided to stay and finish their holiday. As Josh so eloquently put it, no roving bands of paparazzi would be tormenting them.
Manda’s first encounter with the press was brief but intense. Richard arranged for his car to be brought around to the rear service entrance of the hotel, hoping to avoid the mob that awaited them outside the front doors. Two bellmen had their baggage loaded and were waiting for them with open car doors when Richard and Josh hustled Manda out the back door. 
Manda was sure they had escaped free and clear right up until the moment when a camera was shoved through the half-closed passenger door and she was blinded by its strobing flash. With complete disregard for the photographer’s equipment or appendages, Richard forced the door closed. The photographer managed to escape with his fingers, but only just. He had to yank his now dented camera free when the car door slammed on it, wedging it between the door and the doorframe. A few more photographers snapped away through the car windows as Josh and Richard took their places in the car and Richard pulled out into the street.
One of the more persistent photographers stood in front of the vehicle, refusing to give ground until he realized that Richard didn’t intend to stop. He dived out of the way at the last second, landing in a heap on the curb. That close call drew a gasp from Manda. Without taking his eyes from the road, Richard found her hand and squeezed it. 
“Don’t worry. I’ve never run one over yet.”
“Yeah, the suckers move too fast, darn it,” Josh lamented humorously. “Be prepared, M. You’re on their radar now. The honeymoon is over.”
The next day, Josh’s words were proven true with a vengeance. When Manda logged onto her computer to check the weather the following morning, the news feed on her homepage featured a picture of Richard and her, accompanied by the headline “Who is Richard Raines’ Secret Ski Sweetheart?” The linked story displayed several more photos of the two of them as they left the hotel. Her name was notably absent from the story, and Manda took some comfort from that until she checked her e-mail. Even with no mention of her name, it seemed that enough people had recognized her face to fill her inbox to capacity. She recognized a few of the senders as people with whom she’d gone to high school or college. She puzzled over how they had gotten her e-mail address—none of them had been friends—until she remembered that the information had been included in the student directories, and she’d kept the same personal e-mail address since high school. Well, she supposed she’d have to do something about that, but it would have to wait. She just didn’t feel up to dealing with it at the moment. With an irritated stab at the power button, she turned off her computer without bothering to log off then peaked out her front window, half expecting to find an army of reporters camped out in her front yard. Thankfully, the only person she saw was her neighbor pulling out of his driveway. 
Richard dispatched Mark to pick Manda up late in the morning. He would have picked her up himself, or even just had her drive in, but he didn’t want to lead any reporters back to her house or let them get her license plate number. They would figure out who she was and where she lived soon enough. She had to run the gauntlet of photographers when they arrived at the hotel, however. Richard rushed out to meet the car when Mark pulled up in front of the hotel doors, wrapping one arm protectively around Manda’s waist and forcing his way through the press of people with the other. Manda was breathless by the time they attained the hotel lobby, and her eyes were still wide and startled when they reached Josh and Richard’s suite. Mikey and Josh were waiting for them around the table. 
Josh chuckled when he saw Manda’s expression. “Your adoring fans a bit overwhelming?” he asked. “Don’t worry. It’ll die down. They have a short attention span.”
“Let’s hope,” Richard said darkly as he pulled out a chair for Manda and then turned to the side table for a cup of coffee.
“It’s an inconvenience,” Mikey said evenly, “but Josh is right. They’ll get bored with you when they figure out what dull lives you lead.” He winked at Manda as he took a sip of his own coffee. “It’s just that right now you’re big news. You’re a mystery—nobody knows anything about you. Once the novelty wears off, it’ll settle down. Look how quickly it died down around here for Richard and Josh. For the first several weeks they couldn’t even leave the hotel, but after that everyone lost interest. They became old news.”
“Hey!” Josh protested in feigned outrage. “I think I feel insulted.”
Richard set a cup of tea in front of Manda and took his place at the table beside her. “But it’s too much right now. We’ve got to figure out how to manage it.” He was edgy and unsettled, with the same tense cast to his features that she’d seen when he’d been gone after Christmas and she’d watched him on television. “I think we should lay low for a while and not be seen together too much.”
Manda didn’t like the sound of that one bit. “Is that necessary?” she interrupted.
Richard twined his fingers through hers on the table and smiled reassuringly, though there was still a shadow in his eyes. “Don’t misunderstand. This won’t keep me away, but don’t forget that I have certain skills that will let me come and go from your house without ever being seen.”
Manda was surprised by this mention of his shapeshifting ability in front of Mikey, and her eyes flew immediately to the brothers’ friend and manager. He met her alarmed glance with a smile.
“Don’t worry. I know all about their special gift.”
Manda supposed it made sense that someone who worked so closely with Richard and Josh on a daily basis would know their secret, but she was still vaguely disappointed that she was the last to arrive at this particular party—and then she in turn felt silly for feeling that way. She mentally chided herself for her foolishness and concentrated on the problem before her. She was uncertain how to react to this media blitz. Knowing her own tendency to let the unknown overwhelm her—her overactive imagination meant that her dread of things was usually worse than the reality—she’d refused to think about how she would deal with this inevitability in advance. Now that she could no longer avoid it, she tried to take her cue from those around her who had experience dealing with such problems, but she was getting mixed signals. Josh and Mikey seemed to view it as an annoyance—something to be minimized but nothing that should merit undue concern. Richard, on the other hand, seemed much more distressed by the recent turn of events. He was genuinely worried about the situation, and while Manda’s natural inclination was to trust Richard’s judgment, in this instance she couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps he was overreacting. After all, Josh and Mikey seemed very casual about the whole thing. Manda did have other resources though—resources with expertise in just this area. 
“I think we should talk to Curt and Jen about this,” Manda offered thoughtfully. “They might have some good advice about how to handle it.”
“I was going to suggest that myself,” Mikey approved. “Why don’t you see if you can set up a meeting for all of us to discuss it?”
When no one else objected, Manda called Curt to see what she could arrange. As it turned out, he was expecting her call. 
“Jen and I were just discussing the problem this morning. It will no doubt start impacting the office, and it would be best if we’re ready to deal with it. Can everyone make it for lunch today? I’ll have something brought in.”
At noon they convened in the same conference room where the first meeting with Richard and Josh had taken place, but this time the mountains in the west were blanketed in white and Mikey replaced David at the table. In his usual brisk fashion, Curt got right down to business. He was of an opinion more akin to Mikey’s than Richard’s. Because of her unprecedented relationship with Richard, Manda was a novelty, and as such there was a demand for pictures and information about her. As long as such commodities were scarce, they would be valuable and, as Curt put it, “every Tom, Dick, and Harry with a camera would be following her around.” The surest way to rid them of the paparazzi was to devalue their work by flooding the market. Rather than trying not to be seen together, they should make themselves very available to the media—give interviews; hire their own photographer, a very good one, and give the pictures to the press.
“Why pay the hyenas for their scraps when the lion is giving you the best meat for free?” Curt explained with a colorful analogy that Manda found secretly and amusingly appropriate. By making themselves available to the media, Curt further explained, they would gain a certain amount of control over what was reported.
Manda could see the logic of Curt’s advice. Josh and Mikey agreed as well. Even Richard, though obviously unenthusiastic, admitted that his reasoning was sound. With everyone in agreement that this was the proper course of action, Jen chimed in for the first time.
“I didn’t want to say anything before because I didn’t want you to feel like I’m trying to exploit your relationship. As your friend, I want you to do what’s best for you, Manda. I hope you understand that what I’m suggesting is just that…a suggestion. You can take it or leave it. I haven’t even mentioned it to Curt yet.”
“What already?” Manda demanded in exasperation, interrupting Jen’s litany of disclaimers. She gave her coworker a smile to take any sting out of her words.
“Well, I was thinking that if you’re going to be talking to the media anyway, we could put all the attention to good use,” Jen explained. “People will want to know how you met, and that will open up the door to talk about the foundation. Every time one of you is interviewed, photographed, or even mentioned is an opportunity to put the Raines Foundation out there.”
Manda arched her eyebrows consideringly and then nodded. “I like it. If I’ve got to do this, at least it’ll do some good in the process.”
Richard frowned but didn’t comment. He merely sat quietly beside Manda and held her hand reassuringly as Curt, Jen, and Mikey laid out the game plan for managing Manda’s new-found celebrity. Curt would arrange for interviews for both Manda and Richard, both together and individually, with a few hand-picked and trusted reporters. Jen would find a suitable photographer to retain, and arrange invitations to some high-profile local events. While they were on the subject of events, Mikey reminded them that the Hollywood awards season was just beginning and suggested that Richard and Josh attend for a change, with Manda as Richard’s guest of course. Manda was a little intimidated by this suggestion but kept her fears to herself.
Curt coached Manda on how to manage reporters and photographers on the street. “Never cooperate with the ones who are behaving badly. Ignore them and pick out one who’s being polite and respectful…if there are any. Reward good behavior with a few answered questions or pose for a photographer.” He went on to warn Manda about possible safety concerns.
Richard moved his chair closer to Manda’s and tightened his grip on her hand. “I’ll make sure she’s safe. You don’t need to worry about that.”
Curt suppressed a smile and continued with his instruction. It was well into the afternoon when their meeting finally wound down. They’d covered everything from what not to throw away in her garbage at home to how to bring up the foundation as much as possible without sounding like a broken record. When it was over, Manda was tense and exhausted. Richard’s reassuring hand in hers had become her lifeline, and she clung to it with a death grip.
Richard thanked Curt and Jen for their help, then told Josh and Mikey that they would be back to the suite later and guided Manda to the creative area where they could talk privately. Manda sank gratefully into the comfortable familiarity of the sofa, slipping off her shoes and closing her eyes. She sighed with pleasure when Richard’s fingers found the knotted muscles of her shoulders and began to massage away the tension there. 
“Relax, sweetie,” he soothed. “There’s no need for you to worry about anything. You don’t have to do any of the stuff they were just talking about. I told you before; you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. Forget what everyone else says or thinks. Forget about publicity for the foundation. You tell me what you want and what you’re comfortable with, and I’ll take care of it. I promised you that I’d make this as easy for you as possible and I meant it.”
Manda laughed a quick, ironic laugh. “What I want and what I’m comfortable with are seldom the same thing. If I didn’t allow myself to be shoved out of my comfort zone every now and then I wouldn’t have most of the best things in my life. I wouldn’t have my job; I wouldn’t have my house; and I wouldn’t have you.” She opened her eyes and smiled up at him. “I never even would have let you into my house that first time. Let’s face it; if you always keep your feet firmly planted in your comfort zone and never stretch yourself, you never grow.”
“So, you’re saying you want to do this?” Richard asked. His hands still expertly kneaded her shoulders. Manda took a deep relaxing breath, hoping he would keep doing that for the rest of her life.
“Being stretched is never easy, but it’s usually worthwhile,” she sighed.
“As long as you don’t stretch to the breaking point. I just want you to be happy, sweetie.”
Manda reached up and stroked one of his hands as it caressed her neck. In the face of Richard’s anxiety, Manda had been keeping her own doubts carefully closeted, but her uncertainty peeked out a bit when she responded.
“I am happy. This can’t change that. You’ll help me though, right? I think I might need all the help I can get.”
“I will always be there for you,” Richard promised. “I’ll always take care of you.” His hands continued their soothing work and for just a little while Manda forgot all about everything else and pretended that in all the world there were only the two of them.



 
 
Chapter 31
Over the next several weeks, Manda was often overwhelmed but, as promised, Richard was always there for her to lean on. The day after their meeting with Curt, Richard sent Mikey to install a small pet door from Manda’s backyard into her garage. He strategically positioned it behind a large evergreen shrub and flower bed, where it was hidden from prying eyes. He also brought a set of Richard’s clothes and stashed them inside a cabinet in the garage.
“In spite of the plan to put ourselves on public display, sometimes we just may not want to deal with the humans,” Richard had explained on the phone that morning. “This will let me sneak in and out without being seen. But don’t worry. I won’t make a habit of dropping by unannounced and I promise to knock.” He’d called to ask her if the door would be okay and Manda had agreed at once. After the gauntlet of reporters she’d had to run in order to get in and out of the hotel the previous day, she was convinced that her mental health might depend on some quiet downtime at home with Richard—preferably off of the media’s radar.
While he was at Manda’s, Mikey “enhanced” her internet security, implementing the same system for her that Richard and Josh used.  He also set up a new, secure e-mail account for her, as well as new home and cell phone numbers. 
“I don’t have to tell you not to share your contact information too freely. Only give it to family and friends you can count on not to share with anyone else.”
Not long after a call from Mikey letting him know that the hidden door into the garage was installed, Richard arrived. Manda was startled by the knock on the door to the garage, then delighted when she opened it to find Richard waiting next to her car wearing the clothes that Mikey had left in the cabinet for him. For the next hour, he and Mikey walked her through the “security improvements” they wanted to make. Manda thought their suggestions were sensible precautions, and with a few caveats (“No moats, no sharks, and no nuclear weapons”), she gave them blanket approval to do whatever they thought best. Richard had complained that her limitations ruled out plans A, B, C, and D before wrapping her up in his arms and whispering a thank you in her ear.
“The safer you are, the better I’ll sleep at night, and you’ll never even know it’s there unless you need it.”
The new system was in place in three days, quicker than Manda would have thought possible, and as promised it was effectively invisible to Manda. Also as promised, Curt arranged interviews with a select handful of respected and nationally known reporters who he trusted to be fair. Each of the interviews felt more like a chat with a friend than the interrogation Manda had feared, and she was grateful to Curt for his choices. Richard had done most of the talking at first, but with each successive interview Manda contributed more and more, gaining confidence until by the last interview she was flying solo while Richard sat nearby for moral support. The resulting stories about them had been honest and frank, but generally complimentary. Richard had thanked Curt for his help in the matter.
“Not all interviewers are that fair and gracious,” he explained to Manda. “Curt did us a huge favor. He’s really looking out for you.”
Allowing herself to be dragged out of her comfort zone was, by definition, uncomfortable for Manda. By mid-March she’d been to so many awards ceremonies that the red carpets, beautiful dresses, and famous faces had all started to blur together, yet the only part she had truly enjoyed had been watching Richard and Josh accept their three Grammy awards. Well, the gowns that she’d worn had been nice, too. She’d felt like a fairytale princess each time, complete with a handsome, tuxedo-clad Prince Charming by her side, and she had said as much to Richard.
Emily and Katie put together a scrapbook of her newspaper and magazine clippings, as well as any stories Katie found and printed off from the internet. The speed with which the book grew, even with Katie editing out any false or unkind stories, seemed to indicate that their attempts at saturation-level publicity were working. The photographer that Jen had hired for them was very good. He had worked for two former presidents and knew what kind of pictures the press loved. Richard and Manda gave him extensive access to their lives and edited the resulting images with great restraint. By making the resulting comprehensive library of photos freely available, the number of photographers plaguing Manda dwindled quickly. Curt had been right—publishers and television outlets weren’t willing to pay for images when they could get better ones for free. Rewarding the most respectful and courteous of the remaining reporters and photographers with her cooperation also had a profound impact on their behavior. The frenzied mobs all but vanished, replaced by more orderly and manageable groups that waited for Richard and Manda in the places where they had proven to be the most receptive…outside the hotel, at public events, or in the plaza in front of the Aronson office’s building. They quickly learned that her home was out of bounds and provided few or no photo opportunities. There were exceptions though, and one notable incident at her home highlighted the value of the security system that Mikey and Richard had arranged. She and Richard had been enjoying one of their “off of the radar” evenings at her house when the alarms had gone off. Richard had reacted immediately. Instructing Manda to lock the door to the garage behind him and then stay away from the windows, he transformed into Rigel, shook off his slightly torn clothes, and dashed into the garage with a warning growl for Manda. Manda collected his clothes, silenced the audible alarm, and waited nervously for some news. Adrenaline had her on edge and she paced impatiently. When the phone rang, she jumped and her heart skipped a beat. It was the security service Richard had hired for her, checking on her safety and letting her know that the police were on their way. A short while later the doorbell rang just as Richard scratched on the garage door and barked. When she let him in, he nudged her toward the front door. 
“Is it the police?” she asked, just to be sure. He nodded his shaggy head and then stood close by her side as she opened the door. Two police officers stood on her front porch. At the curb, another officer stood watch over a handcuffed man who was seated on the edge of the sidewalk, while a fourth officer was talking with a man in a jogging suit and taking notes.
As one of the officers on the porch explained the situation to her, Manda’s hand found Richard’s thickly furred shoulder beside her. He leaned against her leg, offering his silent encouragement. The man now in handcuffs had apparently tried to get in through one of Manda’s basement windows. The alarm had frightened him off, but the man in the jogging suit had heard the alarm and seen the would-be burglar jumping her fence as he fled. Jogging man, who Manda now recognized as a new neighbor who had moved in across the street and down the block a few months back, had tackled the fleeing man and held him until the police arrived.
After ascertaining that Manda was indeed safe and unharmed, the police on the front porch split up—one checked the outside of her house while the other checked the interior. Manda trailed after the inside officer as he examined her windows and doors, while Richard remained glued to her side. The graying officer noted the high-end alarm system with an approving whistle. 
“You have an excellent system, Miss Jensen. We don’t see many of these, but if I could afford it this is what I’d get for my daughter. Between this and your friend there,” he gestured at Richard, “you’re in pretty good hands.”
Manda caressed the top of Richard’s head. “Yes, he takes very good care of me.”
“Well, we’ll be in the area for the rest of the night too, just in case,” he said with a smile. “If you notice anything unusual or have any more problems, we can be here in just a few minutes. We’ll keep an eye on things throughout the night anyway.”
One of the other officers updated them on handcuffed man, who was by all indications a self-styled investigative reporter looking for something he could sell for a quick buck.  After the police left with handcuffed man, and jogging man had gone home, Richard/Rigel made his own, more comprehensive inspection of her house and yard. When he was finally satisfied, back in his own form, and clothed once more, he made a surprisingly brief phone call to Mikey, then slept on Manda’s sofa all night. He stayed until Mark arrived the next morning to take her to work, yet still managed to be waiting for her when she stepped out of the car downtown. She envied him for not having to put up with the slow-moving morning traffic, as she now did.
The character of her daily commute had changed drastically. Richard had vetoed her use of public transportation, so Mark had been assigned the responsibility of getting her back and forth to work every day. The exception, of course, was when she and Richard had plans after work…which was often. The few nights when they didn’t have plans were almost always “off-the-radar” nights, when Richard would visit her house in secret via the hidden dog door. Her birthday was one such night. 
David had told Josh about Manda’s birthday, and Josh had in turn told Richard, who confronted Manda accusingly.
“Were you not planning on telling me?”
“No, I wasn’t,” she replied tartly. “And I’ll have to punish David for opening his big mouth. He had very strict orders to keep it shut.” She glared at the owner of the offending mouth.
“Ooo, I’m terrified,” David responded sarcastically. They were all eating lunch at the table in the creative area and David stuffed several French fries into his mouth to punctuate his complete lack of concern.
“You know, this only leaves me a couple of days to find the perfect gift,” Richard complained. “Luckily I have a few ideas. I love that your birthday is on Valentine’s Day. It’s like you were God’s Valentine’s gift to me.”
“All I’ve ever gotten was a pair of boxer shorts with red hearts on them,” David lamented.
“That’s still more than I’ve ever gotten,” Josh countered, doing his best to look pathetic and sad.
“Oh, please!” Richard snorted, ruining his brother’s little ploy for pity. “Women from all over the world send you presents and love letters every day, and it’s ten times worse around Valentine’s Day. I’m sure you’ve got a big bag of mail waiting for you right now!”
Josh abandoned his forlorn act and winked at Manda. “It’s true, but it’s not the same as getting something from someone you care about, and don’t let him fool you. He gets as much stuff mailed to him as I do…and it’s not always G-rated. One time someone…”
“Josh!” Richard interrupted. “I really don’t need you telling my girlfriend about my X-rated fan mail, and you know I never even look at that stuff. 
“Sheila and Marta take care of it,” he added in an embarrassed aside to Manda. “They work for the record label.”
“I’ll take care of it for you for free,” David said with an over-the-top leer.
Manda threw a French fry at him. “Remind me to send Sheila and Marta a thank you card,” she said with a comically disapproving and prim expression, “for protecting my boyfriend’s virtue. Maybe you should do it, since we all know you don’t have any virtue left. But then again, it’s probably better to have somebody discreet handling it, and you obviously can’t keep your mouth shut!”



 
 
Chapter 32
On the day of her birthday, Richard treated her to a gourmet breakfast at the hotel and an office filled with roses, and then said that he would meet her at her house after work and told her not to ask any questions. When Mark dropped her off at home that evening, Richard was waiting for her. Her house was illuminated by countless candles and the air was heavily scented by the dozens of roses and other flowers that graced every room on the main floor. Richard was waiting in the dining room in his tuxedo beside a table that was set with her best china. Soft music was playing and mouthwatering smells were coming from the kitchen.
“Oh, my!” she breathed, gazing wide-eyed around the flower bedecked room.
“Happy Birthday, my beautiful Valentine,” he greeted her. He took her bag from her and set it aside before pulling her close. “I hope you’re hungry,” he whispered into her ear after his kiss had left her breathless.
Manda hesitated. “Would you mind if I go freshen up a bit first? Is there time?”
“Of course. We’ve got a few minutes.”
“I’ll hurry,” Manda promised as she raced up the stairs. Once in her bedroom she quickly kicked off her shoes and dived into her closet. Richard looked heartbreakingly handsome in his tuxedo and by comparison she felt absolutely scruffy. She’d have to fix that. 
Her closet had until very recently been much bigger than her wardrobe, but necessity had caused her wardrobe to expand over the last month. Emily had taken her shopping for formal wear more than once, treating her like her own personal life-sized dress-up doll.
“If you’re going to be attending all of these formal functions with Richard, you’re going to need the clothes,” her sister had insisted. 
Manda was grateful for those shopping expeditions as she searched through the treasure trove of beautiful clothes that filled her closet now. There was one dress she’d been saving for a special occasion, and tonight definitely qualified. It had seemed extravagant when she bought it, but had looked so good on her that Emily had refused to let her leave the store without it. When she found it at the back of her closet she laid it across her bed, vowing to thank Emily, and hurried to the bathroom. She brushed her teeth and hair and freshened her makeup, then stripped off her jeans and sweater, trading them for the strapless azure cocktail dress and a pair of precariously high heels. After a minor struggle with the zipper, she checked her reflection in the mirror one last time. Satisfied, she rejoined Richard, descending the stairs much more sedately than she’d ascended.
He met her at the bottom of the stairs with a much more than affectionate kiss before visibly reigning himself in and leading her to the table. 
“You don’t play fair,” he growled playfully as he placed her napkin in her lap and brushed a feather light kiss across her bare shoulder.
“I never claimed I did,” she retorted with a laugh, “but what have I done tonight that’s so unfair?”
“You came down those stairs looking like that,” he accused. His eyes travelled deliberately down the length of her body and then returned to her face. “If I’d known just how sexy you were going to look I would have brought a chaperone.”
“Then maybe I’ve leveled the playing field a little,” Manda replied, “after I come in and find you looking like that. That’s what’s not fair! If you’re going to look so good, maybe you should have brought a chaperone.” Manda gave Richard the same visual once-over he’d given her and then met his eyes with a wicked grin.
His answering smile was seductive—what Emily called a bedroom smile. He leaned in so close that his lips brushed her ear as he whispered, “So, are you hungry now?” His warm breath caressed her neck and made her shiver. She couldn’t think of a clever response to his suggestive question, so she sat motionless and wide-eyed, trying to remember how to breathe. “I hope so,” he continued in the same pulse-quickening whisper, and then pressed a quick kiss to her temple and grinned, “because I’ve been cooking for hours and it’s gonna get cold if we don’t get started.” He turned toward the kitchen and the breath Manda had been holding escaped as laughter.
The dinner that Richard had prepared was impressive and far better than anything Manda had ever made. In fact, she couldn’t recall ever eating anything as good before, but then maybe that was just her own bias toward the chef. When he brought dessert and coffee (Manda had invested in a coffee pot, in light of Richard’s fondness for the drink), he very casually placed a wrapped package beside her plate and returned to his chair. He took a sip of his coffee before looking at her and smiling.
“Happy Birthday, sweetie. Go ahead and open it.”
Manda didn’t need any further encouragement. She tore off the paper to reveal a flat, square jeweler’s box, then paused to savor the anticipation for a moment before opening the lid. Inside, nestled in black velvet, was a heart-shaped sapphire on a silver chain. The brilliant blue stone glittered in the candlelight. It was wrapped tightly with fine silver wire, as if tied with silver threads.
“Oh!” she exclaimed. Her voice came out an octave higher than she intended—really more of a surprised squeak. “Oh, Richard! It’s beautiful. I love it!”
“Put it on,” he requested. “I want to see how it looks.” Manda fastened the fine chain around her neck and Richard nodded his approval. “Perfect. You captured my heart and now it will be next to yours.”
Manda held the sapphire heart in her fingers and pretended to admire it as she tried to blink away tears. “Thank you,” she said in an almost steady voice. “Now I have something for you.”
“But it’s not my birthday,” Richard protested as Manda slipped off her high heels and dashed up the stairs barefooted.
“No, but it is Valentine’s Day,” she called back down. She retrieved the tiny package from her dresser drawer and hurried back down to the dining room. She sat the small box beside Richard’s coffee cup and returned to her chair. Another box had replaced the necklace box beside her plate.
“You first,” Richard prompted, not giving her a chance to tell him the same thing. She tore into the oddly heavy package without delay, partly because she was dying to know what was inside and partly because she was eager to see Richard open his gift. She laughed with delight when she finally uncovered the object inside. She removed it from its box and sat it on the table very gently—her extra care being more for her furniture than the gift.
It was a bronze sculpture done by an artist whose work Manda had admired in a local gallery before Christmas. It wasn’t a piece she’d seen before though. It was a very stylized depiction of a tiger and a woman. It stood about six inches high, and the pacing tiger was curved sinuously around the fluid shape of the standing woman, whose hand was outstretched, reaching toward the tiger but not quite touching him.
“Did you have this commissioned?” Manda asked as she caressed the smooth curves of the small statue with her fingertips.
“I commissioned the necklace, but I just got incredibly lucky on the sculpture. I remembered how much you liked that artist, so I contacted the gallery and they put me in touch with him. He was showing me some of his pieces and as soon as I saw this one I had to get it for you.”
“It’s amazing! It couldn’t be more perfect. I love it. Thank you.” Her words seemed inadequate, so she circled the table to express her gratitude with a kiss. Richard captured her around the waist and pulled her down onto his lap, savoring her display of appreciation.
“I’m glad you like it,” he chuckled, holding her close. “Now, shall I open mine?” He twirled the small box in his fingers. “I’m dying to see what’s inside.”
She sat up in his arms a little. “Yes! Definitely. I hope you like them.”
With a few quick flicks of his fingers he had the paper off and the box open, revealing the platinum cufflinks inside. Manda had them made especially for Richard. Each one was embossed with the Raines Foundation logo. It had taken on new significance to her since she’d learned Richard and Josh’s secret. She understood now why Richard had been so amused by it. The combined hand and paw prints of the logo were almost a personal icon for him, and as the symbol of the Foundation, no one would ever question his use of it. The secret meaning delighted Manda though.
Richard seemed to be as delighted with it as Manda was. He threw back his head and laughed, and then promptly replaced the ones he was already wearing with the new ones. “These are unbelievable, Manda. I love them. Thank you. I’ll get a lot of use out of them. Now, I have something else for you, for your birthday.”
“But you’ve already given me so much!” Manda protested. “Two presents, breakfast, dinner, and hundreds of flowers! It’s too much!”
“That wasn’t all for your birthday though,” Richard corrected. “Breakfast, the flowers in your office, and the sculpture were for Valentine’s Day. Besides, this isn’t actually a present. I wrote you a song.” He stood up and situated Manda in his vacant chair. Then he retrieved his guitar from behind a chair in the family room. 
“I’ve written a few that were about you, but I wrote this one especially for you. It’s called ‘Fairy Tale.’” He sat down in the chair beside Manda and began to play and sing.
 
With once upon a time it starts—
The stories never change.
The prince arrives and all is well,
So, happy ends the beauty’s tale.
 
You never hear the prince’s plight,
Alone and locked away,
Through endless nights and darkened days
Inside his castle walls he stays.
 
You rescued me. You set me free.
The beauty saved the prince.
You’re my happily ever after.
You are my fairy tale.
 
When midnight struck she didn’t run,
The beauty in this tale.
She stood her ground when darkness fell—
Hers is the kiss that breaks the spell.
 
Her laughter is his greatest joy,
Her love his only crown.
The prince’s heart in her hands lies.
His soul was captured in her eyes.
 
You rescued me. You set me free.
The beauty saved the prince.
You’re my happily ever after.
You are my fairy tale.
 
He sang simply, without any unnecessary vocal adornment. The melody he picked out on the guitar was deceptively simple as well. It was clear and beautiful—timeless, though there was something about it that conjured vague images of princesses and knights in shining armor.
Manda listened in rapt silence as he sang. When he came to the part about the prince’s heart, she reached for the heart-shaped stone around her neck, clutching it in both hands. When the last notes of the song faded and Richard had set aside his guitar, Manda searched for something to say. She struggled to put words to her emotions, but with no success.
Richard peered into her eyes uncertainly. “Do you like it?”
Manda simply nodded. That was all she could manage, but it was apparently enough for Richard. He smiled at her and reached out to brush a tear from her cheek that she hadn’t even been aware of.
“Tears. That’s an even bigger compliment than chills,” he teased softly.
“I have those too,” Manda admitted, extending her goosebump-covered arm as evidence.  “I love it. Thank you. Are you going to record it?”
“I’ll record it for you, if you’d like, but I won’t release it. This is your song and I’ll only sing it for you.”
“But it’s so beautiful!” she protested. “It would be a shame not to share it.”
“Well, if that’s what you want, Josh can record it. He’d probably do it more justice anyway.”
“Fair enough,” Manda approved, not even bothering to contradict him about Josh doing it better. He could never seem to accept that even though Josh was a more technically perfect singer, he himself sang with a level of emotion and conviction that Josh hadn’t yet achieved.
“But I will still only sing it for you.”
Manda beamed with pleasure. “Thank you. And thank you for the best birthday I’ve ever had.” 



 
 
Chapter 33
Richard had more in store for her birthday, as it turned out. They had dinner plans with Emily, Andy, and the kids the next night…just a quiet birthday dinner at their house supposedly. When Manda and Richard arrived, however, it turned out to be a surprise party planned jointly by Emily and Richard. 
David and Stacey were there, as well as Jen and her husband, Curt and his wife, Josh, Mikey, Andy’s parents, and even the driver, Mark, who Manda had become very friendly with over the previous month. Katie was especially excited to see Josh, as he and Richard had kept their distance from Manda’s family since the media circus had begun. They’d thought it best to shield Katie and Robbie from it as much as possible. Katie’s crush was still as strong as ever, Manda noted. Her niece practically never let Josh out of her sight. Josh didn’t seem to mind though. He seemed to genuinely enjoy her company.
During the weeks following Manda’s birthday the media attention that Manda received dwindled further. Mikey and Josh had been right; people had short attention spans and when Manda and Richard didn’t do anything newsworthy they simply stopped paying the pair much attention.
By the second week in March Manda once again began to take the train back and forth to work occasionally. Richard had tried to discourage it, but sitting in traffic was wearing thin on Manda, even in the relative comfort of the Mercedes that Mark usually drove. After arguing with Richard about it for days, she finally put her foot down and declared that it was no longer open for debate. If and when the reporters and photographers were a problem Mark could drive her. Until then, she couldn’t see any reason not to use the train. The end result was that Richard, overprotective as he was, managed to arrange it so that he drove her home most of the time, either for a quiet evening at her house or after an evening out. She did take the train to work on most mornings, though she was sure that if Richard could have found an excuse to be at her house before work every day she wouldn’t be taking the train then either. He was so obsessed with her safety that she was surprised when he announced in mid-March that he had to go to New York for a few days to take care of some business he’d been putting off. He was reluctant to let her ride a train without him. For him to fly halfway across the country without her was unexpected. Manda was stunned when Josh casually revealed the reason for Richard’s trip. 
“He’s been playing hooky so that he could stay here with you, but it had to catch up with him eventually. He’s the boss…he’s got responsibilities.”
“He’s the boss? What does that mean?” Manda asked, assuming that this was just Josh being funny. Richard had gotten tied up on a phone call and they were waiting for him to finish so that they could all go to lunch.
“It means he’s the boss. It’s his company. I thought you knew that. He owns the record label. Why do you think he’s always dragging us to see new artists?”
Richard’s call ended before Manda could answer and she spent lunch assimilating this new information. She wondered what else she didn’t know about the man she loved.
Of course, Richard wasn’t pleased about leaving her alone. He invited Manda to New York with him but she couldn’t get away from work just then. She’d already taken too much time off to accompany Richard to awards shows and charity events all over the country. Richard hesitated when she declined his invitation, reconsidering his trip, but Manda insisted he go. She assured him that she’d be fine…and that she already felt guilty about causing him to neglect his business. He reluctantly flew out alone on Wednesday afternoon, with his return flight scheduled for midday Saturday.
Manda went out to dinner with Emily, Andy, and the kids on Wednesday night. On Thursday Josh took her to dinner at a trendy downtown restaurant that David had introduced him to. It wasn’t really Manda’s cup of tea, nor did she think Richard would have liked it, but she enjoyed Josh’s company and it was a pleasant enough evening. The only sour note was when one very irritating photographer accosted them as they were leaving, insistently asking her where Richard was and why she was with Josh. He was alone and easy enough to ignore though.
On Friday morning three dozen roses arrived at Manda’s office from Richard. The attached card was short but caused a pleasant fluttering in Manda’s stomach.
“Missing you terribly. Dinner tomorrow? 
All my love, Richard.”
The roses were especially fragrant and Manda placed them close to her on the desk where she could see them without turning her head. Throughout the day she kept catching herself staring at them and thinking of Richard.
David had plans with Josh that evening and Manda wanted to catch up on some things at home while Richard was away, so by unanimous decision they worked through lunch so that they could leave early. Josh had spent the day in the office with them, working on his computer, and when four o’clock arrived he was as eager to leave as they were.
“Let’s go, guys. It’s officially the weekend.”
“You don’t have to tell me twice,” David replied, logging off of his computer and grabbing his jacket.
Manda turned off her computer and retrieved her coat, slipping it on as David and Josh headed for the door.
 “Come on, M,” David urged from the doorway. “You’re gonna miss the early train.”
“I’m coming! I’m coming!” she called after him, slinging her bag over her shoulder. She plucked a single rose out of the vase on her desk and sniffed it as she rushed after them. She caught up to them at the elevator, where Josh was holding the door open, waiting for her.
“Are you sure you won’t come with us?” he asked as they descended toward the lobby.
“No, you boys go play. While Richard’s away I’d better catch up on a few things at home.” She thought of the laundry list of things she’d been neglecting—with laundry in fact being one of the things—and sighed.
“And you sound absolutely thrilled at the prospect,” David observed with an amused snort.
“Life can’t be all fun and glamour,” she philosophized with a grin. “Sometimes you just have to clean your bathroom.”
“You know, you can hire people to do that,” David informed her, as if imparting great wisdom.
“Yeah, I think I’ve heard that,” Josh corroborated with a grin. 
“True, but if you do it yourself it builds character,” Manda admonished primly, and then ruined the effect by laughing. “Though character may be overrated.”
Josh took his leave from them when they reached the lobby. “I’m gonna go change. David, I’ll meet you at 5:00. Manda, I’ll see you later.”
He strode off in the direction of the hotel lobby as Manda and David headed for the door to the plaza. Manda could see her train pulling into the station across the street. If she was quick she could just make it. 
“There’s your ride,” David said, holding the door open for her. “You’d better run.”
Manda smiled her thanks and hurried out, rummaging through the side pocket of her bag in search of her commuter pass. She wasn’t paying much attention to where she was going and almost bumped into someone before she realized anyone was in front of her. She stopped abruptly, taking a small step back to regain her balance, and was about to apologize when the glare of multiple camera flashes startled her. Seemingly out of nowhere, a crowd of photographers closed in around her, snapping pictures and shouting questions about her relationship with Richard and with Josh. There were even a few shouted questions about David. Disoriented by the unexpected onslaught, she was grateful when David stepped in front of her, deflecting the storm slightly. Several of the paparazzi closed in from the sides, however, jostling her and knocking the rose from her hand. With a small cry of dismay, she tried in vain to catch the flower, but already unbalanced, she only managed to stumble over someone’s feet and fall to the ground. 
She landed on the pavement with her hands splayed out in front of her. Her eyes watered and she gasped at the burning in her palms as the rough concrete scraped away a layer of skin, leaving her hands raw. David was immediately kneeling beside her, waving photographers away angrily.
“That’s enough! Are you okay, Manda?”
After the shock of impact, the pain in her hands quickly faded to a sharp sting. It was tears of embarrassment that filled her eyes now. She’d made a clumsy fool of herself and the photographers were eagerly snapping away. She raised one hand to shield her face and clutched David’s arm with the other.
“I’m fine. Let’s just get out of here,” she pleaded desperately. As David began to help her back to her feet, Josh materialized at her other side, blocking photographers in that direction and lending her his support as well.
“What happened?” he asked, both angry and concerned. “Are you okay? You’re bleeding.” He grasped her hand and turned it up to examine it. Manda turned the other one up as well. She hadn’t realized how badly they were bleeding. They looked as if they’d been dipped in red paint and she noticed with chagrin that she’d smeared blood on both Josh’s and David’s shirts when they helped her up.
“I’m okay. It looks worse than it is, I think.” 
The two men quickly steered her back to the building entrance, where the security guard on duty was holding the door open for them and warning away anyone with a camera. Josh guided them to the hotel elevator.
“Let’s get you upstairs to our room and take a look at your hands. Mikey’s pretty good at first aid.”
Manda nodded mutely, still fighting back tears of humiliation. What a wonderful impression she’d made today! Her first solo encounter, without Richard or Mark to run interference, and she’d fallen down and skinned her hands like a five-year-old playing hopscotch. She knew Richard worried about how she would cope with the media and she’d wanted so much to prove that she could handle the attention with poise and equilibrium. A small, ironic smile played briefly across her lips. Well, the equilibrium part was definitely out, but she could still work on the poise at least.
She took a deep, calming breath. Okay. So she’d fallen down. In the grand scheme of things, that wasn’t exactly a calamity. And so what if she’d done it in front of a less than merciful band of photographic assassins. Manda took private satisfaction in this characterization for just a moment before her innate sense of fairness asserted itself and forced her to relent and amend the thought. Photographers. They were simply photographers, trying to make a living. So what if she’d fallen in front of them and now, in all likelihood, an assortment of unflattering pictures of her would be appearing in more places than she liked to consider? Manda cringed at that thought but quickly marshaled her resolve again. People fell down all the time. She wasn’t badly hurt, so why fuss over it? She just needed to lighten up and not take the whole incident so seriously. Manda’s internal pep talk lasted for the length of the elevator ride. By the time they stepped out onto Josh’s floor she’d regained her composure.
It turned out that Josh hadn’t exaggerated about his manager’s first aid skills. Mikey quickly and efficiently cleaned and bandaged Manda’s hands. When he asked her what had happened, both Josh and David launched into an explanation, but Manda cut them both off with a firm and decisive, “I stumbled and fell. That’s all.” David glared at this characterization of events, and Josh frowned his disapproval, but neither man commented further. They did both suggest canceling their plans for the evening in order to stay with her, though what this was supposed to accomplish was a bit unclear.
“I’m fine!” she eventually snapped, putting an end to their hovering, “and I certainly don’t need you two babysitting me. Give me a break! I’m going home and you two are going to dinner, as planned.”
David wisely decided it was time to leave—before Manda hurt her hands further when she attempted to strangle him, he explained—and Josh drove Manda home shortly thereafter. She protested at first, impatiently declaring that there was no reason she couldn’t just take the next train, or if not that, have Mark drive her, but Josh had insisted on driving her himself.
“Do you want my brother to disown me?” he’d complained, effectively silencing her. She was also unable to stop him from fussing over her like an overprotective nursemaid, so she simply endured in silence until he delivered her to her front door. Once there, she thanked him and, with an affectionate kiss on the cheek, wished him goodnight. It was with immense relief that she finally closed the door and flopped down into the safe haven of her favorite chair.
Manda’s good intentions for the evening dissolved in the face of changed circumstances, and her plan to catch up on household chores was shelved. Her hands were simply too raw and tender, making most manual tasks uncomfortable. Instead, she used her minor injuries as an excuse to indulge herself, ordering in Chinese food and curling up under a blanket to channel surf. She managed to dismiss the incident in the plaza from her thoughts...for the most part. Being away from Josh and David definitely helped, since while she’d been attempting to downplay the whole event, they had, in their anger and outrage, elevated it to the level of a major catastrophe. She would definitely have to try to calm them down before Richard returned the following evening. She didn’t need them getting him all worked up. She just thanked her lucky stars that he hadn’t been there to witness the whole thing. She’d never considered him a hot-tempered man, but he’d once explained to her that this was because he’d had over half a century to learn to control his volatile emotions. Josh had warned her that when his older brother did lose his temper, it was spectacular. Manda was reasonably certain that the day’s events would inspire one of his “spectacular” displays. He thought of her safety and well-being as his own personal imperative.
Manda sighed in exasperated amusement. He didn’t have the market cornered on over-protectiveness today. David and Josh had been almost as bad as Richard. Was it a Y-chromosome thing, she wondered, or was she just putting out some frail-damsel vibe that triggered their protective instincts?
Manda had wound down and was thinking about bed when she saw the first picture. She was flipping through the channels quickly, unable to find anything interesting, when she saw her own face flash by. She had to backtrack a little to find the station again, and when she did she could only stare in horror at the image that filled the screen. The narration was in Spanish and she couldn’t understand anything beyond Richard’s name, but the image was enough to tie her stomach in knots, though this time it wasn’t from embarrassment—it was the thought of how Richard would react. He would be frantic with worry. She should have called him to let him know she was okay, but she’d seriously underestimated both the speed with which the pictures would be made public, and the inflammatory nature of the images. The photograph on screen looked more like a photo from a war zone than a picture of the minor fall she’d taken earlier. She was huddled on the pavement, with one blood-drenched hand extended toward the camera to shield her face. Her other hand was clutching David’s sleeve, leaving a bright smear of crimson on his pale shirt. Her face was partially obscured by her upraised palm, but her eyes were visible, and they were wide and panicked. David’s expression as he knelt beside her was an unmistakable blend of alarm and anger.
Manda turned off the television irritably. This was terrible! She closed her eyes and gritted her teeth. And so went her plans to downplay the whole episode. The rest of the world seemed to have other intentions...and not just the English-speaking world, apparently. She took a few deep breaths and considered the situation. Perhaps Richard hadn’t seen or heard anything yet. The odds were in her favor. She would bet that he hadn’t been watching any television, after all. She would just call him now, as she should have done earlier, and let him know she was okay. 
Manda retrieved her cell phone from the kitchen counter, and after a moment’s hesitation—it was very late, after all—she composed a text message.
Are you awake? Call me. I need to talk to you.
A few short minutes after she hit “send,” her phone rang in her hand. She answered it during the first ring.
“Richard?”
“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. Is that okay?” He sounded stiff and tense and Manda squeezed her eyes shut and grimaced. That wasn’t a good sign. Neither was the fact that he’d come home early.
“I’ll be waiting for you,” she replied, and the line went dead.
Manda paced restlessly until she heard the car pull into her driveway. She peeked out between the slats of the window blinds as Richard emerged from the back of the black sedan. He must have come directly from the airport or he would have been in his own car...if he used a car at all. She unbolted the door and swung it open as he crossed the front porch. His usual smile of greeting was noticeably absent. Definitely a bad sign. Her fears were confirmed when, without a word, he steered her into the living room and pushed her gently down into the armchair. He sat down on the ottoman in front of her and leaned forward, cupping her face between his hands.
“Are you all right? How badly were you hurt?” he asked in a tightly controlled voice. His usually sparkling blue eyes were hard and grim.
Manda folded her hands between her knees inconspicuously, trying to hide the bandages as much as possible. “You heard about it,” she sighed.
“Of course I heard about it. Are you all right?”
“I’m fine. It was no big deal,” Manda reassured him. “Really.”
“That’s not what Josh and David said.” His voice was still rigidly controlled.
“They called you?” she groaned in dismay. She would have a few choice words for those two.
“Josh did. He, at least, tells me when something happens that I should know about. After I talked to him I called David to get his take on it. They seem to think it was a big deal. They’re both worried about you.”
“They are both overreacting. It was just a stupid stumble. Nothing injured but my pride.”
Richard growled impatiently and grasped her wrists, extending her arms out in front of her and turning her hands palms upward to display the bandages.
“This doesn’t look like nothing.” He released her wrists and pulled a folded sheet of paper from his pocket. He smoothed it open and held it out toward her. “And this is certainly not just injured pride.” He dropped the color printout onto her lap. It was an image very similar to the one she’d seen on television, except that in this one Josh was by her side as well as David. “Please, Manda. Just tell me the truth.” His control was wavering and he was almost pleading now. 
“Honestly. I’m okay.” She held her hands up dismissively. “This is nothing.”
“Manda...”
“Richard,” she interrupted, “I’m really fine.” She made her voice as forceful as she could. “You don’t need to worry about it.”
Richard sat back, his expression suddenly grim again. “Okay. Understood. You wanted to talk to me?”
Manda fidgeted nervously. She’d never seen him so distant and tense...so unapproachable. “Yes. I...I just don’t want you to get angry,” she blurted out in a rush.
He flinched slightly. “I won’t be angry at you, Manda. I told you before, I’ll understand.” His strained tone confused Manda as much as his words did. If she’d been asked to put a name to his emotions at that moment she would have called it despair, but that couldn’t be right. It didn’t make any sense.
“Richard, I’m not worried that you’ll be mad at me. I...I’m confused. What are you talking about?”
“What are you talking about?” he responded slowly.
“I told you. I just don’t want you to overreact to this.” She gestured to the picture in her lap. “It was just a clumsy stumble and it’s honestly nothing to get worked up about.”
“That’s what this is about? You’re worried about my reaction?” He seemed both relieved and incredulous.
“Yes,” Manda replied, still confused by his odd response.
“And that’s all this is about?”
“Well, yes.”
All of the tension drained out of Richard and he dropped his head into shaking hands.
“What did you think I wanted to talk to you about?” Manda demanded, baffled. Whatever it was, it had definitely not been anything good.
Richard was silent for several minutes and Manda waited while he collected himself. Finally he spoke without looking up.
“Truthfully, sweetie, I thought...I thought this was going to be goodbye.” Manda had to strain to hear him and at first she thought she’d misunderstood. “I thought this was going to be the thing that drove you away—and I wouldn’t have been able to fault you for it.”
Manda was at a loss. He’d come tonight expecting her to break up with him? That explained his odd behavior. She was appalled. She imagined how she would feel if the tables were turned, and her heart ached for him. At the same time, she was a little disappointed by his lack of faith in her. He was seriously underestimating her level of commitment if he thought something like this could send her running. She didn’t know what to say. Apparently, her promise to tell him when she’d had enough and couldn’t deal with the attention anymore had done nothing to alleviate his worry. It had simply left him waiting for the other shoe to drop. That promise had been a mistake. They would never be able to make this work if he was always waiting for her to end it.
Manda finally found her voice. “You know what? This was a bad idea. I should never have agreed to it. It’ll never work.” She leaned back in the chair, tipping her head back and staring up at the ceiling, trying to organize her thoughts and think the problem through.
Richard made a choked sound and in a rough whisper asked, “What are you saying?”
Manda’s head snapped up and her eyes widened in alarm. “No! Not goodbye! Definitely not that!” 
Richard sucked in a long, shuddering breath and ran his fingers through his hair. “Manda, if you love me, please don’t ever do that to me again...unless you really mean it.”
Manda flushed guiltily. “I’m sorry!” She leaned forward and pressed a kiss to his bloodless lips. ”I was just thinking out loud. I promised I’d tell you if I’d had enough and wanted out. That’s what you’re waiting for. That’s the problem. It was a stupid promise and I’m taking it back. It’s like a sword hanging over our heads. I’ll make you a different promise though, a better one. I promise not to wait until something is so bad that I can’t take it anymore. I promise to talk to you when something is starting to get to me—not wait until it’s too late to do anything about it. I promise to tell you what’s bothering me when there’s still a chance for us to work on it, and I want the same promise from you. I promise I won’t just blindside you when it’s too late to solve whatever problems we may have.”
Richard’s eyes, which had been so hard and unreadable before, were bright, liquid blue now as he gazed at her. “You are amazing and I love you.”
“I know,” she agreed impishly, and scooted to one side of the oversized chair in invitation. Richard grinned and accepted her silent request, squeezing into the chair beside her, and then pulling her onto his lap.
He wrapped his arms around her possessively and marked a trail of kisses from her jaw line to her collar bone. She shivered with pleasure, then sighed when he leaned back into the chair and gently collected her bandaged hands in his.
“I understand that this is no big deal, but may I please take a look? It would make me feel much better.” When Manda nodded her agreement he slowly and gently unwrapped the bandages and then carefully examined her exposed hands. “That’s not so bad,” he remarked, not attempting to mask his surprise and relief.
“The whole thing looked much worse than it really was,” she agreed, glad that he wasn’t going to make a federal case out of it. “There was a ridiculous amount of blood at first, but it stopped almost right away. Mikey did a great job of cleaning them up.”
“Mikey’s very good with that sort of thing. I guess I should have listened to him instead of Josh and David, but I assumed he was just glossing over it to keep me from worrying. The other two made it sound as if you’d been half murdered, and that picture seemed to prove it.” He kicked at the printout that had fallen to the floor.
“You should definitely trust Mikey’s judgment in the future,” Manda confirmed with feeling. “And where did you get that anyway?”
Richard grunted in disgust. “A reporter came to our offices with a stack of those. He wanted to get an official statement. Sheila brought it to me right away. I really wish you’d called me when this happened, sweetie. I was so worried, and David and Josh were no help at all. I flew back as quickly as I could.”
“I’m sorry. I really am, but you could have called me instead of rushing back.”
“You would have told me you were fine and it was no big deal, like you just did.”
“I didn’t want to call you. That would have been like admitting it was
a big deal. And you’re right—David and Josh didn’t make things any easier! They made it very, very hard to just let the whole thing go.”
“So, you admit there was something to let go of,” Richard noted astutely. “You were upset at first, weren’t you? The guys were right about that, but when you pulled it together so quickly they just assumed you were internalizing it all. You do that, you know.”
“Well, I was completely humiliated at first,” Manda admitted, “but it’s really not a big deal. It was just so stupid. Like I said, nothing hurt but my pride.”
“Sometimes that hurts the worst. It shook you up, Manda. It’s okay to admit that, you know.” He pushed his hand through his hair again. “I really owe you an apology.”
“For what?” Manda asked, unable to imagine what he had to apologize for.
“This was something that upset you. I know you pulled it together really well, but it still upset you. And you were so worried about how I was going to react you felt like you had to hold it together in front of me, too. That’s not how it should work, and I’m sorry that I made you feel that way. I should be the person you don’t have to have it all together for. I should be the shoulder you can cry on. So, the truth now. I promise not to overreact. You’ve had a really bad day, haven’t you?”
Manda nodded silently, finally recognizing how tightly she’d been holding on to her emotions, and not trusting her voice just then.
“It’s okay, sweetie. I’m just sorry I wasn’t here.” He hugged her tightly and stroked her hair. The safety of his embrace and the comfort of his words unlocked the door she’d hidden her anxiety behind all evening, and tears filled her eyes and trickled from the corners.
“I missed you.”
“Oh, sweetie,” he murmured into her hair. He held her close and Manda relaxed in the safe harbor of his arms. Tears slid down her cheeks, but they were short lived—just a release of the stress she’d been dealing with for the last several hours. She was too content now that Richard was with her and everything had been resolved. Well, almost everything. She shifted restlessly.
“What is it?” Richard asked immediately. “Your heart rate just went up. You’re upset...but just a little.”
“Cut that out!” Manda objected, half-heartedly poking him in the ribs. “You drive me crazy when you do that!”
He grinned unrepentantly. “Get used to it. Now, what’s wrong?”
“I just remembered that I’m a little annoyed with you.”
“Okay. Why?”
“Because you were so quick to believe that I was going to say goodbye. One little bump in the road and you’ve got me running for the hills. Honestly, I’m a little offended by that. I mean, have a little faith for goodness sake! Do you not understand how much I love you?”
“Please don’t think I was underestimating you,” he rushed to assure her. “That’s not it at all. I’ve always had faith in you, even if I don’t really feel like I deserve you.” He shook his head ruefully. “It’s more that I overestimated what happened today. I was under the impression that it was a lot worse than it really was. Not that it wasn’t bad enough. That would have seriously rattled a lot of people with much more experience dealing with the press than you have. You handled it beautifully though. I’m very proud of you, sweetie.” Manda beamed with pleasure at the compliment. 
Richard tilted his head thoughtfully. “You know, now that you mention it, I do think I misjudged you. I was sure you’d struggle with this whole media thing, but actually, I think you may be a natural.”
“Yeah, right,” Manda said disparagingly, “because I was the absolute model of self-possessed grace today!”
Richard chuckled. “Don’t beat yourself up. Everyone trips sometime. But the way you handled it was good. This could have been a very traumatic experience if you’d let it become one, but you didn’t. You took it in stride, with no drama and no hysterics. You just said, ‘Yeah, I looked kinda foolish, but what the heck.’ I really should have known you’d do fine. You’re one of the least vain people I know, and you aren’t one for playing the drama queen either. And let me just clarify; I don’t think you looked foolish at all. I’m just guessing your thought process was something like that, wasn’t it?”
“Something like that,” Manda agreed with a shrug.
“Something like that.” Richard rolled his eyes. “You didn’t look foolish at all.” He kissed her neck again. “If anything, the photographers should be embarrassed. They’re coming out of this looking like the villains. The blogs are already condemning them. Josh has been forwarding me the posts. The morning talk shows will pick up on it by Monday.”
“How about we just don’t talk about this anymore tonight?” Manda suggested, shifting uncomfortably in Richards arms. She could feel the tension starting to build again as they discussed it.
“Okay. Just relax.” He stroked his hand up and down her arm lightly. “What did you do while I was gone? Anything interesting?” His voice was low and hypnotic, intended to soothe her, and she gladly succumbed, letting her body relax against him.
“I was going to catch up on my to-do list tonight, but instead I did absolutely nothing,” she answered lazily. 
“Mmmm. Well, maybe I’ll help you with that tomorrow,” he murmured close to her ear. His warm breath sent a pleasant shiver through her. He tipped her face toward him with one finger and pressed his lips to hers in a slow, seductive kiss. Without thinking, Manda slipped her arms around his neck and twined her hands into his thick hair...and flinched when the pressure caused a flare of pain in her hands.
Richard took a deep, steadying breath and firmly disentangled her arms. “And now I think it’s time for me to go. You need to get some rest, and it’s not fair of me to leave Mark sitting in the driveway for too long.”
“No, I suppose not,” Manda agreed reluctantly, but she pressed herself more tightly against his chest and kissed his neck, just below his jaw.
“Manda!” he growled in exasperation, standing up with her in his arms, then turning and depositing her back onto the chair. “Don’t make this any harder than it already is!”
“Sorry!” she apologized sheepishly. “Will I see you in the morning?” 
“Of course. I’ll pick you up at eight and I’ll take you to breakfast. Are we on for dinner too?” He drifted toward the door...a bit reluctantly Manda thought. She stood and stretched then followed after him.
“Dinner. Yes. I’d love that. And thank you for the flowers. They’re beautiful.”
“Not as beautiful as you,” he asserted before brushing his lips across her forehead in a brief parting kiss. “Goodnight, sweetie. Sleep tight.” Then he slipped out the door.



 
 
Chapter 34
Richard eluded a fresh spate of reporters at the hotel the next morning and took her to a restaurant downtown. Over breakfast he announced that he had some business to take care of when they were done.
“It was something I was planning on taking care of on Monday, but since I came back early it would be better to take care of it today. Do you mind? You’re welcome to come along. I promise I’ll help you with your to-do list later.”
“Okay,” Manda agreed readily. After all, doing anything with Richard was more fun than housework any day of the week—which was exactly the attitude that had put her so far behind on her household chores. “What do you have to do?”
“I just need to go sign some papers and tie up some loose ends on a project we’ve been working on. I won’t bore you with the details. There is something I need to talk to you about though. My appointment isn’t far from here. Maybe we can walk over and talk a little?” 
He said this with such forced casualness that alarm bells went off in Manda’s head. His tone and his expression weren’t grim, as they had been when he’d arrived at her house the night before, but his patently false nonchalance was oddly even more alarming. Her appetite vanished and she pushed away her half-eaten breakfast.
“Okay. I’m done whenever you are,” she said, trying for a casual tone that she failed to achieve.
Richard grimaced guiltily. “We have time. You can finish your breakfast.”
“No. I’m done.” Manda didn’t think she could eat another bite with her stomach suddenly tied in knots as it was.
Richard sighed. “I shouldn’t have said anything until you were finished.” He gestured to get the waitress’s attention and then asked for a cup of tea and a cup of coffee to go.
They sipped their drinks from paper cups as they strolled through the morning sunshine a short time later. They walked in silence for several blocks. Richard didn’t seem particularly eager to bring up whatever it was he thought they needed to discuss and with each step Manda’s dread grew. She tried to tell herself she was being silly—just because he wanted to talk to her didn’t mean it was something bad—but she didn’t find herself particularly convincing. She didn’t realize that her fists were tightly clenched until Richard reached out and took her hand, forcing it open and twining his fingers through hers. Since their relationship had become public knowledge, he no longer hesitated to display his affection openly.
“It’s been nice spending the last seven months here with you, Manda,” Richard said, finally breaking the silence. “When we’re not touring I usually divide my time between the ranch with Sarah and Daniel and our apartment in New York, but I hate New York. I only go there when I have to. Being here has been a nice change. Living in the hotel for so long hasn’t been ideal, but it is close to you. Honestly, that’s the only reason we’ve stayed as long as we have—to be close to you.”
Manda felt as if the air had been sucked out of their immediate surroundings and she wanted to sit down, but she composed her face into a mask of calm and kept walking.
“We haven’t been able to get much work done, though,” Richard continued. “As much as we’ve enjoyed being so close, we’ve decided it’s time to move on. I just thought you should know.” He squeezed her hand as they walked but didn’t look at her.
Manda concentrated on keeping her feet moving and reminded herself to breathe. After he left, how often would she see him? Would she see him? Maybe he would invite her to come with him. Could she do that? Would he even ask? She reminded herself to breathe again. 
“When will you go?” she finally asked.
Richard squeezed her hand again and finally stopped walking. “We were planning on moving out of the hotel on Thursday, but if I can get this business wrapped up today we’ll probably check out on Tuesday morning.”
“So soon?” Manda whispered in dismay before biting her lip and looking away.
Richard sighed. “It all depends on how things go right now, so why don’t we go upstairs and get this taken care of, okay?” He gestured to the building beside which they had stopped. “We’re a little early but maybe we can go ahead and get it over with.”
Getting it over with was the last thing Manda wanted if it meant Richard would be leaving even sooner, but she let him shepherd her into the building with an arm around her waist. Their walk had taken them to an area of old warehouses and industrial buildings that had been converted into lofts and high-end office space. They entered through a plain steel door into a tiny, empty foyer with only a small elevator door and an intercom panel. Richard pushed the buzzer to announce their arrival. A man’s voice greeted him, inviting him to “come on up,” and the elevator door slid open.
Richard tugged on her hand, half pulling her into the small elevator. “Come on, sweetie. Don’t worry. Everything will work out. You’ll see.”
Manda tried on a confident smile but it didn’t fit well and Richard sighed again.
The elevator ride was short and when it stopped they exited through a door opposite the one they had entered. A man in a suit was waiting for them, but the space wasn’t an office as Manda had expected. Instead they were in an open and airy loft apartment. It was unfurnished and smelled of fresh paint and wood. Expansive windows opened onto a terrace that commanded a striking view of the mountains.
The man in the suit extended his hand toward Richard with a warm smile. “You’re a little early. Eager to get moved in?”
“Yes, as a matter of fact,” Richard answered, grinning broadly as he shook the man’s hand.
When the import of this exchange registered, Manda glared at Richard indignantly. “Richard Raines, that was just mean!” Tears of relief welled up in her eyes and she turned away quickly and stalked back to the elevator, mortified to be crying in front of a complete stranger.
“Will you excuse us for a minute, Wesley?” Richard said hastily over his shoulder as he followed Manda onto the elevator. Manda pushed the down button without waiting for Wesley’s reply. She stared straight ahead, not looking at Richard while she tried to compose herself.
“I’m sorry, Manda,” Richard apologized earnestly as soon as the door closed. “Please don’t cry. You’re right, that was a terrible thing to do and you have every right to be angry. I hope you can forgive me. I never meant to upset you.” He touched her shoulder tentatively.
Manda spun toward him, startling him when she flung her arms around him and hugged him fiercely. “I’m not angry. I’m just glad you’re not leaving!”
Richard wrapped his arms around her and exhaled in relief. “Manda Jensen, I’d sooner stop breathing than leave you. It was just time to find something more permanent. Did you seriously think I could just go like that?”
“Well, you’re just too good to be true. I always sort of half expect fate to correct its mistake at any moment and take you away,” Manda confessed.
“If fate made a mistake it was sending you to me, because I’m not even close to being good enough for you. I’ve done nothing but cause you trouble and make your life difficult.” His spoke lightly but his eyes belied his teasing tone. Manda saw real anxiety there.
“Richard, you are the best thing that’s ever happened to me,” she stated with every ounce of conviction she possessed. Then, to drive the point home, she kissed him fervently. 
“Now,” she continued breathlessly, “tell me about your new place?”
Richard briefly filled her in during the elevator ride back up...to the penthouse it turned out. He’d acquired the building and had the top two floors converted into a loft residence, while the next floor down was turned into a recording studio and rehearsal space. The remaining four floors had been remodeled into six loft-style apartments. Wesley was his real estate attorney and Richard just needed to sign a few papers and get the keys from him.
Manda strolled out onto the terrace, enjoying the view while Richard wrapped up his business. When Wesley had gone, Richard gave her the grand tour. One end of the top floor had been opened up to the floor below, creating a high-ceilinged living space on the main floor adjacent to the terrace. What was left of the upper floor was divided into four separate master suites. The main floor had a fifth bathroom and a spacious office, as well as the huge, undivided space that encompassed kitchen, dining, and living areas. The original hardwood flooring had been salvaged and refinished throughout and the perimeter walls were all the original exposed brick. Manda fell in love with it immediately.
The private elevator they’d come up in was actually the back door and that outside door would generally remain locked. Richard told her this as he slipped her a key and a slip of paper with an elevator access code...just in case she ever needed to get in. Another point of entry was the private four car garage that was connected directly to the penthouse loft by both stairs and another, larger private elevator. A third entrance was through the building’s main lobby and was monitored by around-the-clock security. Richard took her down to introduce her to the doorman on duty, and when they returned Josh and Mikey were buzzing the intercom, waiting to be let in via the back elevator.
Josh was as excited as a little boy with a new toy and insisted on completing Manda’s tour. He took her down to the studio and the rehearsal room. The recording studio was already fully functional and impressive, even if Manda couldn’t make heads or tails of most of the equipment there. The only thing in the rehearsal space, on the other hand, was a glossy black grand piano draped with a large drop cloth. It had been easier, Josh explained, to have it brought in before all of the interior walls had been erected and the new windows installed.
After this whirlwind tour of their new workspace, Josh dashed back up to the main floor, dragging Manda breathlessly behind him. When she rejoined Richard, Josh darted up the stairs to prowl through his new bedroom. She was amused by her friend’s enthusiasm. He’d been cooped up in that hotel for much too long and obviously couldn’t wait to move into their new home. She was afraid their timeline might be a little overly optimistic if they truly intended to check out of the hotel on Tuesday though. There wasn’t a stick of furniture in the place.
When Manda asked him about it, Richard put on his most charming smile and promptly talked her into spending the rest of the weekend shopping for furniture and other household basics. By Monday evening, much to Manda’s surprise, the essentials were in place and the loft was livable. While it was far from fully furnished and decorated, there were beds and dressers in Josh’s and Richard’s bedrooms, a comfortable sofa and coffee table, and a dining table and chairs. Kitchenware, bed linens, towels, and all of the other essentials for day-to-day living were in place. Even Manda’s house was in fine shape. 
Fulfilling his promise to help her with her household chores, Richard had arrived on Manda’s doorstep on Monday morning with a cleaning crew in tow. He’d driven her to work, leaving the hired-guns to do her spring cleaning for her. They were, he assured her, completely trustworthy, and Manda considered that high praise given both Richard’s tendency toward over-protectiveness and his understandable concern about privacy. She therefore put up only the most perfunctory resistance—her hands were still very tender, she rationalized to herself; it wasn’t that she was just glad to get out of housework.
Richard and Josh moved out of the hotel on Tuesday morning, right on schedule, and that evening they had an informal housewarming with Manda, Mikey, David, and Stacey. Richard had been in the office all afternoon and drove Manda over after work. She would have enjoyed the short walk to the loft, but the media had renewed their interest in her ever since her little fall. Now, however, their fascination was further fueled by speculation that she and Josh were having an illicit affair behind Richard’s back. Manda found rumors of this supposed love triangle ridiculous, and by mutual agreement, none of them would acknowledge them. Curt and Mikey both agreed that they would die down in their turn. In the meantime, however, Manda had to avoid the train again, and walking to and from the loft wasn’t an option either.
The loft began to come together as a comfortable home over the following weeks. Manda arrived one evening to find the water-colored photographs she’d given Richard for Christmas proudly displayed on a prominent wall. Richard informed her that he intended to decorate the entire space around them—with her help, he hoped. Manda was flattered but a little overwhelmed.
“I’m really not an interior designer or decorator. Are you sure you wouldn’t rather hire someone?”
“I’m sorry, Manda. I’ve been monopolizing all of your time, haven’t I? I shouldn’t have asked.” Richard was so apologetic that Manda couldn’t help but laugh.
“That’s not what I meant at all! I love helping you. I just don’t want to let you down. I don’t know the first thing about decorating.”
“You say that, but your home is beautiful,” Richard countered. 
“Well, I know what I like. That’s not the same thing,” Manda argued.
“But that’s perfect,” he insisted. “Josh and I both love your home, and you know us better than any interior designer would; so between the three of us we should be able to come up with something comfortable. We don’t want some cold showplace. We want something that feels like home. So, will you help us?”
With Richard’s assurance that it would be a team effort, Manda agreed. They spent a good deal of their free time for the next several weeks shopping for things for the loft. Of course the press picked up on this and a new flurry of rumors resulted. Stories of Josh and Manda were replaced with reports that Richard and Manda had been seen shopping for furniture together, and speculation that they were setting up housekeeping as a couple. Manda ignored these rumors just as she’d ignored the previous ones, though she did sometimes secretly fantasize about what it would be like if they were true. She tried to keep such daydreams to a minimum though. Better to keep herself firmly grounded in reality. It was safer.
To Manda’s delight, their efforts to create a comfortable and welcoming home paid off. Richard’s tastes were traditional, while Josh’s were more contemporary. The result was eclectic and relaxed. As their home grew more comfortable, Manda expected them to spend more of their time there and less at the Aronson offices. Mikey had moved out of the hotel at the same time that Josh and Richard had, moving into one of the apartments downstairs from the loft, so it was no longer as convenient for them to be in the office every day. They defied her expectations, however, and were there as much as ever. Without the excuse that they were staying just downstairs, Manda realized just how much they were around while she was at work and she worried that others might find their continual presence inappropriate or an annoyance. She broached the subject with David during one of the few times when they were alone.
“Tell me the truth, Davie. Does it bug you that Richard and Josh are around here all the time? Do they get in the way or distract you?”
David, who was sprawled on the sofa with a sketchpad, shrugged absently. “Naw. I’ve gotten used to it. Most of the time I don’t even notice they’re here anymore. They try pretty hard to stay out of the way. Besides, it’s convenient since we’re working on their stuff so much of the time.” He continued his sketching for a few minutes, then narrowed his eyes and sat up as if something had just occurred to him. “Unless you want me to be bothered,” he said, regarding Manda speculatively. “If it bothers you having them around so much, I don’t mind if you want to put the blame on me. I honestly don’t mind having them around, but if you want me to I can ask them to stay away because it’s interfering with my work.”
Manda grinned. David really was a good friend. “Thanks, but that’s not necessary. I enjoy having them around...and yes, especially Richard!” she added in response to David’s arched eyebrows. “Do you think Curt has a problem with it though?”
David looked at her as if she’d lost her mind. “You’re kidding, right? You seriously haven’t noticed how often our illustrious leader has been bringing clients by to ‘discuss’ projects with us lately?”
Now that Manda considered it, Curt had been stopping by with clients much more often in the last few months. Well, ‘much more often’ wasn’t very accurate, as Curt had never allowed clients into the creative area before. Manda had always gotten the impression that he disapproved of their unconventional environment and only tolerated it on Jen’s insistence.
“You’re right!” Manda acknowledged with a bemused smile. “He came by with that guy from WebStorm just yesterday!”
“I know,” David said with a laugh. “Since Richard and Josh have been hanging around he’s used any excuse to bring clients by to meet them. He’s been very subtle about it, except that he never, ever did it before they were here! I think it’s probably been pretty good for business, so I wouldn’t worry about the guys hanging around here if I were you. They aren’t bothering anyone and the prestige factor is pretty high.”
Relieved that she could continue to indulge in Richard’s company all day without fear of Curt’s disapproval, Manda’s outlook was optimistic…at least until the middle of April when she was forcibly reminded of her comment about Fate correcting its mistake.
 
* * * * * * *
 
Halfway through April, Emily and Andy and the kids were preparing to fly out for a vacation in Hawaii when Andy was called away on business unexpectedly. Rather than postpone the entire family’s departure until his return, they decided that Emily and the kids would fly out as planned and he would meet them after he concluded his business. The one glitch was that Emily refused to leave her car in the airport parking lot and had an almost pathological distrust of cab drivers. After seeing to Andy’s rushed departure, she phoned Manda a few hours before their flight was scheduled to leave and begged a ride. 
“You can just drop us off at the terminal. You don’t even have to get out of the car. Please? I tried to call you earlier but you didn’t answer and I can’t find anyone else to drive us.”
Manda agreed without complaint. It wasn’t very much of a favor considering all Emily had done for her. Richard had just dropped her off after dinner and a play downtown (which was why Emily hadn’t been able to reach her…she’d had her phone turned off during the play), so she was still dressed. She could pick up Emily and the kids, drop them off at the airport, and be in bed by midnight, no problem. 
Unfortunately, she ended up having to wait for Emily, who kept remembering last minute things she needed to do. Manda had to speed a little to get them to the airport on time. It had started snowing right after Emily called her and the roads were getting icy. Speeding in the increasingly slick conditions made her nervous and she was frazzled by the time she turned her car toward home. She was looking forward to cuddling up in her nice, warm bed for the night when she spotted a car pulled off on the shoulder of the road. Because of the blowing snow she didn’t see it until she was almost past it. A man was kneeling in a rapidly forming snow drift, attempting to change his rear tire in the darkness of the deserted road. She’d already passed him and was thinking about how miserable he must be out in the icy wind and wet snow when she realized that his biggest handicap was really the pitch blackness. She hadn’t seen any light aside from his taillights and headlights. She wouldn’t have seen him kneeling beside his car at all if her own headlights hadn’t briefly swept over him. If he just had some light the job would go much faster and he could get out of the cold sooner. 
Without thinking twice, Manda turned her car around and circled back to where the man struggled with his jack. She stopped behind his car, so that her headlights illuminated the area where he worked.
The man looked up from his task and shielded his eyes, trying to see who had stopped. When he realized Manda’s intent, he waved and mouthed the words “thank you” before continuing his work. As Manda watched him, however, she realized that he was struggling more than normal to accomplish his task. He must have lost the handle to his jack, she decided, because he was attempting to crank it up using a small screwdriver. 
Manda hadn’t intended to get out of her car. She’d only planned to give him the benefit of her headlights while she sat safe and secure with her engine running. At the rate he was going though, he would be at this for hours and the temperature was dropping. She had a perfectly good jack in the back of her car. If she lent it to him, he could be done quickly and they could both be on their way. Squaring her shoulders with this fresh resolve, Manda zipped up her coat, fished her can of pepper spray out of her purse, tucked it into her pocket, and opened her car door. 
“I have a jack you can borrow,” she called to the man. 
“That would be great! Thanks a million. A few cars have driven by and no one else stopped to help. I really appreciate it!” 
Manda hurried to the back of her car, eager to get the jack and get back into her warm vehicle. She’d just opened the cargo area of her SUV when a shape materialized out of the blowing snow at her side...a large, wolfish shape! Rigel!
“Richard!” she gasped softly. “You scared me! What are you doing here?”
A low growl rumbled in Richard’s chest as the stranded motorist rounded the corner of Manda’s car. The man stopped and took a step back, startled by the unexpected presence of the massive dog. Richard took a step toward the man and growled again, and the man beat a hasty retreat back to his own car. 
“Richard!” Manda hissed, shocked by Richard’s aggressive attitude. She quickly retrieved her jack from its compartment and took it to the now nervous man. Richard walked a step ahead of her, eyeing the man suspiciously as he timidly took the jack from Manda. 
“I’m very sorry,” Manda apologized with an angry look toward Richard. “He’s usually very well behaved.”
“No problem,” the man mumbled while continuing to watch Richard nervously.
Manda hurried back to the warmth of her car, allowing Richard to jump into the front passenger seat ahead of her. He left snowy footprints on the upholstery and she paused to brush them away before getting in.
“What are you doing here?” she demanded in a low voice. “And what’s with the attitude? Don’t you think that poor man is having a bad enough night without you growling at him? Was that really necessary?”
Richard narrowed his eyes and growled again. His ears were laid back aggressively and Manda suspected that she was finally going to see what one of his spectacular explosions of temper looked like. Her own anger flared and she glared back at him.
“We’ll discuss it when we get to my house,” she grated softly, and then sat in silence while they waited for the man to finish. The minutes seemed to stretch on for years—years of emotional turmoil on Manda’s part. She was distracted by her own thoughts when the man brought back her jack. His light tap on the window startled her and she jumped a little, prompting another deep growl from Richard.
“Stop that,” she growled back, though she should have saved her breath since Richard ignored her anyway. Manda rolled her window down just far enough for the man to pass the jack through. He handed it to her and thanked her quickly.
“Thanks again for stopping. Drive safely.” He was both very grateful and very nervous, and he turned and hurried back to his car—eager, Manda was sure, to put as much distance between himself and this lady’s huge, snarling dog as he could.
Without another word, Manda put the jack on the floorboard in front of Richard, rolled up the window, and drove home in silence. When she got home she parked in the garage and went straight into the house, leaving Richard/Rigel sitting in the front seat of her car. She sat down at the dining room table and waited.
Richard entered like a thunderstorm. He’d rushed when dressing and his shirt was still unbuttoned.
“What on earth were you thinking?” he demanded in a voice that was edging across the line toward a shout. “Do you have a death wish? That man could have done anything at all to you. Nobody would ever have seen you again! If you don’t care enough about yourself to be more careful, maybe you could at least stop and think about the people who do care what happens to you! I thought you had more sense than that.”
Manda let him rant on without responding. Her own anger was simmering steadily and she knew it wouldn’t be helpful if they both exploded. There was a bigger issue here than his disapproval or her carelessness.
Her calm silence eventually had a moderating effect on Richard. He sat down across the table from her and ran his fingers through his hair roughly. 
“I’ll be having nightmares for weeks after this,” Richard said, visibly shaken. “Promise you won’t ever do anything that stupid again, Manda.” 
Manda felt guilty about causing him to worry, but she refused to be distracted from the real issue at hand. She met his gaze steadily.
“Why were you following me?” she asked in a calm, level voice, completely ignoring his tirade.
Her question acted like ice water on Richard’s blazing anger. He grew as still and focused as she was. “I was worried about you. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”
“This wasn’t the first time, was it?” Her voice was still soft and measured. She doubted it was coincidence that he had been following her on the one night she did something that she grudgingly admitted had been a bit reckless. He must have been following her before, when he showed up in her backyard as Rigel. She’d be willing to bet that he’d been doing it ever since. The odds that these had been the only two times he’d done it were slim.
Richard exhaled heavily. “No.” That was all. He didn’t offer any explanations or excuses, just the one word.
“I don’t want you following me,” she stated flatly. 
Richard’s gaze never wavered. His only visible reaction was the tightening of his jaw. He didn’t say a word.
“I mean it, Richard. I promised to tell you when something was bothering me. Well, this bothers me...a lot. I can’t even begin to tell you how much. If it were anyone but you I’d probably call the police. You can’t follow me around like that. Promise me.”
“I can’t promise that. You’re too important to me and I won’t let anything happen to you.”
“What’s going to happen to me? You have to get past this obsessive overprotectiveness. I honestly don’t know what you’re so afraid of.” Manda was trying to be understanding but she had to put a stop to this now. He’d crossed a line.
“You mean besides you being murdered—and worse—by a man beside a dark stretch of road on a snowy night when you’re all alone and you stop without any regard for your own safety?”
“Richard! I’m serious,” she snapped, refusing to let this argument become about what she had or hadn’t done. It was much bigger than that.
“So am I, Manda! I’m sorry if it makes you uncomfortable, but you can’t ask me to stand aside and let something terrible happen to you.” Richard’s anger had been replaced with sharp intensity.
“So what does that mean? You’re planning on following me around for the rest of my life? Do you understand what an invasion that is? I won’t live like that. I can’t.”
“Of course not,” he countered. “I do understand, but please just let me keep you safe until…” He stopped in midsentence with a frustrated sound.
“Until what?” Manda pressed.
“I don’t know,” he admitted.
“Don’t you trust me?” she asked, almost pleading. She was terrified of the direction this conversation was starting to take.
Richard shook his head vehemently. “That’s not it at all!”
“Then promise me you won’t follow me like that anymore.”
“I don’t want to lie to you, Manda, so I won’t make that promise, because I can’t keep it...especially if you’re going to take foolish risks. You I trust, but there are dangerous people in the world, Manda, and I will protect you from them.”
For the next two hours they argued themselves to exhaustion. She reminded him that danger was a part of life that all normal people had to accept and she tried to make him understand how important it was to her that he stop following her. She tried to explain how it made her feel. He in turn argued that he wouldn’t let her tie his hands when it came to her safety, repeatedly declaring that he was only taking reasonable precautions, nothing more, and he wouldn’t promise her something that could bring her harm.
“Please?” she finally pleaded. She would bury her pride and beg if she had to because she needed him to see how important this was to her. She needed him to agree. He was backing her into a decision she didn’t want to make.
“I’m sorry, sweetie, but I can’t,” he replied, holding his ground almost apologetically. “It’s out of the question.”
Tears filled Manda’s eyes. He wouldn’t see reason and he wasn’t giving her any choice. He wouldn’t even consider her request. Within a matter of hours he’d forced her into something she never would have thought possible. She had trouble forming the words she knew she had to say. 
“Then I guess we’re done here,” she whispered in stunned disbelief. “I guess it really is goodbye this time.”
Richard leaned across the table and took her hand. “Manda, please…,” he began, but Manda gently pulled her hand away.
“I’m sorry. I love you but I can’t live like that. Please go.” She felt as if she’d just thrown herself off of a cliff.
Richard stood and looked at her for a long moment, as if trying to memorize her. “I suppose it’s for the best. I love you, too. Never doubt that.” He turned and left without another word.



 
 
Chapter 35
Mark was waiting to take Manda to work the next morning as usual. She accepted the ride. Breaking up with Richard wasn’t going to make the reporters magically disappear. If anything it would just make things worse for a while.
She was exhausted and miserable. She’d wanted nothing more than to pull the blankets over her head and stay in bed that morning, but she’d refused to give in to that urge. Instead she splashed cold water onto her red eyes, hid the evidence of her sleepless night as well as she could with makeup, and carried on.
She was a little late getting to work and David was there before her. She didn’t think she could bear talking about her breakup with Richard, so after the briefest of greetings she disappeared into her office and closed the door. Recognizing this as their standard do-not-disturb sign, David left her alone as much as possible. When he did need to ask a question or bring something to her attention he instant messaged her. It was understood that a closed door wasn’t a complete ban on entering, merely a request to knock first, but Manda seldom ever closed her door. The fact that she had, coupled with her demeanor when she’d come in, must have tipped David off that this was more than just the need to get some pressing project finished. He went out of his way all morning to respect her silent request for privacy, so she wasn’t expecting the knock on her door just before noon.
“Come in,” she called. Something important must have come up. Or maybe Curt had just stopped by with another client, hoping to catch Richard or Josh there. Manda’s heart twisted. Curt would just have to find a new way to entertain his clients.
It wasn’t David at the door though. It was Josh who answered her summons, and when he slipped into her office she caught a brief glimpse of Richard talking to David.
“Hey, M. I was wondering if you’d like to go to lunch—my treat?” His cheerful tone was at odds with his nervous fidgeting.
“No thanks. I’m not hungry and I’ve got work to do.” Both statements were true, but neither was the real reason she wouldn’t go and she could tell by his reaction that he knew it. But she couldn’t face company yet, and she certainly couldn’t face Richard. Not yet.
“Please, Manda?” Josh wheedled, but his sad puppy eyes didn’t work this time.
“Maybe another time,” she refused again. “I promise I’ll have lunch with you another day. Just you and I.”
“Okay. Another time then,” he agreed, sounding as if he’d just lost his best friend. He slipped back out her door as quickly as he’d come in. Manda waited until she heard the three men leave, then she buried her face in her arms and cried.
Part of her—a very big part—just wanted to cave in and go with them; forget the whole thing and go back to Richard. She knew she couldn’t do that though. As much as she might want to and as much as she loved him, she couldn’t compromise on this. She’d been horrified when she discovered that Richard had been practically stalking her. She believed that his motives had been good—otherwise she wouldn’t have given him another chance—but that didn’t make it any more acceptable. She felt as if her privacy had been invaded and she knew she had to draw a line. If she talked herself into accepting this now, she’d be miserable later. She’d start to resent it…and Richard. She wouldn’t be able to live with that. No, she had to stand firm now, no matter what it cost her. Even if it cost her Richard.
When Manda left work that evening, rain had replaced the snow of the morning and the previous night. Mark drove her home again. He was waiting for her in the lobby, ready to see her safely past any photographers that might be waiting outside. She accepted the ride without comment and spoke only to offer a quiet thank you when he walked her to her front porch beneath a large umbrella.
It rained all that night and was still drizzling and overcast in the morning. Manda didn’t mind. It suited her mood. The drenching rain had washed away all traces of the snow. The moisture would be good for the foliage, she noted absently. The lilacs would be blooming soon. She’d planned on taking some of the fragrant blooms to the loft. She wouldn’t be doing that now. She felt the telltale stinging at the back of her eyes and quickly slammed the door on that line of thought. Self-pity wouldn’t do her any good at all, she scolded herself, and turned to the task of getting dressed for work.
Josh showed up at midday again, inviting her to lunch once more. She hesitated at first, wondering if Richard was going as well. 
“Just me and you,” he assured her, noticing her indecision. “Please? Whatever happens between you and my brother, we’re still friends, aren’t we?”
Manda relented. “Of course we’re still friends and yes I’ll go to lunch with you, but can we go someplace quiet?”
They ended up in the hotel restaurant downstairs, in a secluded back corner where they had some privacy. At first Josh chatted about trivialities that didn’t require much participation on Manda’s part, but after their food arrived he became serious.
“How are you doing? Are you okay?”
“Oh, I’ll get by,” she answered, forcing her lips into something akin to a smile.
“You’re about as convincing as Richard,” Josh sighed. Manda looked down at her plate when he mentioned Richard, not really seeing the food that sat untouched in front of her.
“What happened, M? My big brother is a miserable wreck.”
“He didn’t tell you?” she asked, a little surprised.
“All he said was that you didn’t want to see him anymore,” Josh answered evasively.
“You know, for someone who’s so good at keeping a secret, you’re an awful liar.”
“That’s because I don’t like lying to the people I love.”
“Thank you, Josh. That means a lot. Now, what did he really say?”
Josh sighed. “He said you were a smart woman and you’d finally realized how stupid it was to be involved with him.”
”And?” Manda prompted.
“And that it was for the best and he was glad,” Josh continued reluctantly. 
Manda’s breath caught and she looked down again. 
Josh rushed on. “He’s a terrible liar too, M. He’s really hurting. What happened? Why don’t you want to see him anymore?”
Manda told Josh about her late-night trip to the airport and the man with the flat tire. When she got to the part about stopping to help him, Josh interrupted her. His scolding wasn’t as heated as Richard’s had been, but nor did he pull his punches. 
“For goodness sake, try to use some sense!” he concluded, shaking his head in disgust.
“Okay! Okay! I already got this lecture from Richard. I admit it was stupid, but that’s not the point.”
She gave him a quick overview of her conversation with Richard and her feelings about being followed.
“I can’t live like that,” she concluded. “Doesn’t he trust me?”
“Of course he trusts you. He just wants to protect you.”
“Is he this obsessively overprotective of everyone, or is it just me?”
“Go easy on him,” Josh pleaded. “He worries about you because he loves you. If anything ever happened to you because of your relationship with him, it would kill him.”
“What does he imagine is going to happen?”
Josh looked down at his cup. “Who knows? Fame attracts all kinds of crazy people.”
“But he loves you and you’re as famous as he is,” she argued. “He doesn’t treat you like that.”
“He is a little overprotective of me too, just in different ways. I admit that he’s worse with you, but he’s almost lost you once.” He indicated the scar on her arm where the mountain lion’s claws had left their mark. “I think that scared him more than he likes to admit. Besides, I’m a little more durable than you are, aren’t I? We all worry about you.”
“We all?” Manda groaned. “Because I’m not a…because I’m not as resilient as you guys are? Well, I’m sorry I don’t measure up, but there’s one obvious solution, isn’t there?” she said in a sarcastic tone she immediately regretted.
Josh answered her seriously though. “I have thought about that, but that’s between you and Richard. Changing someone is considered a life-long commitment, like marriage. In a very real way you become a part of each other. It’s not something to be taken lightly. Look, if he takes the protectiveness thing too far, let him know. Push back. But don’t hold it against him. Okay?”
“I tried that,” Manda said sadly. “It was like pushing back against a mountain. He wouldn’t budge. He didn’t leave me any choice.” Remembering the loft key that Richard had given her, Manda retrieved it from her purse and slid it across the table toward Josh. “You should take this back.”
Josh looked down at the key unhappily, as if it symbolized the end of something wonderful—and Manda supposed it did. He made no move to take it.
“You should keep that,” he urged. “See what happens.”
Manda could feel tears coming again. Richard’s refusal to agree to her request had been absolute—without any doubt or hesitation. He hadn’t given any indication that he might change his mind. She’d hoped—prayed—that he’d reconsider when she played her final card, but he hadn’t wavered. He’d forced her hand and then walked away. No. She couldn’t cling to false hope.
“Thank you for lunch,” she said, pushing away the food she hadn’t even tasted. “I have to go.” She left hastily, not even acknowledging Josh’s plea to wait. She made it as far as the elevator before the tears overcame her control, and there was no hiding them from David as she rushed past him to the privacy of her office.
He knocked on her door once. “Do you want to talk?” he called softly through the door.
“Maybe later,” Manda managed to answer.
“Well, I’m here if you need me,” he called back and then he left her alone for the rest of the day.
The following weekend was particularly hard for Manda to endure. She and Richard had made plans that would have kept them busy all weekend, but now she was at loose ends. Emily and her family were in Hawaii and David and Stacey had plans with their other friends, including Josh. Manda tried to fill as much time as she could with household chores, but the crew Richard had brought in to do her spring cleaning several weeks earlier had been extremely thorough and she ran out of things to do shortly after lunchtime on Saturday.  
On Sunday she tried to read but couldn’t focus on her book. After an hour and a half spent rereading the same page over and over, she gave up and prowled her house and yard, looking for anything she could find to occupy herself. By the time Monday morning dawned, she was relieved to go back to work. She felt as if all of the color had drained out of the world, leaving only a gray shadow, but at least at work there was plenty to keep her distracted.
As she’d done when Richard had left many months before, Manda threw herself into her work, trying not to give herself time to think about her personal life. Josh asked her to lunch several times during the week but she turned him down. She couldn’t avoid thinking about Richard when she was with Josh.
Manda was reconsidering her commute for the same reason. Accepting rides from Richard’s driver tied her to him more than she could endure. She’d still have to find a way to work with him, since there was still much work to do for the foundation, but the sooner she could dissolve any personal ties to him and put their relationship back on a purely professional footing, the better. She would never be able to be “just friends” with Richard. She loved him too much and the temptation to simply fall back into the same relationship would be too great.
The only thing Manda was certain of was that she was very confused. It was all too complicated. She didn’t know how things would work out in the end. For now she just needed a little time to figure things out and put some emotional distance between Richard and herself. She left work on Friday resolved to do just that.
She found Mark waiting for her in his usual place in the lobby. When he saw her step off of the elevator, he stood expectantly. Manda sighed to herself. She hadn’t spoken to Mark much since her breakup with Richard—she hadn’t spoken to anyone much—but she’d talked to him often before and she liked him. After the breakup, Richard would have sole custody of his driver, she thought with a bit of gallows humor. Then she wondered which of her other new friends she would lose. Josh? Sarah and Daniel? That tiny bit of dark humor evaporated.
As was his habit, Mark stepped out slightly ahead of her, ready to open doors for her and run interference if necessary.
“Wait!” she said, calling him back. He turned toward her with a quizzical look. “I need to talk to you.”
“Oh. What about? We can talk in the car if you’d like.” He edged toward the exit.
“That’s what I need to talk to you about. I want to thank you for driving me around lately. I’ve enjoyed getting to know you. I won’t need the rides anymore though, so you won’t have to endure rush hour traffic twice a day on my account.” He didn’t smile at her pathetic attempt at humor and she fidgeted uncomfortably.
He just nodded, as if he’d been expecting this. “I understand. Richard won’t like it, but I suppose that’s not your problem. Come on. I’ll drive you home one last time.”
“Thanks, but I’ll just take the train,” Manda said. “I think it would be better.” She had broken up with Richard and so it was no longer right for her to rely on his help...even through Mark. Now that she’d made that decision she would abide by it.
“But I’m already here,” Mark pressed. “It seems pointless not to just take you home now.”
Manda saw her train a few blocks away, approaching the station across the street, and she drifted toward the door.
“Here comes my train now, so there’s really no need for you to bother. Thanks though.” She made a break for the exit. Media attention had slackened again lately, but sometimes there were still a few photographers around, and if the car was parked in its usual spot it would act as a decoy for any paparazzi that were waiting. If she darted out the other door, she would have a clear shot to the train. She heard Mark call after her but she wasn’t going to let him change her mind so she just waved and kept going.
She made it to the train without incident and found a seat at the end of the car, next to the window. She sat staring out as the train filled up around her. Lost in her own world, she stared past the buildings and streets that flashed by beyond the window as the train sped north through the city and into the suburbs. At the first stop, there was a bit of commotion on the platform but Manda was only vaguely aware of it. It wasn’t enough to engage her attention. Instead she idly watched a sparrow as it busily worked to build its nest beneath the overhang of the platform shelter. The woman seated beside Manda got off at the next station and was replaced by a man who had been standing in the aisle of the crowded train. He was larger than the petite woman and Manda edged closer to the window to give him more room before losing herself in unhappy thought again.
Manda wasn’t sure when the excited buzzing started. She didn’t notice it at first. It wasn’t until the low murmuring had overtaken half of the train that she became aware of it. She glanced around once to see what was causing the excitement, but she couldn’t see beyond the men standing in the aisle and on the exit stairs nearby and she really wasn’t that interested anyway. She looked back out the window, tuning out the minor disturbance.
When the low murmuring turned into excited whispering, Manda began to take notice again, and when the scuffling of feet finally drew her attention fully, she looked around and discovered Richard standing in the aisle beside her seat.
Her eyes widened in shock and her heart skipped a beat. “What are you doing here?”
The man sitting beside Manda glanced between her and Richard and then shoved the magazine he’d been reading into his bag and stood up. 
“Here. You can have my spot,” he offered, stepping into the aisle.
“Thank you. That’s very kind of you,” Richard said, taking the offered seat. He sat closer to Manda than the stranger had. She could feel the warmth of his leg as it pressed against hers. She waited for the persuasive words she knew were coming. He was going to try and convince her to accept what she just couldn’t. She squared her shoulders, steeling herself to resist—but this time Manda was wrong.
Richard reached over and clasped her hand in his. He did it hesitantly, as if he wasn’t sure she would allow it. Then, with two words, he changed everything and color flooded back into the world.
“I promise.”



 
 
Chapter 36
Richard leaned on the terrace wall and gazed off at the mountains to the west. He’d been pacing restlessly for the last hour and he was trying to get a handle on his nerves. Josh had just headed up to shower and change, so he still had some time to pull himself together before they left for the game.
Mikey and Mark would be picking Manda up a little later and they would all meet up at the baseball stadium. Richard could see part of its brick façade from where he stood. Rain would be singing the national anthem at tonight’s Fourth of July game, and Mikey would keep Manda company until Richard and Josh could join them. Then, after the game and the following fireworks, Richard had something special planned for Manda.
Manda was the best thing that had ever happened to him and he thanked God for her every day. He hoped they would have a future together, though there had been times when he’d been sure they wouldn’t. Last spring his own fear and stubbornness had almost cost him everything.
When she’d found out he was following her, she’d asked him for the one thing he hadn’t been prepared to agree to and so she’d said goodbye. Looking back, he admired her strength and the way she’d stood up for herself. Sarah had helped him appreciate that.
After a week without Manda he’d been a mess. He’d continued to follow her, determined to keep her safe even if she wouldn’t see him anymore. Sarah had called him one night when Josh had been keeping an eye on Manda. His mother had been concerned and they’d ended up talking all night. She’d surprised him by defending Manda’s position, and had pressed him to really look at the situation from her point of view.
“You’re lucky she didn’t leave you beside the road in the snow! If it had been me, I would have run away screaming and gotten a restraining order. Instead, she talked to you about it and gave you a chance to stop. She told you how she felt and asked you to respect that. That tells me that she must trust you very much. She knew you weren’t just some lunatic. She also must really love you. It must have broken her heart when you wouldn’t even consider what she wanted…what she needed, really. I know you have good reason to worry, but I guess what you have to ask yourself is what’s more important to you—your peace of mind or Manda?”
That had put everything in perspective for him. Sarah and Josh both argued that he should just tell Manda everything so that she’d understand, but he hadn’t been willing to put that burden on her yet. She’d be happier not knowing. He would rather sacrifice his own peace to protect hers. 
He’d waited for her in the backseat of the Mercedes the next day after work. When Mark brought her to the car, Richard would beg for her forgiveness and make her the promise she wanted. When Mark instead returned to the car alone, Richard had raced to catch Manda, dodging through the closing door just before the train pulled away, but Manda hadn’t been on that car.
At the next station, he checked the second and third cars with no luck. The black bird over-head hadn’t been helpful at all and Richard barely made it onto the fourth car before it pulled away. She hadn’t been on that one either and he’d had to force his way through a crowd of college girls at the next station in order to squeeze into the last car before the train pulled away. He’d finally found Manda at the far end of that car and made her the promise she’d asked for. They’d gotten off the train at the next stop, where Mark was waiting for them. In the car on the way to her house, he’d been free to tell her what he couldn’t on the crowded train.
“I’m sorry, Manda. Please forgive me. I do trust you. That’s not it. I worry about you, but I understand how I made you feel and I promise I won’t follow you anymore. In return, please just promise me that you won’t do foolish things that put you in harm’s way. Will you at least do that? Please? I love you, you know.”
Manda had looked so beautiful then, with all of her love shining in her eyes.
“I love you too,” she whispered, “and I promise.”
She’d then shrewdly extracted another promise from him—that he wouldn’t let Josh follow her either. Without hesitation he’d made that promise as well, and then prayed for her safety every time she was away from him after that.
Richard had realized that day on the train that he would give anything to spend the rest of his life with Manda. The only thing standing in the way now was the secret he’d been keeping from her. He’d sacrificed a great deal to keep it while still keeping her safe, but he was going to have to tell her everything if he was going to ask her for a lifelong commitment. He had no idea how she would react. Richard felt his anxiety returning and he consciously turned his thoughts to other things.
After almost a year of planning and effort, the Raines Foundation was a reality. Just the night before, their kick-off fundraising event had been a huge success. Jen had suggested a high-profile event for their big launch and Manda’s creativity had, as usual, served them very well. He remembered the exact moment the idea had come to her. 
She, Richard, Josh, and Mikey had been having a cookout on the terrace at the loft. Manda had tuned the radio to a local station that was playing ‘80s hits and she was singing along to herself as she set the table. Josh had joined in first, and then Richard. Losing himself in the enjoyment of the moment, he’d begun to sing lyrics to the popular song that differed from the version on the radio. Manda and Josh had stopped singing and listened until Richard realized he was performing solo and looked around quizzically.
“Those aren’t the words,” Manda laughed, “but I like your version better.”
“But those are supposed to be the words,” Richard countered with a mischievous grin before turning back to check the steaks on the grill.
“He would know,” Josh explained. Richard could hear the amusement in his voice. “He wrote it.”
“You wrote that?” Manda exclaimed in delight, slipping up behind him and sliding her arms around his waist.
Richard closed the grill and turned into her embrace, pulling her closer. The awe and pride in her eyes when she looked up at him filled him with pleasure.
“Yes, I wrote that.” He lowered his head and stole a quick kiss. “Do you like it?”
“Yes. Very much. What other songs have you written that I would know? I mean, besides Rain’s songs.”
Josh answered for him, rapidly naming off a long list of songs that he’d written between the late seventies and the present. Richard watched Manda’s expression turn to amazement as the list lengthened. Josh was just naming the songs that had charted in the top forty. He’d written many more, though they were all under a variety of different pseudonyms.
As Richard held Manda and watched her reaction, a shiver caused her to tremble in his arms and she gasped.
“That’s it! That’s your fundraiser!” She quickly explained her brainstorm to the three men and the idea she’d had at that moment eventually culminated in last night’s concert at Red Rocks.
Manda’s idea had been simple but brilliant, and from concept to execution she’d had fun with it. The result had been a concert of ‘80s hits featuring Rain performing with the original artists. They’d called it ‘80s Class Reunion and Richard had used his influence and called in favors to secure the participation of some very big names. There had been a great deal of buzz and Manda’s promotional materials had driven the anticipation even higher. The concert had sold out within hours and donors had clamored to be included in the pre-concert reception, where they would meet stars from past and present. As a gift for those who attended the donor event, Manda created a book with pictures and profiles of all of the performers, as well as information about the foundation, all themed as a high school yearbook. Jen had even convinced a national yearbook printing company to donate the books. 
The reception had taken the form of a yearbook signing, where attendees were able to have their books signed by the performers. As a companion piece to the concert and yearbooks, Rain and a number of the other performers had recorded an album of songs from the concert, all of the proceeds of which would benefit the foundation. That had been Manda’s idea as well. Thanks in a large part to her, their foundation would be able to help a good many people.
Richard pulled the small box out of his pocket and opened it. He tried to imagine how the ring it held would look on Manda’s slender finger.
“So, tonight’s the big night,” Josh said. Richard hadn’t heard him come downstairs. His thoughts had been on Manda...and, he admitted, Josh had gotten much better at moving soundlessly. When Richard started taking assignments again, he’d have to start thinking about letting Josh come with him. That would have to wait until he knew Manda was safe though. She was his first priority.
“Are you excited?” Josh continued when Richard didn’t respond.
“I’m scared to death,” Richard admitted. He snapped the ring box closed and tucked it safely back into his pocket.
Josh put an encouraging hand on his shoulder. “You shouldn’t be. She loves you. She’s gonna say yes.”
“I’m not so sure,” Richard worried out loud. “I mean, I know she loves me. I can’t believe my luck sometimes, but I know she does or she wouldn’t have put up with me as long as she has. I’m just not so sure she’ll say yes after I tell her everything. She might just run away from me as far and fast as she can.”
“You’re not giving her enough credit,” Josh disagreed. “She doesn’t scare easily, and she’s stubborn enough that she’s not going to let something like that stand in the way of what she wants...which is you.”
“I still can’t help but think she might be better off if she did run away,” Richard sighed.
“Well, she won’t, so you’d better start deciding where you want to spend your honeymoon.” Josh shoved him playfully. “Now, let’s go. They can’t start the game without us.”
The local baseball franchise sent a car for them and they arrived at the stadium well before the game for the usual walk-through and meet-and-greet. Richard had been through it all before and was impatient for it to be over so he could join Manda in their seats behind home plate. She’d decided to wait for them there rather than endure the pre-game hoopla to which he and Josh would be subjected. He wouldn’t have agreed to it himself if it weren’t for the publicity it would bring to the foundation. They had started the foundation because it was important to them—it was something they believed in very strongly—so he shook hands and made conversation with good grace and a friendly smile. Then he stood on the field with Josh, wearing a team cap and jersey, and sang the Star Spangled Banner. The entire time he was singing, however, his attention was on Manda.
She smiled at Richard from the VIP section, where she sat with Mikey. She was wearing jeans and a t-shirt blazoned with the home team’s logo and her hair was pulled into a loose ponytail that emerged from the back of her baseball cap. She looked lovely and he wanted to be there by her side.
As soon as they completed their singing duties and fulfilled their obligations for the evening, Richard waved to the crowd and led the way off of the field. When he finally took his seat beside Manda, the nervousness and worry that had plagued him for days vanished. Under the bright sunshine, with Manda laughing exuberantly beside him and an engagement ring in his pocket, Josh’s optimism seemed reasonable. Tonight would be difficult, but he was finally beginning to believe that it would end well—with Manda wearing his ring. Things would be easier, he admitted, when she finally knew everything.
Neither Richard nor Manda paid much attention to the game. She had her camera out and kept snapping pictures—often of him—and he mostly just watched her. Occasionally something would intrude upon their private world, often in the form of the crowd in the adjacent section. Children and a few adults would gather near the divider that surrounded the VIP section, wanting to see Richard and Josh and hoping for an autograph. Richard would wave occasionally, but he left the autograph signing to his brother. Being in such a large crowd made him particularly nervous about Manda’s safety and he scanned the sky repeatedly, looking for the black bird he knew would be nearby.
The steady roar of the crowd made conversation difficult. With his enhanced hearing he was usually able to hear Manda without too much difficulty, but he had to lean close and speak near her ear to make himself heard without yelling. Rather than being an inconvenience, however, Richard considered it a bonus. It gave them a very good excuse to sit intimately close, and the smell of her skin and hair was intoxicating. 
During the seventh inning something caught Manda’s attention. She repeatedly looked past him and frowned, but when he turned to see what displeased her, all he saw was Josh signing autographs again. 
“What’s wrong?” he asked, turning back to speak close to her ear.  
“See that little girl over there?” She pointed toward the crowd swarming around Josh. “The one on the left in the back? She’s wearing a pink shirt and shorts, just behind the boy in the purple cap.”
Richard spotted the girl and nodded. She was watching Josh from the back of the crowd and looked ready to cry. She clutched a piece of paper and a pen to her chest, but she was much too far away to get Josh’s attention and ask for an autograph.
“She’s been trying to get close to Josh for a while,” Manda explained, “but she seems kinda shy. Everyone just keeps crowding in front of her and pushing her back. She’s been trying to get his autograph every time he’s been over there since the second inning.” The little girl’s plight was obviously bothering Manda.
“Go talk to her,” Manda urged him. “Please? For me?”
Richard hesitated. He hated to disappoint Manda, but he wasn’t comfortable leaving her alone.
“Please?” she asked again.
“Okay,” Richard agreed, “but you have to come with me.”
Richard led Manda up the center aisle of their section and turned down the empty last row. When they reached the section divider, adjacent to an open area at the back of the next section, he looked around for a way to get the girl’s attention without attracting everyone else’s. He spotted an usher a few rows away and motioned him over. He quickly explained what he wanted and the usher returned shortly with the little girl and a group of others that had been farthest from Josh.
The little girl still clutched the pen and paper to her chest but was too shy to speak to him, though excitement shone in her eyes. Richard smiled at her and spoke to the people around her to give her time to work up her courage. He had to practically yell in order to make himself heard. He’d been talking to the small group for several minutes when he sensed Manda move away from him. He turned immediately to see where she’d gone and was relieved to see that she’d just stepped back a little to let Josh squeeze past her in the limited space between the rows of seats.
“Hey guys,” the younger man greeted the small crowd gathered on the other side of the short wall. “What’s up?”
Several of the children near the front extended various things toward him to be autographed. He grinned good naturedly and signed a few, then knelt down in front of the girl Manda had singled out. Richard should have known that Josh had noticed her. Watching over Manda had honed his powers of observation. Richard was impressed.
“I saw you waiting patiently and politely for me earlier so I thought I’d just come over here and say hi.” Josh extended his hand toward the girl and waited until she timidly reached out and shook it. “My name is Josh. What’s yours?”
The girl answered Josh a little more confidently and Richard chuckled. His little brother was a charmer. The girl couldn’t be more than eight or nine but she was already staring at him adoringly, just the way most women did. Richard was just thankful that Manda wasn’t in that group, as he’d once thought. At one point he’d been thoroughly convinced that she and Josh would end up together—happily ever after. Now he was finally letting himself hope that the happily ever after with Manda would be his. There was still a huge hurdle in the way, but…
Josh nudged him to get his attention. “This is my big brother, Richard,” he told the little girl, as if she didn’t already know that. “Richard, this is Kayley.” 
Richard glanced back to check on Manda before kneeling down and shaking Kayley’s hand. “I’m very pleased to meet you, Kayley.” Richard pointed at the paper and pen she still had in her hand. “Whatcha got there?”
“I wanted you to sign this for me,” she explained, thrusting a green pen and an empty envelope toward him eagerly.
“Oh, I think we can do better than that,” he said, wanting to do something special for her. She reminded him of Manda. He took off his baseball cap and borrowed the marker someone had given Josh. He signed his name on the bill of the hat and handed it to his brother, who did likewise before giving it to Kayley. The girl bounced up and down happily.
“Thank you very much,” she squeaked, remembering her manners. 
Josh sidled back down the row toward Manda. “I’m gonna go watch the game for a while. Come keep me company, M. Leave Richard here with his new girlfriend.”
The crowd reacted loudly to something that had happened on the field and Richard couldn’t hear Manda’s reply. He leaned closer to Kayley so that he could hear her over the cheering.
“I have a little brother, too,” she informed him solemnly. “His name is Tyler. He’s five.”
“Little brothers are a lot of fun,” Richard confided with a grin. “I really like mine.”
“Yeah, I guess,” she agreed doubtfully. She leaned toward him, as if to tell him a secret. “You’re girlfriend is pretty. I’ve seen her on T.V.”
“I think she’s very pretty too,” Richard agreed, “and she really doesn’t like to be on T.V.” He looked back to see if Manda had overheard this. It would embarrass her and she was adorable when she blushed. She’d left with Josh though. A stout couple sitting in the row behind their seats blocked his view of Manda, but he could see Josh. His brother was leaning toward her, talking and laughing. Richard smiled and turned back to Kayley and the other autograph seekers. Another girl, a few years older than Kayley, had worked her way to the front of the group. He signed an autograph for her and then started to edge away. Time to get back to Manda. Tonight was a special night, after all. The older girl drew his attention again with her question though.
“Are you going to marry your girlfriend?”
“Do you think I should?” he asked the two girls. He tried not to grin like an idiot.
“Yes! You have to!” the older girl declared. “She’s so nice!” Kayley nodded her agreement.
Richard pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Do you think she’d say yes?” Their earnest advice was especially amusing considering the small box he had in his pocket.
“Yes!” the girls answered in unison.
“Well, maybe I might just do that then,” he said with a smile. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll go find her. Thank you for the advice.” He stood back up but had to duck quickly when a large black bird darted past his head.
Richard’s eyes widened in alarm and he looked toward the front row and froze. Josh was talking to Mikey, who was sitting in Manda’s seat, but Manda was nowhere in sight. Vaulting over several rows of empty seats, Richard rushed back to the front with dread constricting his heart. 
“Where’s Manda?” he demanded with a sick feeling forming in the pit of his stomach. “I thought she was with you.”
Josh’s eyes widened and he looked around wildly. “I left her with you! That’s the last time I saw her. Kastl must be watching her though.”
“No. He just tried to take my head off back…,” Richard began before a woman’s call for help stopped him in midsentence. Without hesitation, he and Josh both sprinted for the exit, toward the woman’s voice. They’d only gone a few steps when the piercing blast of a police whistle followed the call and Richard’s blood went cold. That could only mean one thing. Manda!



 
 
Chapter 37
Manda pushed against the tile with her heels and slid across the bathroom floor on her back. Her blood made the tile slick and her feet slipped, but she struggled to reach the door. The girl watched her with contempt, knowing she could finish her off in an instant. Manda’s arms were clutched across her abdomen tightly, but she didn’t look down. She didn’t want to see what her hands felt. The girl’s claws had torn into her body deeply. The left side of her face burned where the razor sharp claws had laid it open from cheekbone to jaw. Her right arm was weak from the severed muscles of her bicep and she’d seen her exposed collar bone where the flesh had been torn away from her shoulder and chest.  The slash across her stomach was the worst though. She held her arms tightly around herself.
She had once seen a deer that had been disemboweled by some large predator. She’d been twelve, out hiking with her father, when they’d come across the fresh kill. Her father had quickly whisked her away from the grisly scene, explaining to her that it would be safer to leave the area if a large predator was hunting nearby. She’d been fascinated at the time, but later she’d let her very vivid imagination conjure the last few terrified moments of the deer’s life and she’d had nightmares for weeks. This felt very much like what she’d imagined the deer had experienced, but much more vivid, and she was afraid to look down—both afraid of what she would see and afraid to look away from her attacker.
The small, brown sparrow that had flitted in the bathroom door when she entered had startled Manda, but her surprise had quickly turned to horror when the bird had transformed into a young woman with the claws of a large cat and attacked. One blow had raked across Manda’s face before her mind could register the threat. The impact of the second blow across her shoulder and chest had sent her crashing into the tiled wall. Searing pain crumpled her to the floor in a breathless heap. Before she could recover, the girl had picked her up by her hair with one hand and sliced across her abdomen with razor claws. Then she threw Manda to the floor with a harsh laugh.
I’m going to die here, Manda thought desperately. She knew she had to get out of the bathroom. No one would hear her scream from in here. The roar of the crowd had been deafening in the stadium, but as soon as the door to the ladies room had closed behind her, the noise had disappeared. She doubted even Richard or Josh would be able to hear her. She struggled to reach the door, but she didn’t think she was going to make it. The girl was advancing on her with deliberate malice—toying with Manda. A wicked grin contorted her face and her eyes shone with almost rabid excitement. She leaned over Manda, raising a powerfully clawed paw threateningly, and then froze. 
As quickly as she had changed from bird to girl, she turned back to bird again, perching on the top of the stall nearest the door. When the door opened, the sparrow flitted out, startling the woman who was entering the bathroom. The woman tittered nervously—a sound that cut off sharply when she saw Manda. The woman’s cry of alarm echoed off of the tile in the enclosed space. She turned, holding open the bathroom door, and frantically called for help. Then she pulled a small silver whistle from her pocket and blew several sharp blasts. 
“Help me,” Manda tried to plead, but she was unable to gather the force necessary and only managed a choked whisper. The woman knelt beside her, keeping the bathroom door open with her body. Within seconds Manda heard running feet and twisted her head around to see Richard and Josh racing into view, followed by half a dozen others that Manda didn’t know. The woman retreated into the corridor, making room for Richard and Josh. Richard reached Manda first and dropped to the floor by her side. His face was contorted with shock and horror.
“No, Manda, no! Oh, please, no!” His hands hovered over her as he assessed her injuries. Josh knelt on the floor beside Richard. His face was white and terrified. “Give me your shirt,” Richard ordered him, taking his own shirt off as he spoke. He wadded the jersey up and pressed it to her chest and shoulder. Josh’s shirt he folded and pressed over her abdomen, moving each of her arms carefully as he did so. “Hold this here, Josh,” he instructed, returning his own hands to her shoulder. Manda watched as the blood soaked through the shirts immediately.
“She’s bleeding too much, Richard. What do we do?” Josh asked desperately.
“I don’t know. She’s lost so much blood already.” Richard’s words were frantic and anguished. “Please, hold on Manda. I’m here. Hold on.”
“It hurts,” Manda whimpered. Richard’s face swam before her. “It was a bird, but not really. She was someone like you and Josh…and Sarah and Daniel.” They needed to know that it had been another shapeshifter that had attacked her, but she had to be careful what she said with so many others around. Her words had been broken and barely audible, but Josh nodded his understanding.
Richard stroked her hair desperately. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I’m so sorry! Please, hold on baby. Just hold on. I’ll make it better. I promise.”
“Richard, think about this. There are people watching. You can’t do this in front of everyone,” Joshua warned under his breath.
“It doesn’t matter. There’s no time. She’ll die if I don’t do it now.”
Josh nodded grimly. The exchange didn’t register in Manda’s mind for a few moments. It was just meaningless noise. She was just glad Richard was there. He would take care of her, just like he always did. Then she remembered Richard’s explanation of how someone could be transformed by the blood of a shapeshifter who was in non-human form, and understanding exploded in her mind. Richard wanted to change her, but there were witnesses nearby. Manda focused past Richard and Josh and saw Mikey and a man with an unbuttoned shirt crowding through the door. Barring their way, two uniformed officers were taking up positions in front of the doorway. One was talking to a man in a suit who made him let Mikey and the other man through. The second officer was holding off the crowd of onlookers—the crowd of witnesses. At the opposite end of the bathroom, where a second door allowed access to the room, several uniformed guards were making sure no one came in from that direction. Several other uniformed men had stationed themselves at various locations inside the bathroom, while yet another man in a suite checked the stalls.
“No!” Manda protested desperately. “No! You can’t...” but her words were cut off by a choking cough as a torrent of warm blood filled her throat, suffocating her. Richard lifted her head and shoulders, sliding under her. She managed to cough up the blood and suck in a painful breath. Mikey and the other man were kneeling beside her as well now. 
“Get them out of here,” the man in the unbuttoned shirt barked at Mikey, “before they do something stupid.” He quickly and calmly assessed her injuries as he spoke.
“I’m staying with her,” Richard growled, tipping her forward to help her clear her airways further. Pain lanced through her midsection and she gasped, but she was able to breathe more easily. 
“No, you’re not! You’re leaving. Now!” the man growled back. He held her blood-drenched wrist in his fingers, checking her pulse. 
“Like hell!” Richard snarled. He leaned forward toward the man and his glaring eyes glowed golden yellow. His pupils were vertical slits. The other man glared back.
“This is my job. Let me do it. You’re losing it, Richard. Get out of here now!”
Manda moaned weakly, pain and fear causing her body to shake violently. Josh, his hands still pressing the blood-soaked shirt to her abdomen, leaned closer to her and whispered. “It’s okay, Manda. Kastl is a friend. He’s here to help.”
“That’s right,” the man barked again, “so let me. Mikey, get them out of here!” He glared toward the corridor then, and barked a command to a woman who was standing alertly just beyond the line of police. “Tell them to hurry up. We don’t have much time.” The woman nodded and raised her hand to her ear as she turned away. Manda realized it was the same woman who had interrupted the girl’s attack. The man, Kastl, was scowling at Mikey when Manda looked back. “Get them out of here now, Mikey. That’s an order.”
“No!” Richard refused softly. “If I don’t change her now she’s going to die.” Tears streamed unheeded down his cheeks.
“No,” Manda choked weakly. “No, I don’t want you to.”
“Manda, you’re going to die if I don’t do something. I can’t let that happen,” Richard pleaded. He cradled her tenderly with one arm, applying pressure to the bloodied shirt on her chest with his other hand. 
“No,” she moaned again. She saw Richard’s face harden. She knew what that look meant. She’d seen it before when he’d decided something was for her own good and intended to ignore her protests. He was going to change her anyway, right there in front of a room full of witnesses, and his life would never be the same. Neither would Josh’s, or hers, or any of their families’. She had to stop him—her own life wasn’t worth ruining the lives of so many others—but Manda knew Richard well enough to know that he wouldn’t let anyone or anything stop him from doing what he thought was best for her. Her mind worked frantically, trying to think of something, anything, to stop him...and then it came to her, like a lifeline. Suddenly she remembered how nervous he’d been when he first revealed his secret to her and she knew what she had to do. It would hurt him, but she couldn’t think of any other way.
“No!” she repeated. “I don’t want to be changed. I don’t want to be a monster. Please, don’t do that to me!” Her words were frantic but weak, so quiet that no one beyond the kneeling men would hear. Tears burned her eyes for the pain she knew she was causing him, but she forced her face into an expression of horror and disgust. She must have been convincing because he flinched as if struck.
“You heard her,” the man named Kastl growled. “There’s nothing you can do here. Now leave!”
“No!” Richard’s anguished groan tore through Manda. “Please, Manda! Don’t do this! I need you!”
Manda turned her face toward Kastl. She didn’t know who he was, but he seemed to have authority over the others. “Make them go. Don’t let them near me!” She heard both Richard’s and Josh’s sharp intake of breath and she squeezed her eyes shut, unable to look at the betrayal she knew she would see on their faces. She felt like she was sinking into a dark pool and she fought against the lethargy that was overtaking her. The pain that seared through her body left her panting shallowly.
“You heard her, Mikey. She doesn’t want them here. Get them out!” Kastl ordered. She felt Richard and Josh’s hands leave her, and opened her eyes to watch Mikey drag the shocked and betrayed brothers away into the corridor, past the crowd. Kastl was supporting her head and shoulders now, assuming Richard’s position, with his hands pressed to her shoulder. One of two paramedics that had arrived as Mikey was pulling Josh and Richard away was pressing a folded blue sheet to her stomach over Josh’s bloody shirt. She watched Richard’s departing feet, refusing to look up, afraid to see his face if he was looking back. When they had disappeared from view and she thought they must be out of earshot, she gave in to the weak sobs she had been suppressing. 
”Tell him that I didn’t mean it!” she pleaded faintly. “Tell him I’m sorry and I didn’t mean it!” Her eyes were wide and desperate as she sought out Kastl’s face, close above her. “Please, tell him I didn’t mean it.”
“You can tell him yourself,” Kastl replied in a tight voice. “You’re not going to give up on me, Manda. You have to hang on and tell him that yourself.”
Manda felt hands under her body and gasped in pain as they lifted her and placed her onto a stretcher. 
“Hurry. We don’t have much time,” she heard Kastl bark. “She’s losing too much blood.” She watched dizzily as the ceiling raced by above her. Suddenly they passed through a set of double doors and bright lights blinded her. She squeezed her eyes shut, but the light shone bright and red through her eyelids. With a lurch she felt herself lifted slightly and the red light disappeared. She blinked slowly and found herself in the back of an ambulance. The man, Kastl, was leaning over her, but he seemed very far away, as if she were looking at him from across a long room.
“Hang in there, Manda. Come on. Don’t quit on me now. Richard will never forgive me if you give up on me now.” He leaned back a little and turned away from her. “Just get that pan. We don’t have time to do this the tidy way.” Kastl extended his arm over a square, silver pan that one of the paramedics held out, and then stunned Manda by transforming into a large, cinnamon-colored bear. After a swift motion of one paw that was mostly blocked from her view by his body, blood poured into the pan. The paramedic lowered the pan out of her field of vision, and Kastl resumed his human form. The paramedic on the opposite side of Manda handed him a shirt and pants, and Kastl donned them with practiced speed.
Vague stirrings of fear and suspicion stirred inside Manda. What was going on here? Who was this man?
“It’ll be okay, Manda,” Kastl encouraged her, brushing her hair from the uninjured side of her face. “Hold on. You can do this.” He turned back to the paramedic with the pan. “Put all three vials in! It’s a lot of blood. Hurry! Both syringes.” The light seemed to be fading and Kastl’s voice was growing more and more distant. “Come on, Manda. Fight for me, baby. Fight for Richard. He needs you. You can’t just leave him like this.” Manda felt something jab into her arm, and then into her thigh.
“Pour what’s left into her lacerations,” another voice instructed distantly.
“That should do it. It should work...,” Kastl’s voice drifted in and out. “Manda! I need you to focus. I know it’s hard......need you to shift for me......this for Richard.”
“I don’t know how,” Manda managed in a barely audible whisper. She wished Richard were here instead of this stranger she didn’t trust. Fatigue was pulling her into the dark pool. The farther it pulled her in, the less she felt the pain that burned through her body and stabbed into her chest with every breath.
“I’m going to help you, okay? But you have......I say. I want you to imagine......out of the shower. Imagine seeing yourself in the mirror. Come on, Manda! Please! Imagine yourself right now looking like you do when you look in the mirror after a shower.” 
His voice was urgent but Manda couldn’t focus. Her thoughts kept slipping away from her. The harder she tried to gather them and force them to make sense, the more difficult it became and the more quickly they slipped from her grasp. Her eyes slid closed and her thoughts scattered, drifting away into darkness. The blackness was very inviting. There was no pain there, and she didn’t have to struggle to remember...what? It didn’t matter. Her thoughts were like cobwebs, brushing lightly against her and then gone. The dark pool was still and calm, with no current, not even a ripple to disturb her. The gossamer touch of her thoughts became lighter.
Hands gripped her shoulders and shook her painfully. She gasped and her eyes flew open again. The darkness was replaced by pain and the glaring light inside the ambulance. 
“Please, Manda!” Kastl’s voice was desperate now. “Concentrate. For Richard! This is important.”
Manda’s mind cleared a little. It was important and it was for Richard. She clung to his name. Richard.
“Come on, Manda. You’re still wet from the shower and you look in the mirror. What do you see?”
Manda imagined getting out of a hot shower and reaching for her towel. She could see her reflection in the mirror. She imagined herself like that, whole and unhurt. She tried to visualize the details—the line of her collarbone, the curve of her hip. She glared intently at the face above hers, not really seeing it but forcing her eyes to remain open. If she let them close she would slip back into the welcoming darkness. She tried to picture herself as she had looked just that morning. Using every ounce of imagination she had, she reconstructed the picture in her mind’s eye, and in the instant when she saw herself—visualized it clearly—a surge of exhilaration coursed through her body and the pain vanished. Her head cleared immediately.
“Good girl!” Kastl breathed, sagging against the edge of the stretcher. His voice was thick with relief. “I knew you could do it.”
As suddenly as the burst of energy had come, it drained away, leaving Manda weak and limp. Her body felt heavy and she wasn’t able to move. “What happened?” she asked, confused.
“You healed yourself. You lost too much blood though, so now you’re very weak, but you’ll be fine. You just need some rest and you’ll be as good as new.” Kastl smiled at her reassuringly. “Just relax now.” 
But Manda couldn’t relax. “Where’s Richard?” she asked urgently, though her voice was weak and faint. “I need to see Richard. I need to tell him I’m sorry!” If she was going to be okay now she needed to see Richard, to let him know he didn’t need to worry and to tell him she hadn’t meant the terrible things she’d said. She had to erase the betrayal and hurt from his face.
“Not now, Manda. Right now you need to rest.” Kastl’s face hardened and he turned to one of the paramedics. “Knock her out.”
“No!” Manda struggled ineffectually, her limbs like damp rags that refused to obey her will. The fear and suspicion that had been amorphous and vague before were now sharp and focused. She felt another jab in her arm and her lethargy increased. Her eyes slid closed against her will, but she struggled to remain conscious. She focused on the sounds around her. She felt a slight pressure on her face, as if something light were draped across it. She heard Kastl’s voice.
“I’ll tell the helicopter to leave. Turn on your radio and blast some static. It’ll help cover up her heartbeat. They’re in the limo right outside.” Manda recognized the sound then that had been there all along, unnoticed by her. It was the rhythmic roar of helicopter rotors spinning nearby. They grew suddenly much louder. Someone had opened the door at the back of the ambulance. Then the doors closed, muting the sound again. After a brief moment she heard the sound grow louder and faster then quickly fade away, replaced by the crackle of static. She couldn’t hear anything else over the sound of the radio. She tried to call out and make herself heard over the white noise, but her body refused to respond to her will. Unconsciousness was claiming Manda quickly and she was having difficulty focusing on the sounds. Just as darkness reached out to embrace her completely, an anguished cry rose over the static of the radio. 
“No! Mandaaa!”
The cry followed her into sleep.



 
 
Chapter 38
Mikey slumped tiredly in the backseat of the limo. The last several hours had been some of the worst in his life and tonight’s ordeal wasn’t over yet. Mark drove through the night toward downtown, where Mikey would have to do it all over again.
Mark was holding up, but not well—no better than Mikey was. They’d both spent too much time with Manda not to feel the pain of her death keenly. Knowing what this was doing to Richard only made it worse. He hoped Josh had caught up to his brother. If anyone could get through to him it was Josh.
The events of the last six hours replayed themselves in Mikey’s mind over and over. He’d been stunned by Manda’s refusal to let Richard change her. He hadn’t seen that one coming. He didn’t think anyone had. She’d seemed so accepting of the whole shapeshifting thing. She’d accepted it much more readily than he himself initially had, and Mikey would make the change in a heartbeat if he could. 
When Kastl had first recruited Mikey to his team, Mikey had been sure it was all some sort of joke, at least until the senior agent had changed into a bear right in front of him. It wasn’t until much later that that he began to understand the implications of what it meant to be a shapeshifter and realized just how senior an agent Kastl really was. He’d been working for the U.S. government for as long as there had been a U.S. government—and maybe even before. Kastl had served every president since George Washington. Beyond that knowledge, Mikey’s boss was very much a mystery. He wasn’t exactly forthcoming about himself or what he was. Mikey had learned almost everything he knew about therianthropy from Richard and Josh and their parents.
One thing that everyone on the team did know about Kastl, however, was that he wasn’t allowed to change anyone into a shapeshifter. Any illusions new agents entertained on this subject when they first joined Kastl’s elite team were quickly dispelled. Kastl wasn’t allowed to change anyone…at least unless and until he did so for personal reasons. As he’d explained to Mikey when he’d assigned him to Richard and Josh, it wasn’t their job to dictate the personal lives of shapeshifters as long as the secret was kept safe. So, Kastl was free to change whoever he should fall in love with—an eventuality that seemed unlikely given his seemingly complete lack of a personal life. 
Richard, on the other hand, had finally found the one he wanted to share his gift and the rest of his life with. After decades of loneliness, of not even daring to hope for something he thought he could never have, he’d finally found her only to have her violently taken from him.
Mikey rubbed his hands across his bloodshot eyes. They’d failed. Terribly. They’d let Richard down completely and irrevocably. Why hadn’t she just let him save her? Damn it!
He felt guilty for the expletive, even though it had only been in his head. Richard had broken him of his swearing habit soon after he’d been assigned to the brothers. Mikey hoped for the hundredth time that night that Richard was okay.
Mikey had never seen a man as destroyed as Richard had been when Manda begged Kastl to send them away—at least not until Kastl had climbed from the back of the ambulance, waved the helicopter away, and shook his head in defeat.
Richard hadn’t wanted to believe it of course. He’d tried to get to the ambulance, to get to Manda, but Kastl had stopped him.
“You shouldn’t see her like this,” he’d stated grimly. “It’ll only make things worse.”
It had taken Josh and Kastl both to restrain Richard. Mikey had no choice but to stay out of the struggle. With as much strength as each of the three shapeshifters was using, he’d have been in danger of serious injury if he’d gotten in the way. Richard was calling on every bit of strength his gift offered him in his attempt to get past the other two...as if seeing her would somehow make her death a lie. The way he had screamed her name would haunt Mikey for the rest of his life. When they’d finally managed to get him back into the limo, Kastl had instructed Mark to get him out of town.
“Go someplace and shift, Richard. Run, fly, but be something else. It hurts a little less when you’re not human. Trust me.” Then he’d shut the car door and watched them leave. It was the first time Mikey had seen his boss show any emotion at all. Kastl had watched them drive away with clear remorse on his usually stoic features. 
Mark had sped to a remote area northwest of the city while Josh fought to keep Richard together. As soon as the limo slid to a stop on a deserted dirt road, Richard had bolted from the car, exploding out of his clothes in the form of a tiger as he sprang through the door and taking the shape of an eagle before his paws hit the ground. Josh had been right behind him, struggling a little to keep up with his more mature and experienced brother. 
Mikey and Mark had been left behind to collect the remnants of their clothes and personal effects from the ground. Mikey piled the scraps of cloth onto the floorboard of the limo and placed the contents of their pockets onto the seat across from him. Then he’d asked Mark to take him back to the baseball stadium. He had work to do.
Several hours later he’d performed the first of the two duties he most dreaded. He’d taken another agent—one who could actually claim the designation publicly—and gone to tell Manda’s family. He never wanted to do anything like that again, and yet here he was on his way to the Aronson office to do it one more time.
He’d called Curt as soon as he’d left the Derosiers’ house and Manda’s employer had agreed to call David and Jen into the office to meet him right away. Mikey hadn’t told him why, except that it was urgent. He could tell that Curt suspected bad news, though he doubted he expected anything quite as bad as this.
Mikey looked at the things arranged on the other seat. The small jeweler’s box that had been in Richard’s pocket mocked him. Damn it!
A reflexive wave of guilt joined the torrent that already inundated him. Damn it!
Curt and the remaining members of Manda’s team were waiting for Mikey in the reception area. Curt led them directly to Manda and David’s work space. As soon as they were all seated Mikey began. Best to just get it over with.
“I don’t know how to do this except to just say it. Manda was killed earlier tonight. I’m sorry to be the one who has to tell you this. She’s gone.”
“That’s not funny!” Jen said angrily.
“You can’t be serious,” Curt challenged, leaning forward as if to confront Mikey.
“I wish I wasn’t. I really, really wish I wasn’t,” Mikey replied tiredly. He rubbed his hand across his eyes again and wished this was over.
“I…ummm…,” Curt began, then cleared his throat and began again. “What happened? When and where was she killed?” The older man was shaken now that he realized Mikey was sincere. Jen was sitting on the sofa with her hands pressed to her mouth. She seemed to be holding her breath. David was simply staring at him blankly.
“It was at the baseball game this evening,” Mikey explained for the second time that night. He was going to get very good at this story. “During the game she went off to the bathroom by herself. Someone apparently cornered her there and killed her.” Mikey felt his eyes filling with tears again and he wiped his hand across them one more time. Damn it!, he swore in his head.
“How?” Curt asked, managing to remain composed enough to ask questions. Mikey was grateful for that. It would make things easier...and quicker. Manda’s family hadn’t taken the news nearly so well.
“With a knife,” Mikey answered in a strained voice. “I’m sure it will be in the news by tomorrow, so there’s no use trying to spare you the details. She suffered multiple knife wounds. By the time we found her she’d already lost too much blood. When they got her to the ambulance it was too late. I’m sorry.” The essentials were true anyway.
Curt was trying to comfort Jen, who was sobbing uncontrollably.
“Why?” she pleaded. “Why would anyone want to hurt Manda? I don’t understand.”
Mikey told them their cover story. “The investigators are working on that, and no one is sure yet, but the theory is that it was an obsessed fan. Richard and Josh have had run-ins with unbalanced fans before. They can be dangerous.”
“She would have been better off if she’d never met that man,” Curt muttered. He looked very old and frail at that moment. His comment prompted David to speak for the first time since Mikey had given them the news.
“I think Manda would disagree. She loves him and he loves her. I’ve never seen her happier. She wouldn’t…” David’s voice failed him at that point and he stood and walked to the window, turning his back on the others. Mikey could see his reflection clearly in the dark glass though. His face was contorted with grief and tears streamed down his cheeks. His struggle to regain control was painful to watch. After a minute or two he managed an unsteady voice.
“Where are Richard and Josh? How are they?”
“I’m not sure,” Mikey answered honestly. “Richard…well, I’m worried about Richard. I don’t know how he’s going to get through this. Wherever he is, Josh is with him. Hopefully Josh can keep him from doing anything stupid.”
“What about Emily and Andy and the kids?” David asked in a steadier but still strained voice.
“I just came from there with one of the investigators. Andy’s holding them together as well as he can, but of course it was a shock.”
Mikey tried not to think about the faces of Manda’s family when he told them, just as he was trying to forget the look of David’s face reflected in the glass. While he was at it he’d like to forget the sound of Richard’s anguished cry and the look of torment on his face. Most of all though, he would give anything to erase from his mind the vision of Manda lying torn and bleeding on the floor.
Mikey stayed for a little while longer and answered whatever questions he could. His mind kept straying worriedly to Richard and Josh though, and he soon left Manda’s coworkers to console each other and asked Mark to take him home. Instead of going to his own apartment, he rode the elevator past his floor and went all the way up to the loft, hoping against hope that the brothers would be there. All three floors were dark and empty. 
Mikey placed the men’s wallets, keys, and the other miscellaneous contents of their pockets on the dining table. Mark would dispose of their ruined clothing. He held the box containing the diamond engagement ring in his hand and pondered it. He flipped open the lid to look at it one last time. When Richard had shown it to him earlier, the stone had sparkled brilliantly in the sunlight streaming through the windows, and Richard had been nervous and excited and hopeful. Now that darkness had fallen, the diamond no longer sparkled. It was just a cold, hard, lifeless stone.
Mikey snapped the box closed with finality. He climbed the stairs to Richard’s room and placed the small box in the top drawer of his dresser. Then he trudged back down the stairs in the darkness and sat down to wait for Richard and Josh to come home.



 
 
Chapter 39
When Manda woke she was disoriented and anxious. She scanned the unfamiliar room in confusion, trying to pinpoint the cause of her anxiety. She was lying in a large, four-poster bed under a thick quilt. The wood plank walls of the room glowed warmly in the light that flooded through a set of French doors. Outside she could see a dense forest of aspens and evergreens. Nothing about her surroundings was familiar. Where was she? 
Manda’s unease increased and she wished for Richard’s comforting presence. Richard! Manda sat up abruptly and had to close her eyes against sudden vertigo. Thinking of Richard brought back the horrible memories of the attack at the baseball game and the terrible things she’d said to him. She looked down at herself hesitantly, afraid of what she would see. She was wearing a soft flannel robe that was tied around her waist. She unknotted the belt and pulled it open slowly, holding her breath. She exhaled in relief when she saw the unmarked skin of her stomach and chest. She flexed her right arm with no ill effect and when the sleeve of the robe fell back from her forearm she noticed that the scars she’d received from the mountain lion were gone as well. She reached up and felt the left side of her face where the girl’s claws had scored to the bone, but the skin was smooth. 
The man in the ambulance, the one named Kastl, had changed her into a shapeshifter! That was the only explanation. He’d done what she hadn’t allowed Richard to do. Richard! Would he ever be able to forgive her for the terrible things she’d said? Was he here somewhere? Manda remembered the anguished cry that had echoed through her dreams and her anxiety increased.
“Richard?” she called uncertainly, looking toward the door across the room. 
“Richard’s not here.” She was startled by a voice from the opposite side of the room. She clutched the robe tightly around herself when she saw Kastl standing in the open French door. “Are you feeling better? You’ve been asleep for a long time.”
“Where is he?” Manda demanded, ignoring the man’s question.
“Still in Denver I suppose,” Kastl answered as he seated himself in the rocking chair that occupied one corner of the room.
“Where are we then? Why isn’t he here?” Her mind raced with possible explanations, each more distressing than the last.
“We’re in a cabin in the mountains west of Fort Collins, and Richard’s not here because he thinks you’re dead,” Kastl replied bluntly.
Manda gaped at him, dumbstruck. The unexpectedness of his response left her speechless. 
“I told him you died,” Kastl added evenly. That helped Manda find her voice.
“What? Why? What did you do? I have to call him and tell him I’m okay!” Manda stood up, tying the robe snugly. She was slightly unsteady on her feet. “Where’s the phone?”
“Sit back down, Manda,” Kastl ordered. “You’re not calling Richard.”
“Try and stop me!” she challenged, temper flaring. She scanned the room, looking for a phone. She didn’t see one, but there had to be one somewhere in the house. If not, she’d been carrying her cell phone in her pocket. If she could find her things...
“Sit down!” he ordered again, scowling.
“Why shouldn’t I call him?” Manda demanded, taking a step forward and squaring her shoulders defiantly. “What’s going on here?”
“If you’ll sit back down and listen, I’ll tell you!” he snapped impatiently.
“Who are you? Why am I here? What’s going on?” Manda continued angrily. She’d never seen this man before today...yesterday she supposed, judging by the light flooding the room...but she didn’t think she liked him. She remembered him arguing with Richard and telling the paramedic to ‘knock her out’ and, despite Josh’s assurance that he was a friend, she didn’t trust him. The fear and suspicion she’d felt in the ambulance were back and she wasn’t about to let him ride roughshod over her.
“Why Richard hasn’t strangled you I don’t know,” he muttered under his breath, and then addressed Manda in a clipped voice. “If you will please sit down and listen I will explain everything.”
Manda narrowed her eyes and glared, but sat back down on the bed and folded her arms across her chest. “I’m listening.”
Kastl shook his head wryly and settled back into the rocking chair. He had short black hair and dark eyes. He appeared to be in his late twenties or early thirties, but Manda knew that was no indication of his true age. He was a shapeshifter, like Richard and Josh.
“My name is Alexander Kastl. I work for the Secret Service, on loan...,” he began, but Manda interrupted him before he could finish.
“But you’re a shapeshifter!”
“Really? I hadn’t noticed,” he countered sarcastically. “Yes, I am, which makes me very valuable to our government. It’s also what makes them so interested in Richard and Josh, and the rest of the family for that matter. The government is aware of our existence and goes to great lengths to keep our secret. You can appreciate how valuable our skills are to them. It’s best for everyone if our existence doesn’t become common knowledge. So, in light of that, right now my services are on loan to the FBI.” He held a leather wallet out toward her with a badge and ID card. She took it and studied it closely before handing it back. She still didn’t fully trust the man. His identification could be forged. Mikey and Josh seemed to trust him though. Mikey had taken orders from him. Even Richard, who had challenged him, had eventually done what he said. Surely he wouldn’t have left her in Kastl’s care if the man wasn’t trustworthy. 
“So, the government knows about Richard and Josh?” Manda asked uncertainly.
“Of course. Mikey’s an agent, too. He’s there to help them maintain secrecy. And before you ask, yes, they know all about it. They just aren’t free to go around sharing that information—not even with you. Mikey’s the one who called me when he saw that Richard was getting too close to you.”
“Too close to me?” Manda bristled. “What does that mean? You make it sound like he did something wrong.” 
“No, not at all. As long as everyone involved is discreet, the government stays out of our personal lives. They value our abilities and cooperation too much to alienate us. Richard is a special case though. It’s not that anyone has a problem with you. It’s that your life is endangered by being with Richard.”
“Richard would never hurt me,” Manda declared in confused defiance.
Kastl sighed. “How do I explain this? Okay, tell me what happened in the bathroom. We’ll start with that.”
Manda frowned, but then quickly recounted the events in the bathroom. Kastl nodded as she spoke, as if suspecting as much, but when she described the girl he was suddenly alert.
“Describe her again,” he ordered sharply.
“She was tall and stocky. She had light brown hair, sort of dishwater blonde I guess. A long face...”
“Would you say she was attractive?” Kastl interrupted.
“No, not at all. Sort of plain and kind of homely actually.”
Kastl swore softly. “That complicates things. I’ll have to get a message to Mikey.”
“Get a message to Mikey about what? What’s going on? Who was that?”
“I don’t know who that was. That’s the problem. I do know that she was almost certainly helping someone else, another shapeshifter who has been stalking Richard for years. That’s why it’s dangerous for you to be involved with Richard. She threatened to kill any woman close to him. That’s why I’ve been following you for months now, trying to protect you.”
“Following me for months? And Richard knows about this?” Manda asked numbly. That would explain his overprotectiveness and why he’d practically stalked her before she learned of it and demanded that he stop. She’d broken up with him over it. Her face clouded with shame. He’d been trying to protect her from a very real danger and she’d misjudged him and forced him to stop.
“Yes, of course. I assure you, Manda, he never intended to put you in danger. I don’t think he ever intended to fall in love with you, or for you to fall in love with him. But when he realized what had happened all he could do was try to protect you. So that’s why I’m here—to protect you and to catch the two who tried to kill you. You can see why we can’t have homicidal shapeshifters running around.”
“So, if Richard knows all of this, why are you making him think I’m dead?” Manda reasoned, sickened by the distress she knew this must be causing him. Josh too, she supposed...and her family.
“Because if your attacker and her partner know you’re alive, they’re going to keep trying to kill you. They almost succeeded this time. Next time we might not be able to save you.”
“But you changed me. Now I should be able to protect myself. Besides, that doesn’t tell me why Richard shouldn’t know,” Manda argued, trying to suppress the horror she felt when she considered how close she had come to dying. 
Kastl shook his head. “First of all, Richard has to believe you’re dead if he’s going to be convincing. This woman has been obsessed with him for too long to be fooled. She knows him too well. We have to catch them if you’re ever going to be safe and Richard is ever going to have his life back. Until we do, you have to be dead to everyone but me and a few other agents. Second, being a shapeshifter isn’t much protection against a bullet to the head. Thirdly, you aren’t a shapeshifter, Manda. I didn’t change you. I’m not allowed to do that.”
Manda blinked in surprise and her hand pressed against her stomach reflexively. “But I’d be dead if you hadn’t changed me.”
“No. We injected you with a chemically altered form of my blood that only has a temporary effect. You were able to transform that one time, that’s all. We’ve only done it twice before, once on another agent and once on a former president, so you’re in good company, but I assure you, neither one of them is a shapeshifter now, and neither are you. Not many people know about this—not even Mikey—so they’ll never suspect that you’re still alive since they all know I’m not allowed to transform people.”
“So, I’m not... I can’t...” Manda trailed off, surprised by the deep disappointment she felt, as if she’d lost something she’d never actually had. 
“No, you’re still just a regular, normal person,” he said with unexpected gentleness.
Manda collapsed back onto the pillows, overwhelmed and frustrated. “Still, I can’t just let everyone think I’m dead. That’s horrible! Richard, my family, my friends...how could I do that to them? It’s unthinkable. Now that I know about the danger I can be more careful. Until you can catch them we can just have someone on guard all the time. I can be the bait.”
“No,” Kastl disagreed. “We’ve been trying to track her down for decades with no luck. And we can’t risk your life again. My little trick only works once, so next time I wouldn’t be able to save you. And they’d be much more clever next time—on the lookout for a trap. No, the best way to catch these two is to make them think they’ve succeeded—that you’re dead. We think it will make them overconfident and we’ll finally be able to catch them. Remember, this isn’t just about you, Manda. This is about giving Richard back his freedom and his security. He’s had to live with this nightmare for too long. Do this for Richard. In the long run, it’s what’s best for both of you.”
Manda recognized that Kastl was using her love for Richard to manipulate her, but she also knew that this didn’t necessarily make his words untrue. The thought of putting Richard and her family through such heartache was unbearable though. She didn’t know what to do or how far to trust this man.
“How long would I have to hide? How long will they have to think I’m dead?” she asked dubiously.
“Until we catch the ones who tried to kill you. And afterwards, you can go back to Richard and he won’t have to spend every day and night worrying about you, wondering when the attack is going to come. And you won’t have me following your every footstep either.” His mouth twisted in a tight smile and he looked away.
“And how long will that take?” Manda pressed, staring at Kastl intently. “What if you never do catch them? You said you’ve been trying for decades. What happens then? I won’t just disappear forever. That wouldn’t help me or Richard.”
Kastl’s jaw tightened and he met Manda’s eyes with an unblinking stare. “Give me two years then. If we haven’t caught them within two years I’ll give you back your life regardless.”
“Two years! That’s crazy! I can’t do that!” Manda closed her eyes, fighting back tears. She would not let this man see her cry. 
She heard the creak of the rocking chair and opened her eyes again. Kastl walked to the bedroom door and opened it before pausing and turning back toward her.  
“There are some clothes for you in the dresser. You can have a shower if you’d like. The bathroom is right there.” He gestured to a door beside the bed. “If there’s anything you need, let me know. We’ll discuss this more later. All I’m asking right now is for you to think about it. I’m sure you’ll have more questions, but I’ll let you get cleaned up.” He walked out and closed the door behind himself.
As soon as he was gone, Manda buried her face in the pillow and cried.



 
 
Chapter 40
After briefly indulging her fit of tears, Manda went into the bathroom and splashed cold water on her face. The reflection that greeted her in the mirror was appalling. Her body was unmarked, it was true, but the evidence of the attack was still there. Her hair was matted and stiff with dried blood, and dried blood streaked her neck. No wonder Kastl had suggested the shower. She went back into the bedroom and rummaged through the dresser, examining the clothes that Kastl had supplied. They were all her size, in colors and styles she might have chosen for herself. Well, that made sense if he’d been following her for months. The thought irritated her. She collected a set of clothing and went back to the bathroom to clean up. 
Kastl had referred to this as a cabin, but the bedroom and bathroom were luxurious and roomy. An enormous claw-footed tub sat beneath a large window that looked out on the dense wall of trees, while a glass-enclosed shower was tucked into one corner. Manda thought about the time that Richard had washed the blood out of her hair, when she’d first found out that he was a shapeshifter, and tears stung her eyes again. She gritted her teeth and concentrated on showering. She had more questions for Kastl and couldn’t stand here whimpering all day.
What should she do? She couldn’t agree to this. She wished Richard were there. She wondered what he was doing right then. He must be worried about her. He always worried about her terribly. Then, with a jolt, she realized that he wouldn’t worry anymore. He thought she was dead, and you didn’t worry about the dead—you grieved for them. The thought of how she would feel if she thought he were dead was a knife in Manda’s heart. Nothing could justify causing him that kind of pain. Images from the bad dreams she’d had after learning about Richard’s brother William flashed through her mind and she shuddered. She couldn’t do this.
After she was clean and dressed, Manda ventured out of the bedroom. Beyond her door was a loft that overlooked an expansive great room, one wall of which was dominated by a stone fireplace. The adjacent wall featured a series of huge windows that stretched two stories and framed a view of the nearby mountain range. Kastl’s ‘cabin’ was a palatial log home perched on the side of a mountain, overlooking a forested valley. If this was where he wanted her to hide, at least her prison would have been a comfortable one. 
Manda wandered down the curving stairs at one side of the loft and explored until she found Kastl in the large kitchen. He was pouring himself a cup of coffee.
“Did you have a nice shower?” he asked politely.
“Yes, it was fine.” Manda sat down on a stool at the kitchen island.
“You have more questions,” he surmised, sipping his coffee.
“No. I’ve already made my decision. I won’t let everyone think I’m dead just to keep myself safe. That’s cruel.” Manda’s hands were clenched tightly in her lap.
“I see,” Kastl replied calmly. “And you think it will be much easier on them all when you really are dead. Yes. That’ll be much better, because at least then you won’t have to feel guilty about it. Better for you to be dead with a clear conscience than to suffer through a couple of years of emotional discomfort and then have a nice ‘happily ever after’ for everyone involved.” He took another sip of coffee and met her eyes accusingly over the rim of the cup.
“It doesn’t have to be like that. I could...”
“It will be like that!” he interrupted, slamming his cup down so hard that coffee splashed across his hand. “At that baseball game you had three shapeshifters and seven agents watching over you, and you were still almost killed. You were alone for less than five minutes before Anna found you—and in one more minute it would have been too late. We can’t protect you forever, Manda, and it would be a living hell for everyone involved while we tried. I already told you, this isn’t just about you. This woman has been tormenting Richard for fifty years. Fifty years! Now, with your help, we finally have a chance to catch her and put a stop to it. A chance like this won’t come again. They’ve made a mistake. We know that there are two of them now, but they don’t know that we know it. Don’t throw our one chance away, Manda. Not if you love Richard and want him to be happy.”
Kastl’s angry tirade caught Manda off-guard and she sat stunned for a moment. Very quickly, however, the storm of anger and resentment she felt overcame her shock. Her eyes narrowed and a caustic response hovered on her lips. She wanted very much to lash out at this arrogant and insufferable man who thought he could dictate her actions to her, but his words had planted a seed of uncertainty in her mind so she resolutely reigned in her temper and donned a façade of icy calm. 
“I take it you, Josh, and Richard were the three shapeshifters watching over me?”
“At the game, yes. Daniel and Sarah have helped as well at times, when Richard and Josh couldn’t. One of us was always watching over you.”
“Daniel and Sarah too. I see.” Manda added this to the list of things she needed to consider. “Seven agents at the game. Was that normal?”
“No. Usually there were two or three guarding you at any given time, but at the game we brought in more. Whenever you’ve been in a crowd situation like that we’ve ramped up security.” He was calmer now. He dried his hand with a napkin, then crumpled it up and tossed it into the trash can. “You have no idea what lengths we’ve gone to trying to keep you safe. The ambulance for example; the paramedics were agents, of course. We’ve had three teams taking shifts for months now. That ambulance hasn’t been more than a mile or two away from you during that whole time. We’ve also had two agents placed inside the Aronson office, three on the building’s security team, two living a few doors down from you, and a dozen others taking turns following you all the time, not to mention Mikey and Mark. I lead a fairly good-sized team—every agent who’s aware of therianthropy, as a matter of fact—and every one of them has been dedicated to protecting you for the last nine months. Yet even with all of that, Richard was crazy with worry whenever you were out of his sight. After what happened in that bathroom, can you see how much worse it will be for him in the future? He’ll never have a moment of peace or security until we catch those two women.”
“This woman has been haunting Richard for fifty years?” Manda asked quietly—a focused quiet that would have worried anyone who knew her well.
“Yes.”
“And she’s threatened to kill every woman he’s ever loved?”
“Every woman to whom he’s ever been even overly friendly,” Kastl clarified.
“And no one thought that maybe I should know about this?” she hissed angrily. Her hold on her temper was definitely slipping.
Kastl exhaled heavily and considered his coffee cup. Manda had the impression he’d been waiting for this question.
“We were trying to protect you, and not just physically. Richard couldn’t stand the idea of you living in fear every day. We thought we could protect you without you ever having to know. Josh wanted to tell you all along, but Richard and I overruled him. I apologize for that. Richard wanted you to be safe, but he also wanted you to be happy.” He stepped across and refilled his cup, replacing the coffee that had splashed out.
“Josh wanted to tell me because he thought I’d be safer if I knew, and Richard didn’t want to tell me because he’s fairly overprotective and always thinks he has to carry burdens alone. I understand that. I get it. What I don’t get is you. What’s your motive in all of this?”
Kastl sat down on the stool across from Manda. “It’s my job to keep you safe,” he answered warily. 
Manda fixed him with a sharp eye and shook her head slightly. “I would think that telling me about the danger would have made that job a whole lot easier. So why would you agree to keep it from me? You work for the government, right? Not Richard.”
Kastl’s thumb idly stroked the curved handle of his cup as he stared into the dark liquid it contained. “I swore to him that I’d protect you, and I don’t think causing you to live in constant fear qualifies as protecting you. More importantly, I don’t think Richard would consider it protecting you. And...I owe Richard.” He admitted the last part grudgingly. It was obvious he wouldn’t be more forthcoming on the subject.
“In case you have any doubts,” he went on, “I fully intend to keep my promise. So, whether you stay here where I know I can keep you safe, or whether you go home, where you put yourself in danger and jeopardize our chances of putting an end to this nightmare, I’ll be your constant shadow until we catch those two women...even if that takes the rest of your life. So, you might want to factor that into the equation when you’re trying to decide what to do.”
The vision of her life stretching out in front of her with Kastl constantly lurking in the shadows was unnerving, but Manda carefully maintained her mask of calm. She refused to give this man the upper hand. 
“Where can I get a glass?” she asked, to give herself a moment to think. She was very thirsty.
“I’m sorry. I should have offered you something. You lost a great deal of blood and with so little of the factor in your system, and so little blood to work with, it wasn’t a perfect transformation. You’ll be a bit anemic and dehydrated and you’ll need to take in a lot of fluids over the next few days.” He crossed the kitchen and took a glass from a cabinet. “What would you like? We have milk, orange juice, or lemonade. We’ve got soft drinks, too, but you should probably avoid those right now.”
“I’ll just have water, thanks. I can get it,” Manda answered politely, reaching for the glass. Kastl ignored her extended hand, filling the glass with ice water from the dispenser on the front of the refrigerator before handing it to her. 
“Thank you,” Manda said, still very politely, and sipped the water.
Kastl settled back onto his stool and leaned his arms on the counter. “I’m not going to lie to you, Manda. This won’t be easy on you. It won’t be easy on anyone, but it will be worth it in the long run. I won’t presume to speak for your family and friends, because I don’t know them, but I do know Richard and Josh very well, and, for what it’s worth, I promise you that if you could ask Richard, he’d tell you to do this. He’d rather be miserable for a few years to keep you safe and have you back afterward, than lose you forever. He wouldn’t even have to think twice. I would imagine it’s the same with your family and friends.”
Once again Manda wished Richard were there to wrap her in his arms and make everything all right. She knew it was a childish wish, but she’d always felt safe and happy with him. The sudden, harsh realization bore down upon her that he couldn’t make this right—though she knew he would try. According to Kastl—and she was beginning to believe him, if not like him—things hadn’t been right for Richard in a very, very long time, yet his concern would still be for her with no regard for himself. Maybe it was her turn to try and make things right for him for a change...and with that she knew that she’d just made up her mind. That quickly, she knew she would do as Kastl asked. 
She bowed her head and closed her eyes. Her voice, when she finally spoke, was stiff. “Fine. I’ll do it. I’ll give you one year. No more. So hurry up and catch them. I want to go home.” 
“Fair enough. Thank you. I promise we’ll do everything we can to catch them quickly. Now that we have that settled, can I get you to give me a description of the girl who attacked you again? I know you probably don’t want to think about it, but we need to get a composite image while it’s still fresh in your mind. It could help us catch her.” He retrieved a laptop computer from the counter behind Manda and pulled up a stool beside her. 
“Okay. Let’s get it over with,” Manda agreed uncomfortably. He was right. She really didn’t want to think about the attack. The feel of the claws tearing into her body was still very clear in her memory. She shuddered and was glad when Kastl didn’t notice.
Kastl signed onto his computer and then quickly clicked through a series of login screens. Finally he arrived at a screen that displayed icons of various facial features.
“Describe to me what she looked like and then I’ll let you pick which features are closest to her appearance.” They spent the next two hours sorting through dozens of photographed examples of eyes, noses, mouths, face shapes, and hair. At the end of that time they had a rough approximation of the girl’s face. 
“That went well,” Kastl commented. “You’re very good at this. You have a good eye.” Manda wasn’t satisfied though.
“No, it’s wrong. Get me a computer and the right software and I’ll show you exactly what she looks like.” Manda’s voice was uncharacteristically hard. Remembering the attack had unsettled her, which in turn made her angry. She resented the fear that the memory brought with it, but that same fear had also indelibly burned the image of the girls face on her mind and she knew if she had her computer and software she could create a much better representation.
Kastl considered her with raised eyebrows. “Really? This is state-of-the-art software and you were very clear about her features, Manda. It’s not easy getting an accurate composite but I think you probably did very well. It’s not going to be perfect.”
“Have you been watching me all this time and not paid any attention to what I do for a living? I can do better than this,” Manda retorted, gesturing dismissively at the picture on Kastl’s computer screen. His skepticism rubbed her the wrong way in her current mood.
“Fine. That will be my first priority then. I’ll have that taken care of today.” He slid a pad of paper and pencil toward her. “Write down what you need.” 
“Can I get my computer?”
“No. I can’t just take your computer. It would be missed, but I can get you a new one and have all of your files copied onto it. Write down what kind of computer and software you want and I’ll take care of it right away.”
Manda quickly listed her requirements. As an afterthought she added her choice of digital camera. If she was going to be stuck here she may as well have something to keep herself occupied. She slid the list back to Kastl. He scanned it, nodding. When he got to the end he smiled.
“Wait here. I can help with at least one of these right now.” He disappeared briefly and returned with Manda’s digital camera in his hand. “You had this in your pocket. It was a bit bloody, but I cleaned it up for you yesterday. I think it still works.”
“Thank you.” Manda held it in her hand and stared at it. This was the first familiar thing she’d seen all day. Not even her clothes were her own. She swallowed down the lump in her throat and carefully placed the camera on the counter. “You said you cleaned it up yesterday. How long was I out?”
“Just a little over thirty-six hours. Transforming when you were already so weak took a toll. Your body needed time to recover.”
“I see,” Manda responded sadly. As far as Richard was concerned, she’d already been dead for a day and a half. “Now, how is this going to work? How are you going to convince everyone that I’m dead? Won’t they wonder when there’s no body? How are you going to explain the attack?”
“A variation on the truth will work. You were stabbed and killed by one of Richard’s obsessed fans. Your family and friends will believe that. Richard, Josh, and Mikey will of course know the truth about your attacker. As for the lack of a body, your family will be told that due to the severity of your injuries and the following autopsy, you were cremated. Richard and Josh won’t question that. It would be standard procedure to cremate the body in that situation, since we would want to hide any evidence that would contradict our cover story.”
Manda tried not to think of Richard’s reaction to all of this. She focused on other, less painful if still important aspects of the situation. “What about my job? My house? Will it all be gone?”
Kastl frowned. “I’ll do what I can, but yes, they will probably be gone. I can’t make you any promises.”
“And Emily and the kids...” Manda’s voice broke.
“I’m sorry, Manda. I’m sure they’ve already been told you’re dead.” 
Manda covered her face with her hands, remembering Richard’s cry as she lay in the ambulance and imagining Katie’s and Robbie’s reactions. She clenched her teeth and breathed deeply, willing the tears away. She would not be weak in front of this man. She collected herself and straightened her shoulders. 
“So, as far as the entire rest of the world is concerned, I’ll be dead?” she managed to ask with a reasonably steady voice.
“Yes. Complete with death certificate and funeral. It has to be all or nothing.”
“And where will I hide? Here?” Manda picked up the camera on the counter and turned it over in her hands.
“Yes. You’ll be safe here. The only ones who know we’re here are you and I and the three agents from the ambulance. They’ll be doing all the legwork for us while I stay here on guard duty.”
In her mind, Manda said a little prayer. Please let this be over quickly! Out loud she said, “If I’m gonna be here a while, would you mind showing me around?”



 
 
Chapter 41
Manda gazed up through the canopy of trees overhead. She kicked her right foot to swing the hammock. It was tied between two large pine trees that grew beside a small stream that ran past the cabin. She blinked in the flashes of bright sunshine as her back and forth motion carried her through the dappled light beneath the rustling pine branches.
It was an idyllic spot. The burbling of the water flowing nearby mingled with the sound of the cool breeze gently stirring the trees. She was facing away from the cabin, so she was able to pretend it wasn’t there…and pretend that her various guardians weren’t nearby either. Instead, she fantasized that she and Richard were sharing a romantic vacation at a secluded mountain retreat. A hawk glided across a patch of open sky above her and she imagined that it was Richard. He would join her at any moment. His hand would reach out and still her swaying perch and he would brush the hair away from her face and then lean down and kiss her before joining her in the oversized hammock. He would hold her close as the light, clean air caressed their skin. She could visualize his vivid blue eyes staring into hers, squinting in the dancing light and she imagined the lock of brown hair that sometimes fell across one eye.
Manda’s carefully constructed daydream evaporated when the black bird glided through the same patch of sky that the hawk had crossed moments before. The sight of Kastl keeping tabs on her brought unpleasant reality rushing back. Disappointment filled her but quickly turned to anger, which she suppressed. It wasn’t Kastl’s fault, after all. He was just doing what he thought was necessary to keep her safe and hidden.
Manda and Kastl had settled into a familiar, if slightly adversarial, relationship over the last two months. She’d learned that it was useless to challenge him about anything he considered a security matter, and he’d learned to ask for her cooperation rather than try to order her around like one of his agents. She had the impression that this wasn’t something he was accustomed to and he still occasionally fell back into the habit of issuing orders. Just that morning he’d barked a command and her irritation had boiled over.
“Who died and made you king?” she’d spat angrily. Then, realizing what she’d said, she’d smiled humorlessly. “Oh, I guess that was me, wasn’t it.” Kastl had laughed—something he seldom did—and Manda had done what he wanted without further argument and then escaped to her favorite spot in the hammock.
A month earlier she wouldn’t have given him the free pass but would instead have stubbornly held her ground until she’d forced him to ask very, very politely. Back then she’d disliked him and considered him cold and unfeeling. Now, however, she respected and trusted him…though she did still consider him exasperating in the extreme. The change had occurred when she’d caught a glimpse of the compassion he tried very hard to hide—when Anna had come. 
When the older woman had arrived at the cabin to join Kastl’s little guard detail, Manda had immediately recognized her as the one who had found her in the bathroom, interrupting the attack. Kastl had brought the woman back to the cabin when Manda had been in hiding for a month. He’d led the woman onto the deck, where Manda was sitting in the shade and surfing the internet.
“Manda, this is Anna,” Kastl had introduced. “She’ll be joining us.” Then he’d turned and left without any further comment or explanation, reinforcing Manda’s opinion of him as cold and distant. She’d pushed thoughts of Kastl from her mind, however, when she realized that Anna was frozen in shock and gaping at Manda as if she were looking at a ghost.
“Hi,” Manda had greeted her hesitantly.
Anna’s response had been unexpected. “You’re alive!” she’d blurted, and blindly stumbled to a chair with her eyes still glued to Manda.
“Yes, I am,” Manda agreed, “and I believe I partly owe you for that. Thank you.”
Anna had been embarrassed by Manda’s gratitude and had launched into a litany of apologies and explanations. The story that Manda finally pieced together was that Anna had been one of the agents assigned to keep an eye on her that day at the baseball game. It had been her particular responsibility to keep Manda safe if she went to the bathroom, where her other guardians couldn’t conveniently follow. But Manda had slipped away when Anna hadn’t been looking. She admitted to letting her guard down a little when Manda was with Richard because he never let Manda out of his sight for a second.
It had only taken her a few minutes to realize that Manda was gone, but that was all it had taken. By her own reckoning, her negligence had been responsible for Manda’s death. After a tearful apology to Mikey, Anna had turned in her resignation. She’d been bewildered when it had been completely ignored and she’d instead been sternly ordered to report to Fort Collins for a new assignment.
The agent who had met her in Fort Collins had been one of the three besides Kastl who were guarding Manda at the cabin. By adding comments from the other agents and one overheard phone conversation to Anna’s story, Manda deduced that Kastl had brought Anna onto his tiny guard detail as a means of allaying her guilt and keeping her from throwing away a long and successful career. It was a kind and compassionate decision and Manda’s opinion of Kastl had softened. They’d had more real conversations after that, opening up to each other a tiny bit. She’d commented on the form he took most often in his frequent aerial patrols. He’d been surprised that she had recognized the black bird as a rook. He’d smiled when he admitted that he’d chosen his current last name based on that form. It had been the start of their truce. 
Manda still preferred to be alone rather than with Kastl or any of the other agents though. She was miserable in her beautiful, self-imposed prison, and trying to be polite and friendly to the others was an effort—not because she disliked them, but because hiding her unhappiness required constant vigilance. Each of them had, in some way, helped to save her life and she didn’t want to seem sulky and ungrateful. She lived in a constant state of worry about Richard though. Despite Kastl’s assurances that he was perfectly safe, Manda couldn’t help but imagine him on the receiving end of what she had experienced—except with two attackers instead of one. Or even worse, a surprise attack that he never even saw coming. She’d been having nightmares about it.
If the fear wasn’t enough, Manda was homesick and missed her family and friends. To say she missed Richard didn’t even come close to expressing how she felt, though. Being apart from him was like having a part of herself torn away. There was nothing left but ragged edges.
Manda had been haunting the Internet for news of Richard ever since Kastl had supplied her with the computer. The first thing she’d done, of course, had been to import the composite reconstruction of her attacker’s face into her graphics software and refine and alter it. She’d spent hours of meticulous work, often editing on a pixel-by-pixel level, until it finally matched the face in her memory. Kastl had been impressed but she had just been relieved to have it over with. She wanted to forget the events in that bathroom, if that were possible.
The computer was Manda’s lifeline to the outside world, even if Kastl took great care to ensure it was a one-way link. After completing the composite, she ran an online search for Richard Raines. The story of her murder had been everywhere, as well as an ocean of rumor and speculation on the subject. The only new information about Richard, however, had been that the two Raines brothers had been in seclusion and unavailable for comment. It wasn’t until almost two weeks later that another tiny bit of new information surfaced.
Manda was reading reports of her funeral when she found a mention of Richard. It was short, but heartbreaking to Manda.
While Joshua Raines attended Miss Jensen’s funeral service today, there was no sign of his brother, Richard Raines, who had been romantically involved with the Denver woman since January. A spokesman for the brothers stated that “Richard was devastated by events and has chosen to grieve privately.”
Manda was very afraid that the reason Richard hadn’t gone to her funeral was because he couldn’t forgive her for rejecting him and calling him a monster. The next day she’d been sitting on the deck that overlooked the stream, haunted by visions of her loved ones enduring her funeral, when Kastl joined her. They sat in silence for a long time before Manda finally gave bitter voice to the thoughts that plagued her.
“You know, in movies they have these scenes where everyone thinks someone is dead, and that person sneaks in and watches their own funeral. It’s always this touching, beautiful, “It’s a Wonderful Life” moment when they realize how much people loved them—but it’s not beautiful and touching. It’s horrible and awful because the truth is that you’re hurting everyone you love. They never put that part in the movies.”
Knowing she was going to cry then, she’d gotten up and walked away, taking the path upstream with no destination in mind. She just hadn’t wanted Kastl to see her tears. That was when she’d discovered the hammock. Now, when the weather was nice and she wasn’t on the computer searching for news about Richard, she was usually there.
That’s where she’d been most of the day today…ever since her fit of pique with Kastl. It was now late in the afternoon and she’d been there since midmorning. She hadn’t even returned to the cabin for lunch. Anna had brought her a sandwich shortly after one o’clock. Manda had accepted it dutifully and thanked her, but as soon as the motherly agent had disappeared back down the dirt path, Manda had torn it into small pieces and tossed it into the rushing stream. She just wasn’t hungry. Luckily, no one expected her to take a turn in the kitchen. If they had, they would have found themselves hungry more often than not. She didn’t have much of an appetite these days and tended to forget meal times. When Anna had moved in, the motherly agent had happily taken over most of the kitchen duties—a lucky stroke, since Kastl’s cooking hadn’t been good. The three agents from the ambulance—the two paramedics and the driver—acted as the go-betweens with the outside world, bringing in groceries and supplies and providing security support. Although they had sleeping quarters in the cabin, they were away most of the time, often coming and going without Manda ever seeing them.
Though those three men were phantoms, Kastl insisted that he, Anna, and Manda eat dinner together every evening. (Manda would have to head back to the house soon if she didn’t want to be late again.) She’d argued with him about this back when it had just been the two of them sharing the meal, but he had insisted that it was a security matter, not a pleasantry. Dinner together insured that he (and now Anna) had a chance to eat in peace without having to worry about Manda’s safety. It also served as a daily briefing of sorts, where any concerns or new developments could be discussed. A great many concerns had been raised and debated. There were seldom any new developments though.
Manda walked back down the path to the cabin slowly, carefully tucking her daydream, her disappointment, and her irrational anger away behind a calm face. It was a familiar reflex. She’d perfected it in college when she’d moved into the dorm. After her parents’ death she’d been forced to share a room with a series of older roommates who had never been more than polite strangers, sharing little beyond proximity. 
Dusk was falling as Manda climbed the steps onto the deck that ran the width of the cabin. Anna would have dinner ready soon. Manda could at least set the table. After a few steps across the deck, however, Manda froze. Between her and the door a small black and brown sparrow stood looking at her with its head cocked to one side. Birds often frequented the area around the cabin since Anna had made a habit of filling the birdfeeders scattered throughout the nearby trees. This bird, however, hadn’t flown away as the other birds did when she approached. Flashbacks of the attack in the bathroom overwhelmed Manda and panic tried to claw its way through her chest.
It’s just a bird, she told herself, fighting to stay rational. Just a regular bird.
She said a silent prayer and then stomped her foot in the bird’s direction. “Shoo!”
The bird ruffled its wings but didn’t fly away. Instead it tilted its head to the other side and fixed its black eye on her. Manda felt as if she were paralyzed. She couldn’t run. She couldn’t scream. She could only stand and watch the tiny bird.
It’s just a bird, reason told her again. It can’t hurt you. Just a little bird. The words repeated themselves over and over in her head. The rational part of her clung to them, but emotionally she wasn’t reassured. A small, frightened sound began deep in her throat, involuntarily growing louder. With every ounce of will she could gather, Manda slowly moved one foot and then the other, inching away from the sparrow. When she’d backed up a couple of feet, the bird advanced on her. At the same time, she heard the quick flurry of wings behind her. Unnerved, Manda screamed for the only person she could think of to help her right there and then.
“Kastl! Kas…” The name turned into a wordless shriek when a hand closed on her shoulder. She struggled to pull away but it held her tightly.
“Manda! It’s me,” Kastl said quickly. “Calm down. You’re safe. It’s just a bird. Relax. It’s okay.”
Anna burst through the backdoor a heartbeat later. She had a revolver in her right hand. 
“What happened?” she demanded, scanning alertly for signs of danger.
“False alarm. Everything’s fine,” Kastl said calmly. “Would you please take Manda inside and stay with her. I’ll change and be right there.”
Manda realized then that Kastl was unclothed behind her and she studiously kept her eyes turned away as she walked toward Anna. The older woman escorted her into the house and settled her onto the sofa.
“Are you okay?” Anna asked. “What happened?”
“I’m fine,” Manda replied with more equanimity than she felt. Inside, her heart was trying to beat through her ribcage, but on the outside she had reconstructed her calm façade. “It was just a bird—a sparrow. It startled me. It was stupid.”
“Oh,” Anna said sympathetically. She knew about the sparrow in the bathroom and understood. “Well, you’re safe. We won’t let anything happen to you here.” She patted Manda’s shoulder reassuringly and then glanced toward the kitchen. “I have something on the stove. I’ll just go turn that off. Can I get you a glass of water or something?”
“Water would be nice. Thank you.”
Anna hurried off and while she was away Manda took a few deep breaths, trying to calm herself. It had just been a bird. Was she going to lose her mind every time she saw a sparrow now? She wondered what the name for that particular phobia was.
Anna returned with the glass of water a step ahead of Kastl. She handed it to Manda and sat down on the sofa beside her. Kastl seated himself on the edge of the coffee table across from them.
“Calm down, Manda,” he instructed kindly, “before you hyperventilate or something.”
Of course, Manda realized. He can hear my heart racing, just like Richard always could. She took a few more deep breaths and nodded.
Kastl smiled his approval. “Anna, no more hand-feeding the birds on the deck. They’re getting a little too bold.” 
Anna nodded. “I’m sorry, Manda.”
“It’s okay, really. I was just being silly. If you want to feed the birds, don’t stop because of me.” Manda’s heartbeat was beginning to slow and embarrassment was taking the place of fear. She felt like a complete fool. She took a long drink of water and then examined the glass. She wished she were anywhere but there. Maybe Richard had been right not to tell her about the danger. She may well have developed a phobia of every animal she saw. She wished she were with Richard, far away from the cabin.



 
 
Chapter 42
As the weeks marched by and summer surrendered to fall without a fight, colder weather kept Manda indoors more and more often. Her escapes to daydream in the hammock became less and less frequent until she finally told Kastl he could take it down for the winter. It was a very nice hammock and she wouldn’t want the winter weather to ruin it. After all, if she were still there in the spring she might need it again. It was a depressing thought.
Manda found almost everything depressing now. Trapped indoors most of the time, she prowled restlessly. Her bedroom was the only place she could be alone, since she wasn’t the only one the bad weather had driven inside. The three roaming agents were also confined to the cabin a majority of the time now. Larry, Mo, and Curly (that was how Manda secretly thought of them, though their names were really Terry, Joe, and Leon) were nice enough, as was Anna, and Manda was grateful to all of them for the part that each had played in saving her life. The problem was that Manda was unhappy and hadn’t been sleeping well. She was still having nightmares and hadn’t slept through the night in weeks. The combination left her irritable and distracted.  She tried not to take this out on the others, but they were always there. Manda spent a great deal of time and effort making polite excuses and fleeing from room to room, trying to avoid the others without seeming rude. She suspected that she was coming across as a snob but that was better than seeming like a bad tempered harpy. It would have to do anyway.
Surprisingly, it was Kastl who rescued her once more. In his company she found unexpected refuge from the forced cheerfulness and small talk of the other agents. Kastl’s stern authority and taciturn nature meant that those who worked for him tended to avoid his presence. Manda found that if she sat in whatever room he occupied, no one else would disturb her…and Kastl himself didn’t feel the need to chat. She was able to let her mind wander and spin her daydreams far from the confining walls of the cabin without fear of interruption.
Kastl seemed to encourage her company, often leaving the most comfortable seat in the room for her or building a fire in the great room fireplace to please her. So, while Manda surfed the Internet or read or just let her imagination carry her elsewhere, Kastl would read or work on his own computer in silence. Manda supposed it was the perfect arrangement for him—he was able to keep an eye on Manda from the comfort of his chair. No wonder he did what he could to keep her close.
As Manda and Kastl spent more and more time together, and Manda grew more comfortable with his company, she would sometimes ask him questions about shapeshifting. Unlike Richard, who had been eager to educate Manda on the subject, Kastl didn’t volunteer information. Secretiveness was a deeply ingrained habit for him, she supposed. He didn’t hesitate to answer any direct questions she asked on the subject though. In this way Manda was able to fill in some of the blanks in the information that Richard had given her. For example, she learned that a shapeshifter could only collect forms that were of their own gender. (She had been especially silly to be afraid of the sparrow on the deck, as it had been male and couldn’t possibly have been one of the women who wanted her dead.)
In addition, he explained to her that it was much more difficult to shift into the form you were already in, which was why a shapeshifter usually shifted to another form and back again in order to heal an injury. It was simply easier. This difficulty was also why his trick with altered blood—the one that had saved her life—was challenging. That explained the relief Manda had seen on his face when she’d finally shifted. He’d been afraid that she would fail, rendering all of his efforts to protect her useless and alienating Richard forever.
As fall progressed and the snows began, news about Richard and Josh trickled in. In mid-October, Rain’s new album was released to rave reviews and critical acclaim. Manda was surprised by the title though. From the moment Richard and Josh had started working on the project in earnest, the working title had been “Fairy Tales,” but the final release was titled “Reality Check.” Manda had heard all of the songs in one form or another before, but Kastl purchased and downloaded the completed album for her on the day it was released. Manda immediately loaded it onto her iPod (another gift from Kastl, intended no doubt to placate her lest she rebel against her confinement) and lived the next three days with headphones in her ears.
In November, Rain launched their tour. It was a short one, only four months long, but that had been Richard’s plan from the start and had nothing to do with Manda’s “death.” Josh had teased Richard about not being able to pry himself away from Manda any longer than that, but privately he confided to her how glad he was that his brother had found her.
Manda had wondered if they would carry on with the tour as planned. She’d hoped so, as it was intended to promote the foundation, and so she was relieved when they didn’t cancel it. Sadly, this bit of positive news was overshadowed by a fresh wave of depression when the day of Richard’s birthday arrived.
Manda had missed his last birthday because they had only been dating a few weeks and he had failed to tell her about it. Manda had since pried the information out of Sarah and had planned to do something special this year. Instead, she’d managed to make both Richard and herself miserable. Good job, M, she congratulated herself facetiously. You’re the best girlfriend ever. Manda didn’t even bother getting out of bed that day. She wasn’t fit company for herself, much less anyone else. Better to just pull the blankets up over her head and wait for tomorrow.
The next day, Manda dragged herself out of bed as usual. And the day after. And the day after that. Each day she woke up hoping that it would be her last day of hiding, and each night she climbed back into bed disappointed. In between, she continued to search for news about Richard and Josh. She seldom found anything worthwhile. Album rankings—it was doing very well, climbing the charts quickly. Concert reviews—also good, though Richard was apparently taking even more of a backseat this time around and letting Josh have more of the spotlight to himself. Aside from this, there wasn’t much information to be had, but Manda told herself that no news was good news.
On Thanksgiving, Manda volunteered to help Anna cook dinner for everyone. This would be the first time she’d spent Thanksgiving away from her family. She missed them more than ever as the smell of turkey and pumpkin pie stirred memories of past holidays. Katie and Robbie would have been back in school for several months now. She hoped that they were doing well. Manda tried not to dwell on what she was missing though. Instead she threw herself into helping Anna make the holiday a cheery one. She forced herself to smile and be sociable. She made a festive centerpiece and place settings for the table, and tried to remember everything she had to be thankful for. She was alive, after all. That in itself was no small miracle. Her family and friends were all healthy and well, and if she couldn’t be with them…well, she wasn’t the only one forced to spend the holiday apart from the ones they loved. She was sure each of the five agents here with her would rather be somewhere else as well. They were giving up a great deal to keep her safe, she thought guiltily. She consoled herself with the fact that they at least were able to call and e-mail their families and friends. 
Manda and Anna had been up early, cooking and preparing for their Thanksgiving feast. They’d dispatched Joe and Leon several days before to buy all of the groceries they would need after polling everyone in the house to make sure they included at least one of each person’s favorite holiday dishes. By Thursday afternoon, after the meal was over, Anna and Manda both collapsed into chairs in front of the fireplace, exhausted. Manda still wasn’t sleeping well, and so it wasn’t just one early morning and too much turkey making her eyelids heavy. She curled her legs up into the chair beside her and rested her head against the back of the too-comfortable chair. She could hear water running and the clinking of dishes from the kitchen, where Terry and Kastl washed up. The sound of the football game that Joe and Leon were watching drifted down from the loft. Anna was sitting quietly and reading a book. The only sound from her was the occasional rustling of a page. They were all very familiar, comforting sounds. If Manda closed her eyes she could imagine she was at Emily’s house. She sighed and let her imagination take her there. Last year Richard and Josh had joined them. With a small smile on her lips, Manda drifted into sleep.
 
******
 
Like dark déjà vu, Manda found herself in the inky blackness again. It was a lonely and dangerous darkness that thickened around her like icy water. A familiar light in the distance once again drew her attention, growing brighter and larger as she focused on it. It resolved into the small stretch of road illuminated by a lone street lamp—the bit of road where Richard stood alone.
His face was haggard and his shoulders slumped in defeat. He called her name as he peered into the darkness. His voice had long since lost any vestige of hope. Each time he called out he edged closer to the line between the safe brightness that illuminated him and the treacherous, inky night the surrounded Manda.
She called out a warning to him, but he couldn’t hear her. She tried to run to him, but was restrained by the hands that held her. They weren’t threatening or hurtful, but they pushed against her forcefully, pressing her against the cold, unyielding surface behind her. Hands pinned her by her chest and shoulder while others pushed against her abdomen uncomfortably. She struggled against them, not because they were painful, but because they kept her from Richard. She had to stop him before he left the safe circle of light. A monster waited for him in the darkness—a monster with the razor sharp claws of a beast and the vicious, grinning face of a girl. The monster often taunted Manda from the darkness, promising harm to Richard and whispering its intentions in vivid detail.
Richard stepped forward again. He was so close to the darkness now that his foot edged into it ever so slightly. Manda redoubled her struggle against the hands to no effect. She shrieked his name, desperately trying to warn him about the monster. This time he seemed to hear her. He spun in her direction and his eyes peered into the dark in a futile attempt to locate her. She called out again, as loudly as she could.
“Richard! Don’t move. Stay there!”
Her shout had exactly the wrong effect though. Pinpointing the direction of her voice, Richard charged into the night, calling her name. The instant he disappeared completely from the light, his shouts turned to bellows of anger and pain—and then were abruptly and ominously silenced.
“No!” Manda screamed, struggling against the hands again. “No!” The hands on her shoulder shook her.
“Manda! Wake up!”
 
******
 
Manda’s eyes flew open and she lunged forward in her chair, ready to run, ready to fight. Adrenaline rushed through her rigid body and her wide eyes flashed around the room searching for Richard. All they found was Kastl. He leaned over her with his hands on her shoulders, keeping her from bolting from the chair.
“It was just a dream. Calm down. You’re okay.” His eyes probed her stricken face and he smiled reassuringly. “I’m right here and I’m not going to let anyone hurt you. Calm down.”
This time it was Kastl’s words that had an unintended effect. Tears flooded down Manda’s face and her whole body shook uncontrollably…because it wasn’t her own safety that she feared for; it was Richard’s.



 
 
Chapter 43
Manda pressed the cotton ball to her arm to staunch the trickle of blood from the small puncture the needle had left. Luckily she wasn’t squeamish about blood or afraid of needles, but neither did she particularly enjoy having her blood drawn. She was thankful that it was only a monthly occurrence now, instead of the daily routine it had been at first.
“Here you go,” Kastl said and she moved her finger aside so that he could press an adhesive strip firmly in place. He had explained the need for the frequent blood tests. As he’d told her on that first day, they had only used the altered therianthropic factor twice before, so they didn’t have much solid clinical data about the short and long term affects. Any information they could gain by monitoring her would be invaluable, both to her and to others. Manda submitted willingly to the frequent “blood letting,” as she called it, and sometimes watched as Kastl and Leon put her blood through their battery of tests. They would mix tiny amounts of her blood with other blood—Kastl’s, Leon’s, and blood from the small collection of rodents kept for just that purpose—and then watch with a microscope to see what happened. The few times Manda had looked she hadn’t seen anything interesting. She did like to play with her fellow “guinea pigs” though, particularly the hamsters and rats. The mice were always much too skittish and the real guinea pigs were boring.
The two men ran other tests as well, and Manda had asked Kastl what they were looking for. He had shrugged and said they weren’t looking for anything in particular, just collecting data and screening for anomalies.
“Thanks, Manda,” Leon said, his standard cue that the bloodletting portion of today’s show was over. “I’m going to draw blood from the rats and mice today.” Translation: she should play with the hamsters and guinea pigs instead.
“Thanks, but I promised Anna I’d help her decorate the Christmas tree,” Manda replied, rolling her sleeve back down as she stood. She wasn’t really in the holiday spirit, even though Christmas was only a week away, but she was trying to put on a happy face. Anna was determined to make the season a festive one.
“Well, come back later if you can. The more you play with them, the easier they are for me to handle.” Leon grinned as he admitted his ulterior motive.
“If you’d quit poking holes in them…,” Manda began accusingly, and then trailed off with a grin and left the two men to their work. She found Anna in the great room, surrounded by the bags and boxes containing all of the brand new Christmas decorations she’d ordered online. She’d apparently conscripted Joe and Terry into her little Yuletide army, as they were industriously stringing miles of lights around the massive spruce tree that Kastl had cut and dragged in the previous day.
“What can I do?” Manda asked, seeking guidance from their general.
“I guess we’re not quite ready for you yet,” Anna answered after checking on the two men’s progress. “You can relax until they’re done.”
With time to kill—something she’d grown quite used to—Manda retrieved her laptop from her bedroom and made herself comfortable at the table in the loft, where she could see the snow-blanketed valley outside the expansive southern windows. She hadn’t had a chance to check the Internet yet today. She started to type Richard’s name into the search box and it auto-populated after the first two letters.
There was seldom any new information, and Manda usually had to sift through old news and worthless blogs and message board posts. This time, however, a wealth of recent news stories filled the search results page. She hadn’t seen so much since immediately after her “murder,” when photos of Richard and her had accompanied almost every entry. Now the photos were of Richard and another woman.
Manda began clicking through the links, reading the stories and looking at the pictures. Richard looked sad and tired, but the woman who was beside him in dozens of different photos was stunning. She was tall and willowy, with striking blonde hair and a dazzling smile, and she draped herself around Richard in a very, very familiar way.
The majority of the stories were the same. Richard had been seen in the more-than-friendly company of this new woman during the L.A. stop of Rain’s concert tour. She had accompanied the brothers when they landed at the airport and Richard had not been seen in public without her since.
Other posts speculated that perhaps “the music scene’s most elusive bachelor” had found someone to fill the empty place in his heart left by the death of his late-love. As Manda read this and similar posts, she struggled with a mix of emotions. Jealousy and anger were her first reflexive reactions. How dare this woman try to steal Richard away. Guilt and anxiety followed. It was Manda’s fault that Richard looked so sad. If this woman could make him happy again, would he fall in love with her? At the end of this whole nightmare, what if Manda lost him? Fear and worry joined the emotional whirlpool that swirled around Manda and left her floundering. It had never occurred to her that Richard might find someone else, but now that she considered the possibility she realized she’d been foolish and naïve. It wasn’t as if he were cheating on her, after all. She was dead…at least as far as he and everyone else was concerned. It was unrealistic to think that he wouldn’t meet anyone else. Would he worry about this woman as much as he had about Manda? Would he tell her about the danger? Manda said a silent prayer that Kastl’s team would capture their prey before she lost Richard for good.
Another thought occurred to Manda and she paled. What if it didn’t matter? What if it was already too late? What if Richard could never forgive her for the awful things she’d said and done? If Manda was free to go to him today, would he take her back? Would he hate her? Manda studied the picture of the woman closely, trying to glean as much information as she could about her. She was elegant and confident in front of the cameras. In every picture she staked her claim on Richard, either through the way she looked at him or the proprietary way she touched him. Jealousy writhed in Manda’s chest once more. 
“Manda?”
Manda jumped, startled by Kastl’s sharp voice right beside her.
“Sorry,” he apologized, “but Anna’s been calling you for the last five minutes. I spoke to you from the top of the stairs but you didn’t hear me. Are you okay?”
“I’ve been better,” she admitted with a candor that didn’t usually characterize her dealings with Kastl. He put a comforting hand on her shoulder in a gesture as atypical as her candor had been, and stepped behind her so he could see her computer screen.
“Chelsea.” When he said the name, there was an odd inflection in the shapeshifter’s voice that Manda wasn’t able to identify.
“You know her?” Manda asked, desperate for more information.
“I’ve met her,” Kastl clarified. “She and Richard go way back.”
“Meaning?” Manda prompted, not sure what to make of that comment.
“Meaning that they have a great deal of history. She’s been very fond of Richard for a while and if she’s back I doubt he’ll let her get away again. I expect you’ll be seeing a lot more of her.” He squeezed her shoulder gently. There was sympathy in his voice, along with something else. Excitement? Manda didn’t know what to make of that either.
“Hurry, Kastl,” Manda pleaded in a strained whisper. “Please.”
“Hang in there. We’re closer than we’ve ever been. My team is doing everything they can. Just understand that things may not be the same when this is over, okay?” He squeezed her shoulder once more and then turned and walked away.
As the weeks progressed, Richard and Chelsea were frequently the subject of discussion on television, as well as the Internet. Manda’s anxiety increased with every picture she saw of Chelsea twining herself around Richard, and the more anxious and unhappy she became, the more impatient and short-tempered she was. She didn’t like herself very much when she behaved that way. Lack of sleep just made it all harder. Her nightmares had gotten worse, reflecting her new fears. Now as she was held in the darkness, someone was trying to take Richard away, leading him off into the treacherous darkness away from Manda, toward the monster. 
As the snows grew deeper outside, exhaustion and stress began taking a more pronounced toll. Manda was on the verge of tears almost all of the time and she began to isolate herself, staying in her room and only coming out for dinner—Kastl still insisted on that. When she had to be around the others, she closed in on herself even more, keeping her thoughts and emotions closeted tightly away. She lost track of the days, never sure what day of the week it was. After who knows how many weeks of this, Kastl had apparently had enough. He knocked on her bedroom door one morning as she lay in bed trying to avoid another day.
“Manda,” he called when she didn’t answer.
“What?” she answered apathetically.
“Can I come in?” he asked, though his tone promised that he planned to enter no matter what she said. She sighed.
“Sure. Why not.” He strode in before she’d gotten the words completely out.
“You and I need to have a little chat,” he stated flatly, making himself at home in the rocking chair in the corner, as he’d done the first time she’d woken up in this room.
Manda sat up and scooted back so she could lean against the headboard. She pulled the quilt up tightly, and then regarded Kastl with an expression that was as flat as his tone had been.
“This has to stop, Manda,” he said in what could only be called a reprimand. “You’re upsetting my team.”
Manda rubbed her eyes tiredly as another pound of guilt weighed her down even further. “I’m sorry,” she sighed. “I’ll apologize. I try not to take it out on them, but I guess I haven’t been doing a very good job. I’ll try to do better at keeping my problems to myself in the future.”
Kastl snorted in disgust. “That’s not what I meant. That’s the last thing I need. You’re already hiding yourself away so much that you’ve got them all worried about you. That’s the problem. It’s not healthy…and they’ve all dedicated a great deal of effort to making sure you are safe and healthy. Maybe you can do your part as well?”
Manda bridled. “What do you want from me, Kastl? Sunshine and smiles?”
Kastl arched his eyebrows. “No. Exactly the opposite. A little more of the fire you just aimed at me would be a start.” He leaned toward her, resting his elbows on his knees. “We all know you’re struggling, and no one would mind if you let some of that out. We can take it. So, the first thing I want is for you to stop hiding yourself in this room, away from everything and everyone.”
“The first thing?” Manda questioned as she pressed the heal of her hand to her forehead, trying to relieve the constant, dull ache that had settled between her temples.
“The second thing I want,” he continued on cue, “is for you to start taking these sleeping pills.” He tossed a small amber bottle onto her lap. “You’re going to start have psychotic episodes if you don’t get some sleep.”
Manda picked up the bottle of pills and threw it back. “No. I won’t take them.”
“Damn it, Manda! Don’t be stubborn. You need…”
“No!” Manda interrupted angrily. They’d been through this before. The thought of being trapped in one of her nightmares by a drug induced slumber terrified her. She fought against sleep altogether, knowing that as soon as her eyes closed the terror would return. Her stomach churned just thinking about it.
Kastl glared, but pocketed the pills. “Third, I want you to get back to work. You need to do something to keep yourself busy and distract yourself. With any luck, that might even help with the nightmares.”
And keep me from obsessing so much over Richard and Chelsea, Manda silently read between the lines, but what she said out loud was, “Get back to work doing what? Do you suddenly have some graphic design needs that I’m not aware of? Planning on putting out an educational brochure? ‘Therianthropy and You: An Illustrated Guide.’”
Kastl suppressed a smile. “No. Not at present. I mean a real, outside-world project, not some made-up busy work.” 
Manda’s surprise and skepticism must have showed on her face.
“Of course you won’t be able to take credit for it, or accept payment. I thought maybe some pro-bono work. Surely there’s a charity that would benefit from your abilities. Anna could be your go-between if necessary. It would give you something meaningful to do and allow you some interaction with someone outside these four walls—assuming of course that you’re careful. And it goes without saying, no interaction at all with anyone who already knows you.”
As soon as Kastl mentioned charity, Manda immediately thought of the Raines Foundation. There was a project... Her forehead crinkled and her eyes narrowed as she concentrated, trying to see the path to what she wanted. Kastl misconstrued her frown, however, and frowned back impatiently.
“Don’t be difficult. You need something to do or you’re going to be miserable and drive everyone else crazy.”
“No, you’re right,” Manda countered with the first spark of enthusiasm she’d shown in months. “It’s a brilliant idea, and I know just what I’d like to do. It’s a project I thought of back in June. I just never had a chance to follow up on it.” She proceeded to outline her idea to Kastl. He was opposed at first, but she was able to talk him around, overcoming his objections with well-reasoned arguments of her own and assurances that she would in no way compromise their secrecy. Eventually he became an ally in her plan, and between the two of them they ironed out the last wrinkles.
Manda would create a promotional video for the Raines Foundation. She’d thought of it while sifting through the videos and still shots of Richard and Josh they’d taken to use for their fundraising concert at Red Rocks. She had been looking for images of the organizations that benefitted from the foundation’s work, but there had been much more material than she could use. She’d been listening to music while she worked and as the version of Fairy Tale that Richard had recorded for her played, her mind started pairing different photos and video clips with the lyrics of the song. 
On her computer right now Manda had everything she needed to complete the video; it had just seemed pointless to do it if it would never be used. If Kastl would let her send it to Mikey though… 
That, of course, had been the stumbling block. Richard, Josh, and Mikey would all recognize the footage and want an explanation of where the video had come from. The solution they came up with was to claim that Manda had completed the project before the baseball game. Kastl agreed to arrange its delivery to Mikey through a lawyer who he knew could be trusted. They could blame legal hold-ups for the delay in delivering it to Mikey.
When they had the details worked out and she’d gotten Kastl’s go ahead, Manda was so eager to begin that she practically shooed him from her room. Within an hour she was showered, dressed, and bent over her computer in the loft, oblivious to everything but the project at hand.
With no deadline to meet and nobody to please but herself, Manda took her time and finessed the project until it coincided with the vision she’d constructed in her mind. It was a luxury she was seldom afforded. She was totally engrossed in her project, working on it during all hours of the day and night. The nightmares still came, and Chelsea and Richard still made headlines, but these torments weren’t quite so overwhelming now that she had something to push them from the forefront of her mind some of the time.
When she first began working on the video, Manda had used the version of Fairy Tale that had been released to the public—the one Josh had sung. Then she realized that this was a huge mistake. That version hadn’t been completed until after her “death.” She switched, a little reluctantly, to the only other version she had…the one Richard had recorded for her and only her. She also limited herself to imagery that she already had on her computer. That would keep her from inadvertently purchasing an image or video clip that had been posted after she’d gone into hiding. She still had more than enough to work with. So much, in fact, that only a fraction of it would actually fit on her computer. The majority was housed on an external hard drive. 
It took Manda days to sort through the raw content and gather what she wanted to use. It took even longer to assemble and edit it, create and add effects and graphics, and fine tune it until it melded with the music perfectly. When it was finally done, she handed it over to Kastl with both excitement and regret. Regret because it was finished and she would no longer be able to escape into the distraction it offered, and excitement because Richard would see it soon. In a way it was like sending him a reminder not to forget about her.
The days that followed were agonizing as Manda waited for word from Kastl that the final project had been delivered to Mikey. She checked the Raines Foundation Web site repeatedly, half hoping to see the video posted there even before she heard from Kastl. It was a silly hope and she knew it, but she couldn’t help herself. 
After several days of suspense, Manda found all of the other cabin dwellers waiting for her in the kitchen when she arrived for her usual morning caffeine scavenging expedition. Anna had broken routine this morning and cooked a large breakfast, and all five agents were waiting for her with broad smiles. Well, four were smiling. Kastl’s expression was more of a faint smirk. Manda’s spirits lifted. Surely they were celebrating the completion and delivery of the project. She thought it was reason for celebration anyway. She hadn’t realized the others would think so too—which of course, they didn’t.
“Happy Birthday!” they all sing-songed in unison, except for Kastl, who grinned at her startled reaction.
“Oh! It’s my birthday? Already?” Manda had so lost track of time that she hadn’t even realized it was February. “Thank you.” She hoped they would attribute her damp eyes to gratitude, but actually she was fighting back tears for another reason. As they had called out their well wishes, she’d been vividly reminded of her last birthday…with Richard. The memory of him standing in her flower-filled and candle-lit dining room in his tuxedo, so breath-takingly handsome, was like a physical blow. She struggled to stay in the here and now, showing appropriate appreciation to her cabin mates.
“I made your favorite,” Anna announced happily. “French toast.”
“Thank you. That’s so sweet,” Manda managed with a fairly convincing smile.
“We didn’t have a chance to wrap our gift,” Joe announced on behalf of himself, Terry, and Leon. (Manda had long-since stopped thinking of them as the Three Stooges.) He pushed a large white shopping bag across the counter toward her. Inside was a stack of newly released novels and graphic design magazines—things Manda had sorely missed, trapped here as she was.
“Thank you,” Manda responded. The tears she suppressed were beginning to actually have more of real gratitude and less of sadness about them.
Without a word, Kastl held out a plain white legal-sized envelope to Manda. She took it from him with a questioning look, to which he just smirked again. She tore it open and pulled out the folded sheet of thick white paper. As she unfolded it he explained.
“That’s a copy of the letter that was delivered to Mikey yesterday with the video. I won’t even tell you what a nightmare it was arranging it so our tracks would be covered. Happy Birthday, Manda.”
Manda could have shouted. At least Richard would have this fresh reminder of her on her birthday. Maybe he too would think about their first Valentine’s Day, just as she was. She hugged Kastl tightly, startling him so that he stiffened momentarily before loosening up and hugging her in return.
“Thank you, Alec,” she whispered, not even realizing that she’d used his given name for the first time.
“You’re welcome,” he replied simply, and then stepped away. “Let’s eat.”



 
 
Chapter 44
Manda wasn’t sure exactly what to expect after the video was in Richard’s hands, but she did expect something. So, she was frustrated when nothing happened. Nothing at all. It didn’t appear on the foundation’s Web site—or anywhere else for that matter—and nothing changed with Chelsea. Manda wasn’t sure why she’d thought anything would change there, but for some irrational reason she had. 
After two weeks without any indication that her video even existed, the flame of interest and enthusiasm that the project had ignited in Manda was guttering. It was extinguished completely when a fresh wave of speculation about Richard and Chelsea surfaced. 
With her spirits already low, Manda began her customary Internet search, expecting the usual photos of Richard and Chelsea and reports on where they had been and what they had been doing. Manda usually drew hope from Richard’s expressions and body language in these photos. He always looked tense and sad, and often a little angry, and he was never looking at Chelsea. Also, though Chelsea was often touching Richard, holding onto his arm or draping herself around him in various ways, Richard never reciprocated. He never touched her. 
Manda had fixated on those details. She’d even looked back at the photos of herself and Richard to compare and he had almost always had his arm around her, or held her hand, or in some other way connected himself to her. He’d also looked at her often, with looks that still gave her butterflies. The contrasts between these pictures and the ones with Chelsea were glaring, and it gave Manda hope that maybe Richard and Chelsea’s relationship was purely one-sided. The latest pictures and reports strained this hope however.
“Are wedding bells in the future?” one headline asked, and other stories continued the theme. Amidst a fresh batch of pictures featuring Richard with his arm wrapped possessively around Chelsea or their hands entwined were reports that Chelsea had been spotted browsing through posh bridal boutiques and ring-shopping at exclusive jewelers. Speculation was that a proposal either already had or would soon be made.
And yet Richard still looked miserable, and even tenser than before. Chelsea wasn’t making him happy. If he married her, would the rest of his life be just as miserable? If it was, would it all be Manda’s fault? She considered calling off her deal with Kastl and running straight to Richard to stop him from…from what? Manda wasn’t thinking clearly. What if he truly did love Chelsea? Maybe the reason he looked so tense and miserable was because he was worried about her safety? After what had happened to Manda he must be frantic with worry for Chelsea. No. Manda had to carry through with this. Even if she lost Richard, at least she could help make Chelsea safe and finally allow Richard to have some peace and happiness.
With her last strand of hope fraying, Manda clung to that one last, thin thread and waited. The nightmares however got worse, and as sleep became even rarer and exhaustion more extreme, the thread stretched to the breaking point.
By the first day of spring, Manda was lucky if she got two or three hours of sleep a night and those were not restful. She suspected that Kastl had resorted to slipping the sleeping pills into her food just to make her sleep even that small amount. The dreams she had during those few hours were particularly vivid and terrifying and often seemed more real to her than the waking world. 
She knew she was a mess but she had no idea what to do about it. A few times when she came down to dinner she had been sure that everyone had been talking about her right before she entered the room. She was willing to concede that it could just have been paranoia on her part though. Everything seemed to be falling apart around her. The logical part of her mind told her that this was just the sleep deprivation’s affect on her, and that with a few solid nights of rest things would look better. Unfortunately, sleep and Manda were not on friendly speaking terms these days. 
Kastl made no secret of his concern for her. When she informed him that she wasn’t interested in working on another project, he took away her computer.
“If you’re not going to use it for anything useful, I’m certainly not going to let you torture yourself with it,” he told her severely. “Read a book instead.”
He’d also expressed his disapproval when she began to hide away in her bedroom again. She listened when he ordered her to stop and then promptly ignored him. She even tried skipping dinner once, only to discover that Kastl’s forbearance didn’t stretch quite that far. He’d tossed her over his shoulder and carried her to the table. He wasn’t as tall or broad-shouldered as Richard or Josh, but he was a shapeshifter, and therefore just as strong as they were. Manda hadn’t even bothered to struggle. She also hadn’t tried to skip dinner again.
On another evening, Manda came down for dinner a little early and heard Kastl and Leon talking in the room they used as a lab. Dinner wasn’t quite ready yet, and she hadn’t visited Leon’s lab animals lately, so she drifted in that direction. She stopped before she reached the door when she realized the two men were arguing.
“You need to put an end to this now,” Leon snapped. “She’s not going to make it much longer without serious consequences. She needs help that we can’t give her.”
“I know she needs a professional. Thanks for stating the obvious. But the only one qualified is Mikey and he’s not exactly available, is he?” Manda could hear the anger in Kastl’s voice. 
“When I say put an end to this, I mean this whole thing,” Leon clarified. “Send her home where Mikey can help her. I don’t think she can hold out for the full year. Hell, she never sleeps! I’m surprised she isn’t having hallucinations.”
“I know, I know,” Kastl muttered. “I’ve been thinking of pulling Mikey away from Richard and Josh and bringing him here. They’re so close though. This might be our only chance and I don’t want to disrupt that. I don’t think…” Kastl stopped in midsentence and growled. “Manda, quit eavesdropping and go help Anna with dinner if you don’t have anything better to do.” Manda had fled to the kitchen but hadn’t been able to erase the conversation from her thoughts.
A few days later, Manda was laying in bed thinking about that conversation as snow swirled outside her window. The calendar might say it was spring, but March was usually one of the snowiest months in Colorado. Winter didn’t seem to want to relinquish its hold anytime soon. 
 It was well into the afternoon, but she hadn’t felt like leaving the warmth and solitude of her bed. Kastl might glare at her for being a hermit, but as long as she showed up for dinner he wouldn’t say anything. 
Manda was trying to get as much rest as she could without actually sleeping soundly enough to dream. She didn’t want to face the nightmares, but she didn’t want Kastl to decide he had to bring Mikey to the cabin either. From the conversation she’d overheard, Manda surmised that Mikey must have some type of psychology training…probably the only mental health professional available to therianthropes and those who had been attacked by therianthropes. It was a fairly exclusive clientele. She supposed his case-load probably wasn’t heavy. 
If they were really close to catching her attacker, Manda didn’t want to do anything to interfere with that. If she started hallucinating pink elephants and giant rabbits she would keep her mouth shut rather than give Kastl reason to call Mikey or send her home.
A tap on the door disrupted her train of thought.
“Who?” she called, knowing it would be either Anna or Kastl.
“Kastl,” was the clipped reply.
Manda glanced at the clock to be sure she wasn’t late for dinner, but she still had half an hour.
“It’s not time yet. I promise I’ll be there on time. Now go away and let me sleep.”
Ignoring her orders to go away, Kastl came in anyway.
“There’s been a change of plans,” he announced, standing at the foot of her bed with his arms crossed. “Get up and get dressed. We’re going out. I’ll buy you dinner when we get there.”
Manda’s heart sank and she desperately tried to dissuade him. “You don’t have to do this. I’m trying to sleep. I’ll be fine. We’ve come too far to quit now. I’ll take the sleeping pills. I’ll yell at everyone. I’ll cry on your shoulder if that’s what you want, but we have to finish this. Please?”
Kastl shook his head. “It is finished. It’s time for you to go home.” He said this sternly, but then his face was transformed by a rare smile. “They caught them this morning. You’re safe now. So, get up and get ready for the ball, Cinderella. I’m taking you to a concert.”
“They caught them?” Manda repeated dumbly. “Really? You’re serious? I can go home?” Kastl nodded his confirmation. 
“Tonight’s their Denver concert!” she exclaimed with dawning realization. She had Rain’s tour schedule memorized; she just hadn’t known today’s date. The concert would be starting in a few hours and she had no idea exactly where the cabin was and therefore no idea how long it would take them to get to Denver. She’d better hurry. She kicked off the quilt and stood up. The motion was too quick and she swayed slightly with momentary vertigo, holding onto the bedpost until the lightheadedness passed.
Kastl’s lips compressed and his eyes narrowed with displeasure. “I should have threatened to send you home before if that’s all it would have taken to make you cooperate. Then maybe you wouldn’t be in the shape you’re in now. Get dressed. Make yourself as gorgeous as you can in one hour. I’m bringing you back to Richard a little worse for wear, but maybe he won’t hold it against me if you can dazzle him sufficiently.”
Manda wondered if she was supposed to be trying to outshine Chelsea, because that seemed like a losing battle going in.
“Do you think it will matter?” she asked, recalling his warning about things being different.
“I don’t know,” he answered bluntly, “but we’ll find out tonight. Now, get dressed and pack an overnight bag.”
The sun had set by the time Kastl guided the black Jeep down the cabin’s long, winding gravel drive. It was too dark outside for Manda to see much beyond the headlight-illuminated road and her own dim reflection on the side window, so it wasn’t until they were entering Fort Collins that she was able to place their location. She knew she’d never be able to find her way back to the cabin. She still had only the vaguest idea where it was. Manda had made the drive between Fort Collins and Denver hundreds of times though, and could practically drive it with her eyes closed. She should be excited to be in familiar territory and heading home, but she wasn’t. Instead she felt…still. It was a feeling of stasis, of waiting, but with no idea what she was waiting for. There was no anticipation associated with the feeling, or even expectation, just a blankness that made her want to hold her breath. She balanced on a fine edge between hope and fear. Excitement and dread had struggled against each other and ended in a stalemate. By the time Kastl pulled into valet parking at the arena and led her to the VIP entrance, she felt like a painter’s new canvas—blank and stretched taught.
Manda was reminded of escorting Katie through these same doors to see Richard and Josh over a year and a half ago. This time there were no crowds of people waiting outside. The concert had already begun and almost everyone was inside already. The rumbling of the audience confirmed this as she and Kastl walked through the first set of glass doors, and impatience intruded upon Manda’s stillness. She was missing Rain’s performance!
Her impatience edged down a few notches when they passed through the second set of glass doors and she could hear the music more clearly. It was just the opening band. Still, she fidgeted impatiently as Kastl spoke to the door attendant. Manda ignored their exchange. It occurred to her that this was the first time she’d even been in the same city as Richard in over eight months, much less been in the same building.
Kastl had to tug on her arm to prompt her to follow the attendant to a small office situated near the private elevator that they had used the last time. The man in the office recognized Kastl on sight, though he called him Mr. Black. He greeted “Mr. Black” deferentially and handed him a pair of tickets.
“Can I escort you up?” he offered, including Manda in his smile.
“No, thank you,” Kastl declined, already shepherding Manda back out the door. “I know the way. Thank you for taking care of this for me.”
“Whatever you need, of course,” the nameless man in the office replied.
Kastl led Manda out of the office, past the door attendant, up a long escalator to the upper concourse, and to the same suite from which she’d watched the previous concert.
Manda hesitated outside the door. “Who else is in there?” she asked nervously. It was too much of a coincidence for Kastl to get tickets in the same suite. The way Richard had spoken after the first concert, this suite was reserved for Rain’s guests whenever they played this arena. It was negotiated in their contract. If that was true this time as well, maybe Chelsea was inside. She definitely didn’t want to come face-to-face with her right now.
“No one else is in there. It wasn’t being used so I took advantage of it,” Kastl assured her, opening the door and ushering her in.
“How did you manage that?” Manda walked far enough into the suite to see the band that had been playing take their bows and leave the stage.
“I have connections,” Kastl answered evasively. He found a menu on the bar and passed it to her. “I promised you dinner. What’ll it be?”
Manda wasn’t hungry but she knew Kastl wouldn’t accept that so she picked the first salad she saw. While he ordered, she watched the crew reset the stage for Rain. The configuration of the stage was different for this concert. During the previous tour, the stage had been placed in the center of the arena floor, circled by the audience. Now it was at one end of the arena with the audience arrayed in an arc in front of it. The seats in their suite looked down onto the stage from very close range. Manda was sure she was being overly cautious, but she couldn’t suppress the feeling that everyone on stage would be able to look up and see her. She searched out the light switch and turned it off so that only the lights over the bar dimly illuminated the suite. Then she chose a seat in the shadows. 
“Don’t worry. The stage lights will be too bright for him to see you, and he doesn’t know you’re here yet.” Kastl took the seat beside her. “I thought I’d better explain things to him in person before I drop you into his lap—assuming things work out that way of course. For now just relax and enjoy the show.”
Manda didn’t enjoy the show though. When Richard finally appeared she wasn’t able to take her eyes off of him. He was taking more of a backseat to Josh now, but she’d never seen him perform with such intensity—as if he were pouring every ounce of his soul into the music. At first the euphoria of simply seeing him overpowered everything else, but after a while she began to notice a change in his demeanor that further eroded the tiny fragment of hope she’d managed to hold on to. The disconnected, miserable look that had torn at her heart while allowing her to hope that he didn’t love Chelsea was gone. Though he didn’t exactly look happy, he did look as well as could be expected after the preceding eight months. Manda’s illusions about her future with Richard faded song by song. A faint shadow was all that remained by the end of the show and then that vanished when Richard took the stage alone for the encore.
A single spotlight blazed on, illuminating Richard in a cone of brilliance. He sat alone at the piano in the center of the stage with a serene smile on his face. As the first notes he played enveloped the audience and the enormous video screen behind him came to life, Manda felt her heart crumbling into small pieces. He was playing her song—the one he’d sworn he would never play for anyone else—as accompaniment to her video. He was over her. That was it then. She had her answer.
She watched with her fists clenched so that the trembling of her hands wouldn’t betray her to Kastl. The final image of her video filled the screen and for a brief moment Richard’s smiling face filled her eyes before the screen and the stage went black. After a short pause, the lights came back up and Josh and Richard stood on stage waving to the audience. Girls and young women filled the area near the stage, throwing flowers to the two men. Richard reached down and scooped up a large bouquet of roses and walked away from Josh. Smiling like the dawning sun, Richard tossed the flowers to someone just off stage. Manda couldn’t see her, but she knew it was Chelsea. He blew her a kiss and in a voice choked with emotion spoke to her, broadcasting his words to the entire arena. “You are amazing.” Then he laughed with delight and walked back to Josh. He draped his arm around Josh’s shoulder and the smiling, waving brothers made their way off of the stage.
Manda began flipping the switches in her head, shutting down her emotional reactions. She could feel the crash coming and she refused to let it happen here. Her face grew smooth and detached and she gathered a cloak of numbness around herself. 
It all made sense now. It had been worry for Chelsea that had made Richard so miserable. He’d been afraid that she would meet the same end that Manda had. Now that the threat had been removed he was finally happy. Manda couldn’t destroy that. If Chelsea was able to make him happy, Manda wouldn’t interfere.
She thought of all of the stories she’d read and the movies she’d seen about people who had been captured, or shipwrecked, or for whatever other reason separated from the loved one who thought they were dead. She was able to relate to those tales all too easily now. Manda had always been outraged when the hero of the story would return home only to find that the person they had loved and dreamed about—the person whose memory they had clung to—had moved on and found someone new. She always wanted a happy ending and resented it when the hero or heroine ended up alone. Now she knew she wouldn’t be getting her real-life happy ending either. Life wasn’t a romance movie, after all. Everyone couldn’t have a fairy tale ending, but she would do what was necessary to give Richard his happily-ever-after.
“I’m ready to go,” she announced to Kastl in an emotionless voice.
“Wait here for a few minutes,” he instructed, “while I go prepare Richard.” He rose and turned toward the exit, but Manda put her hand on his arm to stop him.
“No. I mean I want to leave…now. I don’t want to see him.”
“Are you sure? I think he’ll want to see you, Manda.”
“I’m positive. Let’s just go, please.” She stood and turned her back on the stage.
 
 



 
 
Chapter 45
Manda allowed Kastl to open the door to her hotel suite and usher her in. Her face was blank and still. He flipped on a light, checking the room quickly—out of habit she supposed—and put her bag in her bedroom. Then he placed the keycard into her extended hand and peered into her face.
“Are you going to be all right?”
“Fine,” she replied dully. “I’m tired. I’m going to bed. I know where to find you if I need you. Goodnight Kastl.” She waited until he walked reluctantly out into the hallway, then she quietly closed the door. She turned away and walked a few steps into the empty room. 
She’d been holding herself together by a thread since leaving the arena. She knew she wouldn’t be able to call back the icy, emotionless calm once she let it go, so she’d clung to it with single-minded intensity, not daring to let it falter until she could be alone—and now that she was alone, she was afraid to let it fall away. Afraid to think. Afraid to feel. Afraid of the crushing weight she knew was sliding down to bury her. She focused on the superficial. The dim, neat room. The smell of the flowers on the table. The moonlight shining through the French doors. 
She walked slowly across to those doors...carefully... afraid to move too quickly, not wanting to do anything to risk cracking the cold shell that encased her. She counted her steps. Fifteen. Better to count than to think. She mustn’t think. She opened both doors wide and carefully stepped out onto the moonlit balcony. Three steps carried her to the rail. She rested her hands on it and leaned over to see the neat flower beds twenty floors down. They formed simple geometric shapes from this high up. She breathed the chill night air, felt the slight brush of the breeze on her cheeks. She could see the nearby river, glittering silver in the moonlight. She could just faintly hear the low roar of the water tumbling over rocks and gravel beds as it rushed away from the nearby mountains. She listened, trying to be soothed. After a time she heard the soft, almost imperceptible sound of wings—to her right she thought. She closed her eyes momentarily, then turned and looked into the inky darkness of Kastl’s balcony. She couldn’t see anything among the shadows, but that didn’t matter. She turned back to the river and spoke quietly.
“Go away, Kastl. Don’t worry. I’m not going to do anything stupid. Nothing as melodramatic as that.”
Manda turned and walked back inside, not bothering to close the doors. She’d crossed the sitting room and walked through the bedroom door before the first tears overflowed and dripped down her cheeks. Crawling onto the neatly made bed, she curled up on her side with her back to the door and let the tears soak the crisp white linens. She cried quietly, just a few low, shuddering breathes disturbing the silence.
She couldn’t have said how long she cried before she heard the footsteps cross the sitting room and halt in the bedroom doorway. It could have been one hour or many. She’d been half waiting for them. She knew he wouldn’t have gone far. 
“You aren’t thinking clearly right now, Manda. You should see him. Talk to him,” Kastl said quietly.
“Why? I won’t make him feel guilty for getting on with his life, for not waiting for his dead girlfriend to miraculously return from the grave—the girlfriend who thinks he’s a monster and would rather die than be like him. He doesn’t need me complicating his life.” She didn’t want to have this conversation. Especially not right now. She was so tired. She just wanted to not think, to hold off the waves of despair that threatened to overwhelm her until sleep rescued her for a few hours. Then she would wake up and try to live through one day at a time. She wasn’t sure how to do that. She didn’t know how she was going to get through a single hour with the hollow ache in her chest, much less the days and weeks that stretched ahead. The rational part of her mind told her that it would get easier in time. It had too. Oh, please let it get easier! She didn’t want to think about what it would be like though.
“You didn’t mean that,” Kastl stated with unwavering conviction. “You didn’t want him to expose our secret in front of the whole world. I figured that out right away. I’m sure he did too. Don’t you think it should be up to him to decide? Besides, you can’t hide forever. You know he’ll find out your alive sometime.”
“By then it won’t matter. It probably doesn’t even matter now. I don’t belong in his life anymore. I’ve done enough damage and he’ll be happy with...with her.” Her voice broke. “He’ll be happy.” Manda clutched at that thought. He would be happy. That was the one final gift she could give him. She wouldn’t interfere with whatever happiness he had found for himself—whoever he found it with.
“What about you?”  Kastl asked gently. 
“What about me?” she groaned, annoyed by the question. Why wouldn’t he just go and leave her alone? She was so very, very tired and she longed to escape into unconsciousness for a while. Even the nightmares wouldn’t be able to keep her from sleep. Maybe they wouldn’t return now that the danger to her was gone.
His reply came from farther away, from the sitting room. She hadn’t heard him leave the doorway. 
“You deserve to be happy too,” was his faint reply.
Her body shook with a silent shudder and a fresh flood of tears washed down her face.
“It doesn’t matter,” she whispered, shutting her eyes tightly and trying to endure the burning pain in her chest.
And then a weight settled onto the bed behind her and a warm finger brushed gently down her wet cheek. She froze.
“It matters to me,” Richard whispered. 



 
 
Chapter 46
Josh and Richard’s Reality Check album was released three months after Manda died. Everything was marked in that timeframe for Richard now. Before Manda had died, and after Manda had died. Though it had started out with the working title of Fairy Tales, the fairy tale was over and the new album was released three months after Manda’s death with a new title. They launched their concert tour several weeks later.
Performing again was hard for Richard. He’d thought he could handle it, but he hadn’t been prepared for the intensity of the emotions it stirred. He spent the day after their first concert in his hotel room, unable to pull together the façade of normalcy that had been his second skin in recent months. Well, normalcy probably wasn’t an accurate description. From the worried looks Josh constantly cast in his direction when he thought Richard wasn’t looking, it probably didn’t resemble normal very much at all. 
Even that transparent charade was beyond him after that first concert though. The pain and loss had come flooding back so vividly it had been like reliving those horrible days immediately after losing her. Playing the songs he’d written for her, so many lifetimes ago it seemed, had been like a knife cutting into the still open, unhealing wounds that her death had left on his soul. Josh, seeing his brother’s clenched jaw and trembling hands, seeing the bleakness stealing back over his face, had asked him repeatedly if he wanted to cancel the tour. Richard had told him no and hoped it would get easier. 
Josh had become very protective of Richard since Manda’s death. The two brothers had switched roles. Josh, who had always been more carefree and had always followed Richard’s lead, shouldered the responsibilities that Richard no longer seemed interested in or able to handle. Richard, always the leader and the protector, had faltered, unsure of himself. He blamed himself for Manda’s death. If only he had done a better job of protecting her. If only he had been at her side. If only he had never tangled her in the twisted skein of his life in the first place. 
The first week after her death he had done little but sit and stare out the window. Josh had worried, of course, and had done what he could to try and console him. 
“You did everything you possibly could. You can’t live in a vacuum, and you can’t blame yourself for something that someone else did,” Josh insisted. “You’re not God! Some things are just out of your control.” 
Richard didn’t argue, knowing it wouldn’t do any good. He knew he was to blame, but arguing would just upset Josh more. He sank deeper into darkness. He couldn’t bring himself to care what happened around him. None of it seemed important. He had killed Manda as certainly as if he’d attacked her himself. He drifted, alone and disconnected.
It was his love for his brother that eventually broke through Richard’s black despair. He’d been immersed in his own guilt-ridden, self-torturing hell for a week when he heard Josh and Mikey talking. They were in the same room with him, but didn’t seem to realize he was listening. Perhaps they just didn’t care.
“I don’t know what to do anymore. I’m scared. He doesn’t react at all,” Josh confided with an edge of panic in his voice. “He barely eats. He doesn’t sleep. It’s like he’s just waiting to die.”
Waiting to die? Did he want to die? Richard considered the prospect. No, he wasn’t ready to die. That wasn’t it. Life, no matter how barren, had to be endured. After what he had done to Manda, he deserved whatever pain it brought him. He wouldn’t take the easy way out. He just didn’t know what to do. Manda had entwined herself not only around his heart, but through the entire fabric of his existence. He realized that his vision of the future, of his life, had somehow come to have Manda as its center, its focus. Now that focus was gone and he was adrift, lost in sea of guilt and grief with no bearings, no idea which way to go to escape the darkness that surrounded him. No, it wasn’t death he was waiting for, it was life. But she was gone.
“It’ll be okay,” Mikey reassured Josh. “Don’t worry. He’ll snap out of it. Give him a little more time. You’ve done enough. It’s up to him now. Just give him a little more time. You look wiped out. When was the last time you slept?”
“I don’t remember,” Josh sighed. Richard vaguely registered that his brother sounded exhausted. 
“Go get some sleep. I’ll stay here with him for a while. You’re trying to do too much. You won’t do him any good if you use yourself up.”
“Yeah, okay. I’ll try to sleep. Wake me up if anything changes.”
Richard heard the door to Josh’s room close upstairs. Then Mikey was standing in front of him, arms folded across his chest.
“That’s enough Richard,” Mikey said, his voice low and harsh. “I know you’re hurting. That’s why I’ve let this go on longer than I should have, but now you’re hurting Josh. He loves you and it’s tearing him up seeing you like this. Pull yourself together. Your little brother needs you.” 
Richard looked up at him then and Mikey continued more gently. “I know it’s not easy, and I can’t even tell you how sorry I am, but you can’t just quit. You can’t quit on Josh, you can’t quit living, and you can’t quit on yourself.”
A new wave of guilt swept over Richard. Mikey was right. Josh needed him. He would never be able to atone for what he’d done to Manda, but he could try to be there for Josh. He didn’t want to fail him, too.
“You’re right,” Richard whispered, his voice rough from disuse. “I can’t quit on Josh.”
Mikey looked at him sadly, seeming about to say something else. Instead he just shook his head and walked away, leaving Richard alone. 
After that Richard tried to be normal. He returned to his routine of rehearsals, recording sessions, he even tried writing songs again, but he couldn’t quite remember what normal had felt like and the mask was imperfect. Where he had once been charming but private, he was now aloof and unapproachable. Where before he had kept his emotions tightly controlled, now he seemed not to have any at all.
It was different when he performed though. All of his seemingly non-existent emotions flooded to the surface when he played or sang, threatening to overpower him. More than once he considered giving up performing in order to avoid the pain that overwhelmed him when he did. The numbness he experienced the rest of the time was better than that. No joy, but no anguish either. It was more than a fair trade-off, since he had no joy left anyway. But he knew he couldn’t do that. Josh needed him. He seldom sang though, and never any of the songs he’d written for Manda. That was beyond him. 
 



 
 
Chapter 47
Chelsea showed up at Richard’s door three weeks into the tour. Richard had met her decades before. She’d been his older brother William’s lover around the time that Richard was coming of age. William hadn’t behaved as honorably as their parents had taught them to be. He had gotten her pregnant, transforming her, but when she lost the unborn child he had refused to marry her, though she begged him. When begging hadn’t worked, Chelsea had resorted to blackmail, still to no avail. William had soon fallen in love with and married Becky, and stopped shifting, allowing his body to age and grow old with her. She’d died only a few years past. Richard hadn’t seen his elder brother in a decade or more.
Irrationally, soon after William and Becky had married, Chelsea had transferred her obsessive affections onto Richard, who resembled a younger William and had always been kind to her. He’d been young and inexperienced, and not realizing the depth of Chelsea’s obsessive need, he’d tried to let her down gently, telling her he wasn’t ready for a serious relationship yet.  This, it turned out, had been his undoing.
Chelsea disappeared after that. Richard never saw her again. Eventually, he met a woman he was mildly attracted to, Kim, and began to pursue a friendship with her. Knowing the repercussions of any serious involvement with a woman for someone like him, he didn’t approach such relationships lightly, but this was, in a very real way, a casual relationship. It had never been a love affair. It had never been an affair of any kind. He never deluded himself that he was in love with her, nor did she ever give any indication that she considered him any more than a good friend. They enjoyed each other’s company, that was all, and had gone out on a long series of platonic dates before the note arrived.
Kim found it on her pillow one night after coming home from a movie with Richard. The threat had been clear and explicit. “Stay away from Richard or I will kill you.” The blankets and sheets on Kim’s bed had been shredded, apparently by a very sharp knife. Kim, knowing nothing of Richard’s secret, had been shocked and bewildered. She’d immediately called the police, but Richard had known without telling her that this was useless.
Richard had understood the message. He’d recognized the pattern of the torn sheets. It had been claws, not a knife that had caused the destruction. He broke off his relationship with Kim at once. It was much too dangerous for her. His father had immediately called Alexander Kastl. If a shapeshifter was making death threats, Kastl would want to know.
They weren’t able to find anything initially, but as the years went by Richard would occasionally develop a friendship with a woman. It was never anything that could be considered a relationship, as he was always conscious of the possible risk, but if he exhibited even the vaguest semblance of interest in a woman, the notes would appear. Richard would immediately distance himself from the woman with whom he had crossed the invisible line. He always felt horribly guilty for the fear he caused these women and was more and more vigilant after each incident. He began to keep women at arm’s length, pleasant and charming to them, but distant. As Rain’s fame had grown and women began to pursue him incessantly, his aloofness made him seem unattainable, and therefore even more desirable...a conquest that some women were determined to make. But he had never met anyone to bridge the distance with which he surrounded himself...until Manda.
Every time Richard got too close to someone and a note appeared—what Richard considered his lapses—Kastl and his colleagues gathered more clues, more pieces to the puzzle. Eventually they assembled enough of the pieces to decipher the mystery. Chelsea. Chelsea was stalking Richard, obsessed with him. They finally knew who was responsible and Richard had hoped he would have his life back soon. This turned out to be a vain hope.
There was no better stalker in the world than a shapeshifter. Knowing who she was did them no good, for even though they were careful not to let on that they knew who was responsible, they simply couldn’t find her. Their only hope was to be on guard and try to snare her if and when she once again felt Richard was getting attached to another woman. Richard, for his part, never intended to give her any cause for jealousy again. It simply wasn’t worth putting an innocent woman in danger in that way. He’d certainly never intended for Manda to become her target.
He’d been surprised by Manda, and by his response to her. She’d seemed so young and naïve that he hadn’t had his guard up. Beautiful young girls hadn’t been his taste. He preferred someone more mature. He was almost seven decades old, after all. Inexperienced children didn’t hold any appeal. He hadn’t realized at first that she was no little girl, and his connection with her was so natural and easy that his attraction to her had grown before he realized what was happening. He’d fooled himself into thinking that it was Josh who was falling for her. When understanding finally dawned on him it was too late—he was already in love. He’d tried to distance himself from her then, but it was impossible. 
Everyone else had known his feelings for Manda long before he had, which meant that Chelsea must have know as well, since she had watched him longer and closer than anyone else. No notes had come, though. He knew Chelsea must have been enraged and so the very lack of any overt threats terrified him. He couldn’t let himself believe that perhaps she was gone. She’d been lurking in the dark corners of his life for far too long. He suspected that Chelsea’s break from her usual pattern had much more ominous implications.
As a result, rather than pulling away from Manda, Richard found himself drawn closer, trying to protect her. He watched her every minute he possibly could, shifting into whatever form would allow him to follow her, entrusting her safety to Kastl and Josh when he couldn’t be there himself. After he’d finally revealed his secret to her and she rebelled under his constant vigilance, he’d been forced to back off, not wanting to tell her the reason behind what she considered his overprotectiveness. He didn’t want her to suffer the constant fear that plagued him. Unable to shadow her every move, and forbidden from sending Josh either, he’d almost gone mad with worry. He charged Kastl with her protection then, depending on him to guard her whenever he could not. 
“Promise me you’ll keep her safe,” Richard had demanded.
“I’ll watch her every minute,” Kastl replied, reassuringly.
“Promise me!” Richard had demanded through clenched teeth, his fear for Manda pushing him past the bounds of reason.
Kastl had met his eyes steadily. “I’ll protect her with my life. I swear to you, I’ll keep her safe, whatever it takes.”
Kastl had not kept that promise. Richard hadn’t seen him since that failure, but the nightmare that plagued Richard continually reminded him that it was he, not Kastl, who was to blame—the nightmare that almost nightly jolted him from sleep in a cold sweat and painted dark circles around his haunted eyes. In his dark dream Richard relived the moments before Manda’s death, as he cradled her ravaged body in his arms and her blood pooled on the ground around him. So much blood. The moment he would jerk awake in horror came when he looked down at his hands as they cradled her and realized that they were the blood soaked claws of a tiger—the claws that had torn her apart. He never told anyone about the dreams, but he was sure Josh and Mikey both knew he wasn’t sleeping well, and that they suspected nightmares were the reason.



 
 
Chapter 48
It was Mikey who told Richard that Chelsea had not been the killer. It was soon after Richard had dragged himself back into a rough approximation of living after the week of darkness that followed Manda’s death.
“Manda saw the face of the girl who attacked her and it wasn’t Chelsea. She sent someone else. The agent who found Manda in the bathroom said a sparrow flew out when she opened the door and Manda’s description was fairly clear. It wasn’t Chelsea.”
Richard’s face paled and he struggled to speak. “She gave a description?”
“I guess those were pretty much her last words. There wasn’t much time,” Mikey answered, “but she always did have an eye for detail. They were able to get enough for this.” He pulled out a piece of paper and handed it to Richard. It was a computer generated composite of a girl’s face. It was a much more realistic photographic recreation than the primitive sketches often displayed on television news programs. The face in the picture was long and narrow, but coarse. The lips were thin and the nose wide. The light brown hair was thin and straight.
Richard handed the picture back to Mikey. He filed away the image of the girl in his mind…for the future. 
“We all know that Chelsea was behind it,” he pressed. “Find her!”
“We don’t think we need to go out looking for her. We think she’ll come to us. Well, we think she’ll come to you anyway.”
“Why would she do that? She never has before.”
“She’s hurt you. Now she’ll want to take advantage of that. The first time she was...well, jilted I suppose she would consider it...the first time, she continued to try and win back your brother. She refused to let go of him until she transferred her focus onto you. She’s obviously still fixated on you, so now we think she’ll try to take advantage of your...emotional state...sorry,” he had glanced apologetically at Richard, “to develop a relationship with you, to get from you the love she feels you owe her.”
Richard had curled his lips into a vicious ssnarl. “If she comes within ten feet of me I’ll kill her myself.”
“As satisfying as that might be, you can’t do that,” had been Mikey’s level response. “We need to catch them both. Chelsea won’t know that you’re aware of her involvement. She’ll probably try to console and comfort you. Let her.” His voice grew more urgent. “I know it won’t be easy, but if you want Manda’s killers to pay for what they’ve done, you have to be convincing! This could be our only chance to catch the one who actually killed her. If Chelsea trusts you she’ll let down her guard. Like I said, she doesn’t know that anyone suspects her of anything. We can find the girl if you can keep Chelsea close.”
“I don’t think I can do that,” Richard had growled. “It will be all I can do not to rip her apart. How can I pretend to be in love with her? It’s impossible.”
“You don’t have to make her think you’re in love with her. She wouldn’t believe that anyway, not after… Well, not now. Just don’t push her away. You have to do this Richard! It’s the only way we’ll ever be able to catch the girl who killed Manda. Remember that. Do it for Manda.”
In the end Richard had agreed. He hadn’t been surprised when he opened his door to find Chelsea there, playing the role of an old friend offering condolences. He couldn’t bring himself to show any warmth or smile at her. He was barely civil, but she didn’t seem to notice. If he was being honest with himself, he was barely more than civil to anyone these days, mostly responding to everyone but Josh with moody silence. 
Chelsea was the very picture of patience and loving solicitude though. She was understanding and kind in the face of his dark moods and angry silences. Without his explicit consent, but lacking his discouragement, she somehow worked herself into his life. She took rooms near his and began accompanying him whenever he left his hotel, playing the part of the loving girlfriend to perfection. She was charming and beautiful in front of the press. Inevitably the media began to hale them as the newest “it” couple, splashing their pictures on the front covers of all of the magazines.
Once Chelsea had entrenched herself firmly in Richard’s life, Mikey pulled her in even tighter. He’d waited until he and Josh were alone with her, after Richard had wordlessly escaped to his bedroom to lay staring at the wall, thinking about Manda. Richard had listened intently, however, when he realized what Mikey was doing.
“Chelsea, if you’re going to be seeing Richard there’s something you should know,” Mikey had informed her gravely. “I’m sure you heard how Amanda was killed.”
“Of course. It was so horrible! Poor Richard.”
Chelsea’s false sympathy had ignited Richard’s rage, and his whole body tensed.
“What you don’t know is that she was killed by a shapeshifter, one that has been threatening Richard’s love interests for years.” Chelsea had exclaimed in convincingly shocked surprise at that point. “By being seen with Richard, you’re putting yourself at risk as well.”
“Well, I’m hardly some helpless little girl,” she’d sniffed. “I can take care of myself.”
Her disparaging tone, clearly in reference to Manda, had almost pushed Richard past the brink of endurance. Only by promising himself that he would make Chelsea pay in the future was he able to clench his teeth and his fists and control the fury that shook his body.
“You have to understand that Richard’s been through a terrible time, and we aren’t really anxious for a repeat of that,” Mikey continued firmly.
Richard could hear the defiance in Chelsea’s voice when she replied. “What are you saying? Are you trying to tell me to leave? I think Richard might...”
“No, no,” Mikey had quickly interjected. “Nothing like that. It’s just that I don’t want to take any unnecessary risks. I don’t want to put Richard through any more heartache. Josh and I would like to have bodyguards assigned to you at all times. I know that would mean you wouldn’t be able to change form freely, but surely you won’t begrudge us this little bit of insurance, to keep you safe?” Chelsea must have been unconvinced, because Mikey played his trump card then. “It would make Richard feel much better to know you’re safe. He’s not himself at the moment, but I know he’s been very worried about you, and that’s making things even harder for him right now.”
“Well, I suppose that’s reasonable. Poor Richard.” Chelsea sounded pleased. 
Richard had to give Mikey due credit—he was brilliant. He had deftly manipulated Chelsea into voluntarily agreeing to have agents watch her every move. 
“Why did this other shapeshifter kill the girl? Do you know?” Chelsea had asked with real interest.
“We aren’t sure, but we think it has something to do with an incident that happened when Richard was a teenager. A family friend and his wife and son were staying with Richard’s family for a time. The son was close to Richard’s age and they didn’t get along. Apparently they both liked the same girl but she liked Richard. I guess a lot of things happened and the other kid ended up humiliated. His family left right after that. It didn’t really seem like a big deal at the time, but we think that he’s been holding a grudge ever since. We’ve tried to track him down, but as you can imagine, that’s not so easy.”
The story Mikey had told Chelsea was true enough...sort of. It had been a minor incident involving a school boy crush, and Richard and the other boy had parted on good terms when he and his parents moved on to Australia. Mikey had turned it into a very convincing red herring though. Chelsea must be feeling more secure than ever, reassured that they were on a completely false trail.
After this exchange with Mikey, Chelsea had been even more confident of her relationship with Richard, practically preening under the media attention and viewing her constant phalanx of guards as a badge of Richard’s affection. She was poised and self-assured, the perfect superstar girlfriend—and it took every bit of Richard’s self control not to kill her.



 
 
Chapter 49
Late one evening, in a city Richard couldn’t have named, after a concert he couldn’t even remember, during one of the few times he was ever completely alone with her, Chelsea tried to take their “relationship” to the next level.
Mikey and Josh had stayed behind after the concert to handle some problem that had developed. With his emotions raw after the onslaught of pain he always endured when performing, Richard had returned to the hotel alone to find Chelsea waiting for him. He’d ignored her and slumped into a chair, trying to keep the pain at bay, to gain the measure of control over it he needed to function—the control that stayed his hand and kept him from lashing out at Chelsea violently and ending the charade once and for all. 
Chelsea, oblivious to the threat he posed to her at that moment and unaware that it was a very, very thin thread of self-control that spared her life, kneeled on the floor in front of him with her hands folded in her lap. She leaned forward, gazing up into his eyes. 
“Richard,” she breathed. “Why do you torment yourself like this? You’re so alone and in so much pain.” She placed one hand on his thigh. “You’ve been alone for too long. You’ve denied yourself a real, complete relationship with a woman for too long.”
She reached out with her other hand and picked up his hand from the arm of the chair, clutching it to her chest. Richard noted that she had apparently dressed with seduction in mind. Her dress was extremely low-cut and sheer enough to be obscene. Bile rose in his throat.
“You’re still inexperienced, I know, but you don’t have to deny yourself anymore. You’re an attractive, vital man. I know you have needs. I’m here for you now. You don’t have to restrain yourself with me. It can be so simple and uncomplicated with us. I would do anything for you. You know that, don’t you?” Chelsea’s attempt at seduction was ludicrous, like a parody of romance from a bad movie. At another time, from another person, Richard would have found it laughable. In this situation, with Chelsea, he was enraged and disgusted. He worked to keep those emotions from showing though.
Chelsea raised his cold hand to her lips, kissing it as she gazed up at him through her lashes. Richard snatched his hand back reflexively, lurching to his feet so abruptly that Chelsea rocked back on her heels, away from his suddenly looming form.
“I...I can’t do this!” he choked. He knew he couldn’t play this game anymore. He could feel his hands around her throat, could see it. And he wanted it, wanted to kill her. He groaned. No! He owed it to Manda to find the other one as well. He stood trembling with his eyes squeezed tightly shut, trying to claw his way back to sanity. 
Chelsea misunderstood his exclamation and his outburst. 
“It’s too soon. I understand. Don’t worry. I’ll be here for you whenever you’re ready.” She reached out to take his hand again. 
With a strangled moan Richard brushed past her and out the door before his control could snap completely. He startled Josh and Mikey in the hallway outside Mikey’s room. The two men were just returning to the hotel and Mikey still had one hand on the handle of his partially open door. Richard shouldered past him and into the room. Feeling sick, he didn’t stop until he reached the bathroom. When he glimpsed his own face in the mirror he slammed his fist into his reflection. Shards of glass sliced open his hand and wrist and blood dripped into the sink and splattered the floor. He was promptly and violently ill. 
It took all night for Mikey to convince Richard not to abandon their plan. Josh hadn’t been able to argue Mikey’s side. His concern for his brother was too sharp. Richard had refused to shift after he’d cut his hand open in the bathroom. He’d curled over the toilet retching long after his stomach was empty. The thought of touching Chelsea, of her touching him, revolted him, and his own violent, murderous thoughts made him sick. He’d eventually pushed himself into the corner of the bathroom with his back braced against the wall, his injured hand dangling between his knees. He’d watched the blood drip into a puddle on the floor—the pool of red had grown frighteningly large. It reminded him of the pool of blood that had surrounded Manda. Richard was afraid to transform—afraid of what he might do to Chelsea if he let his tenuous self-control slip while changing. The adrenalin rush during transformation might be all it took to push him past the edge of sanity. He realized suddenly that he hadn’t shifted at all since Manda had been killed. It was a detached thought, like an observation about a stranger. He supposed he was aging now. He had always loved changing form. Experiencing life from a different perspective had been exciting and joyous. He’d never understood how others could so easily give it up and grow old. His brother William’s choice to give it up for Becky had baffled him. He understood now. The thought of an eternity without Manda was unbearable. He wasn’t ready to die yet, but he could easily imagine growing old and dying a quiet death in the future. It was a peaceful, almost comforting thought. 
Richard remembered something Kastl had said years ago. Richard had just been a boy and had been listening to a conversation between Kastl and William. The words seemed prophetic now. 
“Just remember. The longer you live, the more things you’ll have to regret,” Kastl had said. It had seemed an unreasonably pessimistic statement at the time, but now Richard saw how true it was. His regrets had weighed him down for years, and with Manda’s death on his conscience, those regrets now threatened to crush him. What use was it to live on and on with that weight on your shoulders? Better to let life run it’s normal, finite course and be done. 
“Richard! Please! You’re going to bleed to death!” Josh was kneeling in front of him pleading. 
No, he wasn’t ready to die yet, and thinking of this new path for the future soothed him enough that he knew he was in control now. After all, it was only a matter of time. A few decades maybe—a few decades of pain as penance for what he had done to Manda.
Richard had changed just his mangled hand and wrist then. As always he could feel his entire body straining to shift as well, but now he had the required control to limit the effect to just his hand. It flashed into the large tawny paw of a lion and then back to its human form. The blood on his hand was gone, spattering to the floor in a fine spray at the instant of transformation, but his arm was still wet with it. He ignored it.
Richard’s breakdown had shaken Josh, pointing out as it did Richard’s fragile control. And so, Josh refused to voice an opinion either way during the argument between his brother and Mikey, simply sitting in a corner and fidgeting with a guitar pick, his face painted with worry and sympathy.
“I can’t do it. You don’t know how close I came tonight.” Richard shuddered. He was sitting on the edge of the sofa, elbows on knees, the heels of his hands pressed into his eyes. Dried blood still streaked his arm, drying stiffly on his shirt and jeans. “God help me, I can’t do it.” His voice broke.
Though it took all night, Mikey was able to convince Richard to go on. He didn’t have to convince him of the necessity of going on, he just had to convince him that he could indeed endure it. 
“We won’t leave you alone with her again,” he had finally promised. “Someone will be with you all the time.”
“We can start writing more!” Josh had suggested eagerly, relieved to finally have an option that would accomplish their goal without leaving Richard open to a repeat of tonight’s events. “We’ll let her think you’re feeling creative again. She’ll see that as a good sign. She’ll think she’s having a positive effect. Maybe she’ll let down her guard even more and finally lead us to the other one.”
Mikey endorsed this plan and finally Richard agreed. 
Richard returned to his room, with Mikey and Josh following closely behind, to find Chelsea asleep on the sofa. She stirred and stretched when they entered. Richard walked past her toward his room. After he’d showered and dressed, stuffing his blood soaked shirt and pants into the trash can, he returned to the sitting room where a server was just delivering breakfast. He saw that Mikey had ordered for Chelsea as well. Mikey was very good, he realized. If Mikey accepted her as a natural part of Richard’s life and treated her accordingly, her assumption would be that he did so under Richard’s direction.
“Thanks, Mikey,” Richard said quietly, sitting down next to Chelsea at the table. He would try to play into the deception. It was a little easier knowing that Mikey was there, laying the groundwork.
Richard had never willingly and consciously approached Chelsea before, always merely enduring her advances. This was something new and the effect was immediate. She smiled at him happily. He couldn’t manage a return smile, so settled for looking down at the plate in front of him. He hoped she would interpret his body language as contrition over his behavior the night before. He must have been convincing.
Chelsea chuckled softly and reached over to stroke his arm with her fingers. “You were covered in blood when you came in,” she commented. “What does the other guy look like?”
Mikey laughed. “Exactly like him! He had a run-in with the bathroom mirror!”
“Oh, my darling,” Chelsea tisked. “What am I going to do with you?” She leaned close and rested her head on his shoulder. He stiffened momentarily but then forced himself to relax and eat, filling a plate with fruit and pastries. It all turned to ash in his mouth.



 
 
Chapter 50
True to their word, Mikey and Josh never left Richard alone with Chelsea again. They moved on to new cities on their tour and from then on Mikey reserved three-bedroom suites for Richard, Josh, and Chelsea to share, and then very deftly arranged for Chelsea and Richard to never be alone together. They were careful to make it seem natural. Richard is feeling more like his old self, he’s really getting back into the swing of things. Yes, he’s quieter and more serious now, but he’s finally starting to talk about the future, getting involved in the business side of things again. Isn’t it wonderful? Chelsea has been so good for him. Chelsea lapped it up. She could have been angry and suspicious of the sudden lack of any time alone with Richard, but her pleasure at being asked to share Richard’s suite and her eagerness to believe in her own irresistible appeal instead made her jubilant. She soon began talking about the future plans she envisioned for the two of them. Where did he want to live? Wouldn’t a house near the beach be nice? Wouldn’t that be a nice place for children? An adorable little boy with Richard’s eyes would be wonderful, didn’t he think?
That was when their break came. Chelsea had been prattling on about her vision of marriage and children with Richard. 
“Yes, a little boy with your eyes and blond hair would be perfect!”
Richard hadn’t been listening closely. Instead he’d been visualizing Manda’s face, not wanting to forget a line or expression of it. When she’d mentioned a little boy Richard had responded without thinking. 
“I’ve always wanted a little girl with blue eyes.” He pictured a little girl with Manda’s smile.
Chelsea had frowned. “No, I think a boy would be nice this time.”
The words “this time” caught his attention immediately. His eyes snapped up sharply. 
“This time?” he questioned, meeting her eyes for once.
She shifted uncomfortably, looking chagrined. “I never told you, did I? I’m sorry Richard. You’ve been so upset and I didn’t want to give you any reason to be jealous.” She stood up and walked a few paces away from where she had been sitting next to him on the sofa. “It was a long time ago, when you weren’t ready to settle down yet. I knew you would eventually realize you loved me, but I was so lonely. It didn’t really mean anything. It only lasted a couple of months. He wanted me to marry him, but I knew you and I were destined to be together. I never loved him the way I love you Richard. Honestly! Anyway, it didn’t last long, but I got pregnant. I have a beautiful daughter. Isn’t that wonderful? You’ll love her! Right now she’s away at school, but she has a break soon. She’d love to meet you. Would you like that?” She realized she was babbling then and trailed off uncertainly.
“A daughter,” Richard gasped, stunned. Was it that simple? Who better to be her accomplice than her daughter? Of course! More likely than her running into another psychotic shapeshifter willing to be drawn into her twisted obsession. A daughter!
“Yes!” Chelsea enthused, relieved by his sudden interest. “I know it’s hard to believe. Me! A mother!” She laughed, a high, nervous laugh. “Her name is Tina. You have to meet her! She has a five-day weekend next week. She could meet us in Denver. She’d love to go the concert!” Chelsea’s excitement was growing. “Would you like that?” 
“Yes,” Richard replied, trying very hard to keep his breathing even. “That would be perfect.”
“I’ll go call her and tell her now. We’ll have to arrange plane tickets and a room.” She sailed out of the room, still chattering to herself about the plans she had to make and her vision of the happy family they would be.
Richard looked toward Mikey, sitting in an out-of-the-way corner of the room. The book he’d been reading was lying forgotten in his lap. Their eyes locked. 
“The daughter!” Mikey mouthed. A grim smile slowly spread across his face.
“The daughter,” Richard agreed just as silently. A fevered light had kindled in his eyes.
Six days later, Richard, Josh, Mikey, and Chelsea waited in a private lounge at Denver International Airport for Tina to arrive. They had landed shortly before and were waiting for Tina’s flight to arrive. Chelsea had scheduled her daughter on a flight after theirs. “We should all be there to meet her at the gate! It will be so exciting!”
Mikey had quickly vetoed that plan. “Richard and Josh can’t just loiter around in the middle of a public airport like that,” he’d explained to a disappointed Chelsea. “They’d be mobbed.” It was a valid excuse, and one for which Richard was extremely thankful in this instance. There could be no witnesses to this meeting.
And so, Mikey had arranged for the private lounge. Chelsea would greet Tina at the gate and then bring her back to meet Richard and Josh. The only witnesses to their meeting would be the stewards who were serving them—and the stewards, of course, were all Mikey’s fellow agents and all members of Kastl’s team. Agents would have Chelsea under surveillance at all times as well. They didn’t want to lose her or her daughter if something went wrong. They’d been waiting for this for too long to take any risks. This might be their only chance.
When Chelsea and her “bodyguards” left to meet Tina’s flight she was practically skipping with excitement. Richard paced restlessly. It will all be over soon. It will all be over soon, he repeated over and over in his mind. Josh stood staring out the window, his fists clenching and unclenching at his sides. Richard hadn’t wanted him here for this, but when he’d mentioned it, Josh had given him one dangerous look and then completely ignored him whenever he brought it up again. Mikey took up a position just inside and to the right of the door. Chelsea was back in just over fifteen minutes. It seemed like hours to Richard.
Richard smelled them before they opened the door. The scent of the girl with Chelsea was familiar. The first time he’d smelled it, it had been faint and almost overpowered by the scent of blood—Manda’s blood. The girl’s spiky, unpleasant scent had lingered in the enclosed space of the bathroom. He hadn’t really registered it consciously then. His thoughts had been all for Manda. But smelling it again brought vivid memories flooding back and his breath hissed through his teeth angrily.
Josh’s hand was suddenly on his shoulder. “Easy,” he mouthed, aware that the women outside would be able to hear them clearly. Chelsea and Tina had paused, hesitating just outside the door. 
Mikey frowned and Richard could practically read his thoughts—the two women were too close to escape now, but it would be better if the coming confrontation could be confined to the privacy of this room. “Will you boys play nice,” Mikey suddenly improvised, forcing a laugh. “Don’t you think its Tina’s prerogative to decide if she wants to hang out with Josh? After all, he’s a good kid. A girl could do worse and she would be safe with him. You haven’t even met the girl and already you’re getting all fatherly!” He grimaced silently and shrugged at the brothers. 
Richard heard a soft chuckle from Chelsea, and suddenly she was sweeping into the room with a tall, long-faced blonde girl in tow. Chelsea pulled her daughter to stand in front of Richard and then moved to stand by his side, twining her arm around his possessively.
Tina had Chelsea’s eyes and height, but the resemblance ended there. Chelsea had a perfect heart-shaped face and was model thin. Her hair was immaculately groomed and platinum blonde. Tina was tall but stocky. Her face was long and horsey, with thin lips and a too-broad nose. Her hair was a dull dishwater blonde, stringy and unkempt. Chelsea’s impeccable designer clothes couldn’t have been more different than her daughter’s ratty black jeans and oversized sweatshirt. Richard recognized the face from the artist’s composite at once. It had, it turned out, been an amazingly good representation.
Josh stepped back, taking a position just behind Tina and to one side.
“Tina, this is Richard. He’s going to be your father. Richard, this is my daughter Tina.” Tina simply regarded him in sullen silence.
Chelsea beamed up at Richard. “She’s a little worse for wear after her long trip, but when we get back to the hotel she can get cleaned up and change.” She turned back to Tina. “I went shopping for you. I bought you all sorts of beautiful clothes, and I’ll take you to get your hair done tomorrow.”
“Excuse me,” Mikey interrupted and everyone turned to face him where he stood in front of the door. He had a duffle bag unzipped in his left hand. 
“A new hair style might be a good idea,” he suggested, reaching into the bag and pulling out a familiar drawing. He had apparently recognized her from the composite sketch. “She’s had the same haircut for a while it seems.”
Tina’s eyes widened when she recognized the sketch of herself that Mikey held. Then they narrowed to slits and she crouched and sprang toward him. She didn’t make it far, however. Josh’s reflexes were too quick. With Josh standing close and slightly behind her as he was, she didn’t even see the huge white bear paw that smashed into the side of her head and sent her flying across the room before she had time to transform. She wasn’t dead when she hit the floor, but unconscious and therefore unable to transform, she died within seconds.
Chelsea’s reaction was immediate. She shrieked and launched herself at Josh, but Richard had reached for her as soon as Josh moved and he quickly pinned her arms behind her back. He was prepared for her to shift, waiting to see what form she would take before he chose a form of his own.
Instead of transforming, however, Chelsea shrieked at Josh and Mikey, her body wracked with sobs. “What are you doing? Why did you do that?” She twisted against Richard’s iron grip. “Richard” she sobbed, “what’s going on? Why are they doing this? Help her! Help Tina! They’ve hurt our little girl, Richard! Stop them!”
Richard was taken aback. Chelsea was even further out of touch with reality than he would have guessed. 
“That little piece of trash was not my daughter,” he snarled down at her coldly. “I only wish I could have killed her myself.”
Chelsea gasped as if she’d been struck. “How can you say that Richard? We’re going to be such a happy family!” She struggled toward Tina’s still body again.
Mikey bent over Tina, checking her neck for a pulse. After a few seconds he turned away from the lifeless body and strode toward Chelsea.
“You are under arrest for conspiracy to commit murder in the death of Amanda Jensen. Apparently we are saved the trouble of a murder trial for your daughter.” He seemed to take grim satisfaction in the words. He went on almost cheerily. “You’re also facing numerous charges involving stalking, death threats...well, you get the picture. Of course, if you don’t behave yourself, it won’t matter anyway because Richard will probably just kill you here and now. He’s been dying to do that for months, you know.”
Mikey’s final verbal jab was vicious and Chelsea shrank away from him. Richard was surprised by the intensity of Mikey’s emotional assault until he saw the grim smile Mikey flashed at him surreptitiously.
“I don’t allow people to treat my friends the way you have so I’ll probably just let him do it anyway. It’ll save us all an annoying trial in your case as well.”
Chelsea became very still and quiet. “I don’t know what you mean. What’s he talking about, Richard?”
Richard, noting that the agents posing as stewards had drawn their guns and trained them on Chelsea, thrust her away from him into one of the black leather chairs that were clustered around the lounge. He ignored her question. “I just want to know one thing,” he asked her instead, his voice dangerous. “Why Manda? You didn’t warn her away. You just killed her. Why?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she insisted in tearful defiance.
Richard turned away from her and took a deep breath. When he turned back he was calm, almost gentle. He dropped to one knee beside the chair. Slowly he caressed her cheek with the tips of his fingers. He leaned closer and spoke softly, seductively—counting on her tenuous grasp of reality to work in his favor. “Tell me why, love. You know you can tell me anything.”
A shiver ran through her body and she gasped. “Because you thought you loved her. You never loved any of the others. They were just annoyances. I knew if I got rid of them you would never be able to fool yourself into thinking they were good enough for you. But not Amanda. It had already gone too far. You’d convinced yourself that you loved her and I knew you’d be foolish enough to believe that she was the one for you. You were going to marry her. You bought a ring. If you’re ready to get married and have a family, it should be with me! I’m the one you really love! You belong with me!” She wailed the last and then sucked in a sobbing breath and went on. “I suppose you didn’t know I was waiting for you though. I’m sorry for that William, but you really just needed some time. You couldn’t know I was always around if you were ever going to miss me and realize how much you love me. But I watched over you and protected you from women who wanted to take advantage of you. I love you!” 
Chelsea broke down into incoherent sobs. She reached one hand out to Richard but he stood up abruptly and stared down at her in disgust. Scorn dripped from his voice as he lashed out at her. 
“I’ve never loved you.” He made it sound like the most ludicrous idea in the world. “I can’t even stand the sight of you. Mikey’s right. I’ve been dying to kill you for months. I only wish I could have killed you before you could hurt someone like Manda.”
“But you do love me! We’ve been so happy!” Chelsea sobbed with wild eyes.
“No,” Richard told her coldly, “I’ve just been using you to get to whoever killed Manda. And you brought your daughter right to us. Thank you, Chelsea.” He turned his back on her, making his rejection of her complete. 
It was too much for her. She shrieked again and he sensed her launching herself toward his back. He could smell her scent change as she transformed. He whirled to defend himself, flashing into the form of a tiger. Gunshots rang out but the bullets had no effect. The wounds healed almost instantly, not even slowing Chelsea. 
Richard absorbed the force of the impact as Chelsea, in the form of a sleek, black panther, crashed into him. He redirected her momentum, sending her flying across the room to crash into a group of chairs. She spun quickly around as she landed, her body a black blur, and launched herself toward him again. He sprang from a low crouch, meeting her in mid-air. His powerful orange and black tiger form was easily twice as large as Chelsea’s panther, and he drove her back, pinning her to the floor. Chelsea was agile, however, and managed to wriggle away. Free from Richard, she redirected her attack toward Mikey. She streaked across the room toward him, undaunted by the gun he pointed at her. As she gathered herself to spring at his throat, Richard’s massive paw slammed into her hindquarters, spinning her away. Mikey quickly raised the muzzle of his gun, which had been left pointing at Richard’s head.
Richard spun quickly, digging his claws into Chelsea’s flank and dragging her back toward him. He was prepared for her quickness and flexibility this time, and managed to pin her more effectively. He trapped her securely against the floor, using his superior weight and size to immobilize her. He could easily crush her skull and be done with it now, but something inside him recoiled from the brutality of such an act, and he hesitated.
Sensing his reluctance, Chelsea shifted back into her human form. She gazed up into his amber eyes and pleaded with him. “Don’t do this, Richard. I love you! I’ve always loved you. You aren’t a killer. You don’t want to do this.” 
Richard steeled himself. Everything she said was true. In her own twisted way, she did love him. She was also completely insane. He didn’t want to do this. He wasn’t a killer. The thought of what he was about to do horrified him. He knew he had to do it though. Chelsea couldn’t be allowed to live. Richard closed his eyes and gathered his resolve. She and her daughter had killed Manda. He had to do this.
A single shot rang out behind Richard and he jerked, his eyes snapping open. Beneath him, Chelsea’s body went limp. Her eyes were blank and unresponsive. Richard looked quickly toward Mikey. The other man was lowering his gun, his face grim.
“She was right, Richard. You didn’t want to do it. You would have, I know, but you didn’t want to. It did have to be done, but it was my job.”
Richard backed away from the lifeless body beneath him and flashed back to his own form. He stood bare, his arms lowering to hang limply at his sides. The sound of the gunshot still rang in his ears. 
After an endless moment Josh broke the shocked silence. “You’ll need some new clothes,” he said shakily, gesturing down at the torn remnants of cloth on the floor.
Mikey barked a mirthless laugh. “I always come prepared.” He reached down for the duffel bag he’d dropped on the floor and pulled out a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. He tossed them to Richard, who snagged them out of the air. 
“It’s over, Richard,” Josh sighed. “After all this time, it’s finally over.”
“But the cost was too high,” Richard said softly. He quickly donned the clothes Mikey had provided and then reached down and extracted his wallet and other personal effects from his ruined clothing and transferred them to the pockets of his fresh clothes.
“What now?” Josh wondered aloud. He cast a troubled look toward Tina. 
Mikey turned brisk. “Now I need to get you guys out of here and take care of this mess. The police are probably on their way. You can’t go shooting guns at an airport and not expect them to show up. I want you two out of here before they get here. You have a concert tonight and I have some phone calls to make. Daniels will get you out of the airport and to the hotel.” He gestured to one of the agents standing alertly near the door. Several of the agents assigned to guard Chelsea had flooded in at the sound of the gunshots and had taken up positions around the room. Richard could sense several more outside the door. “Harding will go take care of the police.” Another agent nodded and slipped out the door, closing it firmly behind himself. “I’ll have to get the rest taken care of quickly.” He grimaced, looking around the room.
“We’ll see you back at the hotel later then?” Josh asked.
“Yes. I should be back by the time you guys finish up with your concert.”
“Let’s go,” Daniels said. “We’ll go out through the catering entrance. Your car is waiting.”
Richard glanced around the room quickly and then nodded. “Yes, let’s go.”
He followed Daniels and Josh out a door at the rear of the room.



 
 
Chapter 51
Richard and Josh rode together in the back of the black limousine, while Daniels took the shotgun position beside Mark. They rode wordlessly for a long time until Josh finally broke the silence.
“Are you okay, Richie?”
Richard smiled slightly at the nickname. It conjured up memories of Josh as a child, tagging along after his big brother with a serious case of hero worship. Josh was the only one ever to call him by the shortened version of his name. Not even his parents called him that. The smile felt unfamiliar on his face.
“You ask me that a lot you know,” Richard noted.
Josh shrugged. “I know, but...well... you haven’t been really okay in a while.”
“Are you okay?” Richard turned the question back on him. Josh had just killed someone and Richard was worried about how that would affect him.
“I’m okay,” he assured Richard. “It was kind of...intense, but it’s okay. They didn’t really give us any choice.”
“I’m glad you see that, because it was necessary.” Richard paused. “Mikey was lying about the trial you know.”
“What do you mean?” Josh asked, confused.
“There would never have been trials for them. It could never be allowed. Too much would have to be revealed. They would never allow our secret out like that. It’s too valuable.” He thought it best not to mention that this was why he and Mikey had provoked Chelsea into admitting everything and attacking. Confession and a quick, justifiable execution on the spot.
Josh was silent, considering.
“You know,” Josh finally told him solemnly, “when you smiled a minute ago, that was the first time you’ve really smiled since Manda was killed.” He paused briefly and then continued very quietly. “I’ve never seen you cry for her either. That’s bothered me, Richie. I can’t remember how many times I cried after she died. She was my friend, you know, and now she’s gone.”
Richard tried to swallow down the lump that had suddenly formed in his throat. He’d been so absorbed in his own pain that he hadn’t even considered how Josh must have felt. And he never had cried—not since she’d died. The pain had been too deep for tears at first, and after that he hadn’t dared loosen his desperate grip on his grief enough to cry. He’d been too afraid of losing himself once more in that dark ocean—the featureless void that had claimed him when he’d first lost her. It had been too hard to find his way back the first time.
“I’m sorry, Josh,” he said just as quietly.
“It’s okay,” Josh shrugged. “It’s not so bad now. I still miss her, but now it’s easier to remember the good things. She could always make me laugh.” He smiled. “Do you think about her very often, Richie?”
Something in Richard’s chest shifted then. It was as if a wall crumbled and released all of the emotions he had locked away so carefully. He dropped his head back onto the seat’s headrest, turned his face up toward the roof of car, and for the first time since the day he had lost her, he let the tears escape unhindered from the corners of his eyes.
“I think of her every second of every day. There isn’t a minute that goes by that I don’t wonder what she’d think of something or imagine what she’d say. I can still hear her laugh and see her smile. I can still smell the scent of her hair and hear her heart beating. I miss her so much.” Richard’s voice was barely more than a whisper. “I...” He tried to go on, to explain how waking up every day and realizing that he wouldn’t see her was like losing her all over again, but he couldn’t get the words out. So he just sat and let the tears flow unchecked...and as he finally allowed himself to express the grief and longing that had become such a part of him, a surprising thing happened. Loosening his grip on the pain and allowing it to wash through him didn’t pull him deeper into the darkness. Instead, the darkness seemed to diminish a tiny, almost imperceptible bit.
Josh sat silently beside him, watching the city flash by outside the car window, allowing Richard what privacy he could. When he spoke again Richard could hear the smile in his voice. 
“Remember how she would always take her shoes off and run around barefooted? She would not keep her shoes on! She must have driven her mother crazy when she was a little girl!”
Richard laughed, surprising Josh. “She had pretty feet.”
Josh joined in his laughter. 
Richard took a deep breath. He felt a little lighter, like the darkness around him had receded a bit more.
“Thanks, Josh,” he said sincerely.
“Anytime big brother. That’s what families are for. Speaking of family, you should probably call Mom and Dad. They’ve been worried about you.”
Richard groaned. He’d neglected everyone important to him lately. “I am the worst son ever. You are now officially Mom and Dad’s favorite.” He sighed.
“I always have been.” Josh grinned. “Don’t worry too much. They understand. I’ve talked to them almost every day and I’ve kept them posted. I think they’re planning to visit if you don’t stop being insane soon though. You might want to give them a call if you’re back with the living.” Josh paused a moment. “Are you back with the living now Richie?” His question was serious.
Richard considered before answering. “Yes, I suppose I am. It won’t be easy, but I’m going to try.”
Josh studied Richard’s face closely for a moment, and must have been satisfied with what he saw there. “In that case, I have something for you when we get to the hotel.”
Richard just nodded.



 
 
Chapter 52
When they arrived at the hotel Mark pulled into the service-loading bay in order to avoid the crowds who were always waiting when the brothers first arrived at a new city when they toured. Richard and Josh entered the hotel through the staff area and were quickly whisked to their luxurious suite. Their luggage had been sent ahead and would already be in their rooms. 
Josh flopped down onto the sofa with an exaggerated sigh and helped himself to a handful of grapes from the bowl on the table. “It’s good to be the king!”
Richard snatched a pillow from one of the chairs and winged it at him. “I’m glad your majesty approves.” He dropped into the chair. With the reawakening of his emotions had come the memory of what normal was. He could feel some tiny part of who he had been starting to return and he welcomed it. 
Josh sat up suddenly. “I have that thing for you. Hold on.” He hurried to his room and returned shortly with his sleek notebook computer under his arm. He placed it on the coffee table in front of Richard and flipped it open. 
“Mikey forwarded this to me a few weeks ago, but things were pretty intense at the time and he said I shouldn’t show it to you yet.” He waited impatiently for the computer to power up and then clicked a file on the desktop. He looked at Richard with a careful expression. “It was sent from an attorney here in Denver, but it’s from Manda.”
Richard sat bolt upright. “What? How is that possible?”
“I guess she made it before she died but never had a chance to give it to you. Mikey contacted the attorney and apparently she’d already arranged to transfer it to you—I mean rights and everything. It’s for the foundation, but it’s yours to do whatever you want with. This is just the low-res version, but I have the hi-res version on a disk. It’s incredible!” The media player window had popped up on the computer screen and Josh hit play and dialed up the volume.
Richard was speechless. Through the speakers on the computer came his own voice singing the song that Manda had inspired. The version of Fairy Tale he’d recorded for her filled the room...just his voice and the piano. On the screen, Manda’s handiwork mesmerized him. She had created a dynamic video tapestry that perfectly complemented Richard’s song. She’d taken both still shots and videos of he and Josh and other volunteers at the organizations the foundation supported and incorporated them into an eloquent narrative. Richard was speechless as he watched. When the final sequence appeared on the computer screen, however, Richard didn’t even try to control the returning tears.
A black and white image of Richard appeared, centered on a black screen. A heartbeat later Manda’s dedication appeared beside it.
“For Richard, who has shown me that fairy tales are real. All you have to do is believe.”
Richard sat motionless, still staring at the computer screen long after it went blank. 
Josh exhaled. “Sorry, but I’m going to ask you one more time. Are you okay?”
Richard took a deep breath, pulling himself together before he answered. Watching Manda’s video had been almost like being with her again, just for a moment. Her creativity, her joy, and her love were all there, alive on the screen. He savored it. The pain that cut into Richard’s heart this time was more bittersweet, tempered by the memory of the happiness she’d given him. By locking away his emotions he had also locked away all the memories of how wonderful Manda had made him feel—he’d locked the good away with the bad. It was a relief to know that the pain had become bearable, and by allowing himself to feel it he was also able to remember the joy she’d given him. Getting that back was worth the pain, now that he knew it wouldn’t drown him in darkness again.
“I’m good. It’s okay. I’m glad you showed this to me.” Richard replied thickly. He stood up and began pacing slowly around the room. His mind was racing. The overpowering sadness that had haunted him for so long was suddenly replaced with burning intensity. Here was a little bit of Manda. Something that would live on and show the world a tiny glimpse of what it had lost. He couldn’t ever bring her back, though he would give his life if he could, but he could at least send this little part of her out into the world as a testament to who she had been. Abruptly he ceased his pacing and turned to Josh.
“I want to release this as the new video for Fairy Tale. What do you think?”
Josh grinned. “I was thinking the same thing! And how about this? Since this is the last date on the tour, I think we should show it during our concert tonight. I’ve wanted to do that for weeks and this will be our last chance. We’ll have to re-record the track on it before we release it, but for tonight we could just play the video without the audio and accompany it live.”
Richard hadn’t even realized this was the last city of the tour, but he supposed he should have—they were in Denver, after all. He’d been more out of touch than he realized. It had all passed in a black blur. He thought about Josh’s suggestion. He’d never sung that song for anyone but Manda. Josh was the one who sang it during all of their performances, but she had created it with Richard’s version and it felt like a betrayal to present it with Josh singing. Would Richard be able to sing Manda’s song in front of an audience? Would he be able to sing it at all?
“I’ll sing it,” he finally decided. “We’ll need to get to the arena early if we’re going to get this set up. We’d better move. Call Lizzy and let her know we’ll be there soon. She isn’t going to be happy.” 
Richard strode to his bedroom and tossed the contents of his pockets onto the bed. He pulled fresh clothes from a suitcase and tossed them on the bed as well. Within twenty minutes he was showered and dressed. He returned to the sitting room only to find his haste wasted. He could hear the shower just starting in Josh’s bathroom. Richard sighed. Josh liked to take long showers.
Richard sat back down in the chair he’d occupied earlier and looked at the blank computer screen in front of him. He thought of Manda. He hadn’t even known that video editing was one of her many talents. She was still surprising him.  
He reached out and hit the space bar. The screen flashed to life. He clicked on the play button and sat quietly as the video played through. Once, twice, three times. The third time through he paused it near the end, on the black and white still photograph of himself she had included with the dedication. He was looking directly into the camera and smiling. Had he ever been so happy? Of course he had—with Manda. He sat staring at the picture. Something about it bothered him but he wasn’t able to put his finger on exactly what.
Josh interrupted his reverie. “I’m ready if you are. I’ve got the disc. Everyone will be waiting for us.” 
Richard jumped up from his chair immediately. “Let’s go.” 
I wish you could be here for this, Manda, Richard thought.
He took one final look at the image on the computer screen and followed Josh out.
Two hours later Richard was frustrated and afraid his plans for Manda’s video were not to be. 
“I know this is last minute, but you’re the best and I know you can pull it off,” Josh coaxed. “We’ve already worked out the new order with the band. You’ve got three hours to get it all ironed out. It’s not that different really. We’re just removing Fairy Tale from the order and saving it for the encore. We lose the band altogether for it, just Richard and the piano. Lose all the effects.”
“You know it isn’t as easy as you’re making it out to be!” a slender woman with spiky black hair argued. “We aren’t just losing all the effects. You want new, different effects. And if we pull it from the set list up front we have to resequence all of the other effects.”
“I know, Lizzy, and I wouldn’t ask it if it wasn’t very important and I didn’t know you could manage it,” Josh wheedled.
Lizzy, their stage manager, sighed. “You’re killing me, Josh!”
Richard, who’d been sitting at the piano, could see that Josh wasn’t swaying her. She was the best at what she did and there was a reason for that. She was a perfectionist. She didn’t tolerate anything that would interfere with her meticulously organized game plan. Richard had invested all of his newly reawakened passion and creative energy into this project and now, unless they could get Lizzy on board, it was not going to happen. Fighting his growing discouragement, he stood up and walked to where Josh pleaded with the woman. Stepping in front of Josh and clasping Lizzy’s hands, he gazed into her eyes, his own eyes earnest and pleading. Then, shocking both Josh and Lizzy, he dropped to his knees in front of her and begged. 
“Please Lizzy,” he pleaded softly, “I need to do this and I can’t do it without you. Please?” His voice was rough with emotion. “Please try. I’ll do anything for you, but we don’t have time to argue about this anymore. Please, do this for me.”
Lizzy stared at him, taken aback. She searched his face, as if gauging his sincerity. His eyes didn’t waver from hers. 
“It’s really that important?” she asked, slightly awed. 
“Yes. It is,” Richard replied, his voice barely audible. He was surprised how important it had become to him since Josh had suggested it back at the hotel. It wasn’t logical or rational, but this was the first thing he had allowed himself to want since Manda’s death. He wanted to do this for her, and the thought of failure was unbearable.
“In that case, we’ll just have to make it happen,” Lizzy said, turning brisk. “Now get up. You’ve got a lot of work to do. We’ll need to get the synchronization down perfectly if we’re going to pull this off.”
Richard rose to his feet and enfolded Lizzy in his arms. “Thank you,” he whispered fervently. “I will always owe you for this one.”
She pushed him away and growled at him. “You play dirty!”
Richard chuckled sadly. “You don’t know the half of it.”
The arena was sold out that night. Richard threw himself into his performance as he never had before. Anticipation had his heart racing, lending almost manic intensity to his performance. Josh, playing off of Richard’s energy, took his own performance to new levels as well. Lizzy, true to her word, was a dervish, somehow managing to pull everything together. She was continuously running from one problem to another, defusing each just in time to throw herself at the next. By the end of the evening she looked exhausted and frazzled. As they prepared for the encore she approached Richard at the black baby grand piano. 
“I’ve done my best Richard. If anything goes wrong just improvise I guess. I think we’ve got it all worked out, but the lift was acting up earlier.” 
“Whatever happens I know you’ve done your best. Thank you. We’ll just cross our fingers and hope.” He gave her a reassuring smile.
“You’re up,” she said, backing away from him.
Nerves flared in Richard’s stomach. He closed his eyes and waited for his cue to come to him through the monitor in his ear. He felt the rise and spin of the platform lifting him onto the stage from beneath, then the faint dampness of smoky fog on his face as he rose. He opened his eyes. The stage was black. He thought of how the last encore he’d played here had given Manda chills and he smiled—a melancholy smile. At that moment his cue sounded in his ear and a single spotlight illuminated the haze of fog, creating a brilliant cone of light around him. His hands danced across the keys and the video screen that towered behind him glowed to life. As he played he watched the images flash by and poured both his love and sadness into the song, his voice caressing every word. As he sang the crowd grew quiet, enraptured by the depth of emotion expressed in every note. Finally, his hands stilled and his voice carried the last note alone as the final image flashed onto the screen—the photograph of Richard smiling. Again, something about it plucked at his memory and then was gone. The screen went black and the spotlight on Richard winked out.
He sat still at the piano in the darkness as the last note faded away and silence settled over the arena for a fraction of a second. Then the roar of the crowd buffeted him. He let out the breath he had been holding and closed his eyes. Thank you, Lizzy! You did it!
In the darkness of the stage he felt Josh suddenly beside him. “That was incredible, Richie. Well done.”
“Thanks,” Richard answered, covering his headset microphone with his hand. He stood with Josh and both men stepped clear of the piano and lift platform. He felt the vibration of the machinery lowering it from view and then the stage lights flashed back on, illuminating the two brothers. The thunderous applause was deafening. Girls crowded into the area fronting the stage, lofting the usual collection of flowers and stuffed animals toward Richard and Josh. Richard bowed once and then reached down and scooped up a bouquet of roses that someone had thrown at his feet. He walked a few steps toward one side of the stage, where he’d spotted Lizzy peeking out from behind an equipment crate, looking fatigued but triumphant. He tossed the roses to her and his smile was brilliant as he blew her a kiss. 
“You are amazing,” he said, his voice rough from the emotions he’d poured into his song. The live mic picked it up and broadcast it to the arena. Lizzy smiled broadly.
“I know,” she mouthed. 
He laughed and then walked back to Josh, throwing his arm over his brother’s shoulder. He reached back and flipped off the microphone pack at the small of his back. 
“I feel like a wrung out washcloth,” Richard groaned, still smiling and waving to the crowd.
“Me too. It’s been a really, really long day.” Josh draped an arm over Richard’s shoulder as well. “Has it really been just one day?”
With final waves to the audience, the two walked off stage, followed by the thunderous roar of applause. 
“Let’s get out of here,” Josh sighed. “I could use some food and some sleep.” He yawned and then stumbled slightly. “Well, maybe just the sleep first.”
Richard gave his little brother an appraising look. Josh looked haggard. The previous months had taken a heavy toll. Though he was intelligent and capable, Josh didn’t enjoy being in charge. The stress of shouldering all of the responsibility for both himself and Richard, added to his worry over Richard and his own grief over losing Manda, had matured him and left him too solemn. Richard regretted the unfair burden he’d forced on his brother. It was time to turn the tables back around and assume some of the responsibilities he’d been neglecting. 
“I need to wrap up a couple of things first,” Richard told Josh. “Why don’t you head back to the hotel and go to bed. You look like you’re about to fall asleep where you stand.” Richard suspected that the scene at the airport was catching up to his brother.
Josh yawned again. “Yeah, once the adrenaline wears off the crash is going to be vicious. You won’t be long, will you?” His protectiveness toward Richard wasn’t going to fade overnight.
“No. I just want to go over a few things with Lizzy. And promise to be her slave for life. You know, the standard deal.”
“You’d better plan on living a long time then, ‘cause she’s not gonna settle for less than a century of servitude.” Josh flashed him a grin that turned into a yawn. “Night, Richie.”
She won’t get that long, Richard thought. A few decades at best. Regardless of the day’s events, he still couldn’t imagine living longer than that without Manda. The rest of a normal lifespan is all he would endure. It was enough for most people, after all.
“Night, little brother,” was all he said.



 
 
Chapter 53
Richard had trouble tracking Lizzy down. He showered and changed back into his street clothes, then found most of the musicians celebrating the end of the tour with an informal party. As the crew finished up their various duties he knew they would join in the festivities as well. Apparently the feeling this time around had been that neither brother was in any mood to celebrate. Richard guessed that given his dark brooding, everyone had thought it best to forego the usual wrap party. Again, Richard felt the twinge of guilt that was becoming all too familiar to him over the last several hours. He should have made sure that the people who had worked so long and hard to make the tour successful were rewarded with more than this impromptu gathering. 
He made apologies for Josh and himself as he moved through the group, looking for Lizzy. He finally found her in a quiet corner, grouped around a plastic table with three women Richard probably should have known but couldn’t put names to. He thought one might have been a cellist. Or maybe a violinist? Lizzy had her laptop open on the table and all four women were watching Manda’s video again.
“I would have thought you’d have had enough of that tonight to last you a lifetime,” he teased, standing just behind her and watching over her shoulder.
She turned toward him with an embarrassed smile. “No, it’s very good,” she disagreed. “Great show tonight, boss.”
“Oh, so know I’m ‘boss.’ Earlier you make me beg and now I’m ‘boss.’” Richard pretended outrage. “Seriously though, I wanted to thank you. You are a rockstar, Lizzy. I will never, ever be able to thank you enough for pulling this off.” He smiled his appreciation.
“Well, it was a team effort. I just threatened everyone with all manner of ugly and painful death if they dared to disappoint you,” Lizzy replied with a bloodthirsty smile, but she slid her arm around his waist and gave him one small, quick hug.
Richard chuckled. “Yeah, about that,” he drew Lizzy off from the group still clustered around the computer. “These guys deserve a better thank you than this. Take everyone out and have some fun. Not too much fun. Charge it to your expense card and I’ll pick it up. Tell everyone thank you for us, okay? And I would really appreciate it if you could try and make sure everyone gets home safely. Oh, and please, no police involvement! You know the drill.”
Lizzy laughed. “I’ll do my best. You’re not coming then?”
“No. I don’t think I’m feeling quite up to that yet,” Richard answered. 
Lizzy nodded understandingly. “Go crash then. You look terrible.”
“Thanks,” he retorted dryly.
Richard glanced back toward the table where the video had restarted. He watched for a few moments, unwilling to look away.
“Who produced the video? Was it Amanda?” Lizzy asked him gently. Richard hadn’t been aware that Lizzy even knew who Manda was, but he supposed it was no surprise. Even if she didn’t pay attention to media gossip, word spread quickly in such a small group. They all would have noticed his dark moods, and the reason for them hadn’t exactly been a secret. It had been plastered across the headlines for weeks.
“Is it that obvious?” Richard sighed.
“Well, actually...yes.” Her face was compassionate. “Is that who you were looking at in the last picture?”
“What?” Richard asked, startled.
“The last picture. You look like you’re staring at the most precious and beautiful thing in the world. It’s definitely the look of a man in love. We were all just eating our hearts out, wishing someone would look at us that way.”
It clicked into place then, the thing that had been bothering Richard about that last picture. It was so unlikely that he’d failed to see the obvious. He had been looking at Manda. He was wearing a team jersey in the picture—a team jersey he didn’t have anymore—a team jersey he’d gotten when he sang the national anthem at the baseball stadium. Manda had been snapping pictures of him as they watched the game. The picture had to have been taken less than an hour before she was killed. There was no way that picture could be in the video if she’d already completed it before she died. The video would have to have been completed before the baseball game, before the picture was taken. What did that mean? Maybe she’d created most of it but someone else finished it up after she was killed. But hadn’t Mikey talked to her lawyer? Hadn’t she already completed it and transferred the rights into Richard’s name before she died?
“Richard? Richard? What’s the matter? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” Lizzy put her hand on his arm. When Richard just shook his head, running frantically through the possible implications in his mind, she looked around nervously. “Has anyone seen Josh?”
Richard patted her hand reassuringly and shook his head again. “No, I’m fine. I just have to make a phone call. Excuse me please.” He was already pulling his phone from his pocket as he strode purposefully toward the nearest door.
He dialed Mikey’s number as he hurried through the service areas of the arena. He glanced around until he found an open loading door. The semi-trailers used to haul the tour equipment were lined up outside in the darkness. He wanted to be alone for this call. He heard the ringing in the earpiece as the call went through. The trailer in the adjacent door was still open. Lights illuminated its interior and he could hear voices approaching. They were still loading that one. The farthest trailer was locked up. It was distant from the light of the doorway and its far side was hidden in deep shadows. Swiftly but silently he dropped off of the loading dock and dashed for those shadows. 
On the fourth ring Mikey picked up. “Richard?”
“Hey, Mikey.”
“Where are you? Josh was sound asleep when I got here. I was about to call you.”
“Mikey, tell me about the video from Manda.” Richard jumped right into the reason for his call.
“Aah,” Mikey said warily. “Lizzy called me and told me what you guys were doing. She wanted my assurance that she wouldn’t be infringing on any copyrights by showing it. She wasn’t taking Josh’s word. I’m sorry Richard. Things were just coming together with Chelsea when it arrived and I didn’t want to jeopardize that. You were hanging on by a thread at that point.” He sounded uncomfortable.
“I understand all of that,” Richard said carefully, “but do we have all the rights to it? Do we have the sign-offs of her collaborator, as well?”
Mikey was confused. “What collaborator?”
“The one who finished it up after she died.”
“Oh! You had me worried for a minute there. I was wondering who was going to be suing us. No, she finished it before she died. There was just some sort of glitch with some of the rights that they weren’t able to resolve until afterward. The lawyer had the completed video along with the papers, signed by her, releasing all of the rights to you. He mailed copies of them. I have them here.” 
“Then tell me how a picture that was taken less than an hour before she died ended up in that video?” Richard demanded in a tight voice.
Mikey was silent for a long moment and then he replied slowly, almost cautiously, “I don’t know.”
“Mikey, what’s going on?”
Mikey’s response was definitely hesitant now. “I honestly don’t know Richard. I wouldn’t lie to you about this.”
“You know something Mikey! What happened that day? If you don’t know I’d we willing to bet Kastl does. Where is he?” Richard demanded hotly.
“Well, that’s a problem,” Mikey explained warily. “We don’t know where he is. Nobody I know has seen or heard from him since that day. And if anyone else knows they aren’t talking. He just vanished. All of the team communication has come from higher up. I don’t think he wants to face anyone after letting Tina get to Manda. I think he took it pretty hard.”
“So how do we find him?” Richard growled through gritted teeth. He didn’t blame Kastl, but neither could he spare any sympathy for him.
“Calm down. Let me make some calls and see what I can learn. In the meantime, come back here. We’ll figure this out.”
Richard snapped his phone shut without responding. Something was going on and he was afraid to hope what it might be. “Damn it!” he muttered. He stood motionless in the shadows trying to decide what to do next. His anger and frustration increased when he couldn’t think of anything. He heard a sharp crack and felt a pain in his hand. He looked down and realized he’d been gripping his phone so tightly that he’d crushed it—the shards of glass that remained of the display screen had sliced into his palm. With a snarl of frustration and disgust he hurled it across the parking lot. He transformed his injured hand so quickly it was a blur, then flexed it and slammed it into the side of the trailer, leaving a large dent. He growled at the damage.
“No need to get so upset,” a voice behind him said dryly. “I’m not that hard to find.”
Richard turned to glare at Kastl. The agent stood bare in the shadow of the trailer. Richard could just detect the fading scent of the owl he had been.
“What the hell is going on?” Richard demanded tensely. “What are you hiding, Kastl?” 
“Good to see you too, Richard,” was Kastl’s level reply. “Let’s talk.”
Richard took a deep breath and tried to calm down. He needed answers. If Kastl wanted to talk then perhaps he was going to get some.
“What happened to Manda?” Richard asked evenly if still tensely. “Did she…” He couldn’t finish the question, afraid to know the answer, afraid it wouldn’t be the right one, afraid he had let hope outpace reason.
Kastl answered the unasked question quietly. “She’s alive.”
With those two words the light of a thousand suns exploded behind Richard’s eyes. He took one staggering step backward and then half collapsed and half lowered himself to the ground. Pressing his hands to his temples, he leaned back against the tires of the trailer for support. He had refused to acknowledge any hope of this, and now, hearing the words spoken aloud altered his world completely and fundamentally. Manda was alive!
“How? What happened? How is she?” he managed to croak. There didn’t seem to be enough air.
“Like I said, we need to talk,” Kastl replied ominously. Cold dread constricted around Richard’s heart, making it even harder to breathe. 
“How is she?” he whispered again. The image of her as he’d last seen her flashed through his mind. It was a picture that had haunted his nightmares ever since—her face and her torso slashed open and bleeding, her arms clutched over her abdomen hiding the worst of the damage done by Tina’s raking claws. He shuddered and squeezed his eyes shut. How could she have survived that? How could she have recovered? What lasting agony had she endured? She’s alive. At least she’s alive. Focus on that.
“Physically, she’s perfect,” Kastl replied carefully.
That startled Richard and his eyes snapped open. How could she have recovered from wounds like that without some permanent damage? How… 
“Her injuries were severe,” Kastl continued, “but nothing that the marvels of modern medicine and the magic of ancient blood couldn’t fix.”
And then Richard understood, and his anger flared, a white hot inferno. 
“You changed her,” he accused, his voice dangerous. “You knew she didn’t want it, you wouldn’t let me do it, you aren’t allowed to do it, and you did it anyway.” He was instantly on his hands and knees, tensed in a predatory crouch. “She didn’t want that!” As desperately as he wanted her alive and well, he loved her too much to wish her a life she despised—condemned to live as an unnatural monster in her own estimation. For Kastl to force himself on her in that way was worse than rape!
Kastl was unaffected by the overt threat of Richard’s stance. “First of all, surely you know she didn’t mean it when she said you were a monster. She was protecting you and Josh, trying to prevent you from revealing our secret in front of the whole world—one reason I wouldn’t have let you change her. Revealing that is far too dangerous. Secondly, although I did change her, she’s not a shapeshifter. That’s what we need to talk about.”
Richard, taken aback, relaxed his aggressive posture slightly and exhaled. 
“How is that possible?” he asked warily. “You aren’t making any sense.” 
“Sit back down and I’ll explain. You look terrible.”
“I wish people would stop telling me that,” Richard snapped irritably, but he settled himself back to the pavement.
Kastl looked down at his own unclothed state and then at the rough pavement. “Would you mind lending me your jacket? The ground’s a little chilly.”
Richard shrugged out of his leather jacket and handed it to Kastl, who placed it onto the asphalt and lowered himself onto it.
“Thanks,” he grunted and then sighed. “Okay, here’s the story. First of all, you’re right—Uncle Sam is pretty adamant that I not go around creating semi-immortal, super-human beings, so no, I didn’t change Manda. Though honestly, if I hadn’t had any other option I would have done it anyway. I did have another option though. We’ve done some research and discovered that by chemically altering the therianthropic factor in our blood we can use it to heal someone without changing that person. Well, I suppose that’s not strictly true,” he back-peddled. “Technically, the person is temporarily a shapeshifter, but the shift is limited to that person’s own form and then can’t be repeated. Not a very useful sort of arrangement except that the one transformation is helpful if all you need is to heal someone quickly and completely. It has a very limited application, since it can only be used once on any person. And there are other...limitations as well. For example, the altered blood doesn’t stay viable for very long. It’s a matter of minutes. So it’s not something that can be synthesized and saved for later. You have to have a shapeshifter on hand to do it. It worked for Manda though. She was healed completely. No lasting injury. Unless you consider carrying a little bit of me around inside her for the rest of her life an injury.” Kastl frowned almost imperceptibly, then took a deep breath and waited for Richard’s reaction.
“If she recovered so quickly, why would she let me think she was dead?” Richard asked in a barely audible whisper. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t she tell me?”
Sensing the plea in the questions, Kastl reassured Richard. “She wanted to tell you. She’s literally made herself sick about deceiving everyone, you most of all. But I wouldn’t let her. I told you I would protect her, whatever it took. If that meant putting you through hell Richard—if that meant putting everyone else through hell—I was willing to do it. I’m sorry. It was the only way I knew to keep her safe. She’d seen Tina and could identify her, and even without that, Chelsea wanted more than anything to see her dead. If those two had known she was alive they wouldn’t have stopped until they succeeded in killing her. Plus, Manda needed to be out of the picture so that Chelsea would approach you. The only way I could ever really keep Manda safe was to eliminate Chelsea and Tina for good. And the only way to eliminate them was to flush them out. Sorry, Richard, but you were the only bait I had.”
Richard eye’s burned with suppressed emotion. “Do you understand what I’ve been through? Do you know what it felt like thinking I’d lost her? That it was my fault?” Richard’s voice was bleak. “Explain to me why that was necessary? Why you felt it necessary to torture me like that?” 
Kastl shook his head. “I do understand how you’ve felt—better than you know—but come on! Think about the last months. Think about how you felt. How you reacted. Could you have anticipated the strength of that reaction? Could you have faked that? You’re not that good an actor. You never would have fooled Chelsea and it would eventually have cost Manda her life. Would you have been willing to take that risk? I wasn’t.”
Richard swallowed the angry retort that was on his tongue and considered this. “No. You’re right. You did the right thing,” he finally conceded. “I’m sorry. But where is she, Kastl? I need to see her.” The prospect made his heart pound.
“She’s not far. But I need to ask you a question first. I know how much you love the freedom of being a shapeshifter. You need it like you need air. So what would happen if Manda wouldn’t change for you? She loves you and wants to be with you,” Kastl added hastily, seeing the doubt darken Richards face, “but what if she will always just be human? What would you do?”
“Is that what this is about?” Richard asked with a sad smile. “She loves me but she really doesn’t want to be one of us?” If that was what she wanted Richard didn’t care. He loved her as she was. She would never have to change for him. He wasn’t expecting Kastl’s answer.
“No, what I’m saying is that she loves you and I’m certain she wants to spend the rest of her life with you, but she may not be able to be like us.”
Richard pushed his hands back through his hair and leaned against the tire again. The unexpected kept knocking him off balance and just when he thought we was starting to regain his equilibrium, Kastl would send him reeling again.
“What does that mean?” he asked slowly. He wanted to see Manda so badly it was like a fever burning through his veins, but he knew Kastl wouldn’t be pushed. There would be no forcing anything from him that he wasn’t ready to give.
“One of the possible side effects of the therianthropic treatment is that not only is the recipient not transformed into a shapeshifter, but they cannot ever be changed. The treatment acts like an inoculant against the factor. On a cellular level her body behaves as a therianthrope, but without the ability to shift. Do you see what I mean? It’s like she’s already been changed, though without any of the outward manifestations, so she can’t be changed again. That’s the theory anyway. I’ve tested her blood and it’s not affected by mine at all. It’s never been fully tested in the long term though. There is the possibility that the effect might only be temporary, but that’s a slim chance. So, what would you do if she can’t be changed?”
Richard met Kastl’s questioning gaze and held it. “I would do exactly what I was planning on doing when I thought she was gone. I would grow old and eventually die. If I can do that with her by my side I won’t regret anything.” Seeing a flicker of doubt cross Kastl’s face he continued. “Kastl, until this morning at the airport with Chelsea, I hadn’t transformed fully since the day Manda was attacked. And I wasn’t planning on ever doing it again. So, get to the point. Why are you asking me this?”
Kastl considered Richard for a long moment and then answered truthfully. “Because if you weren’t willing to make that sacrifice, if you were just going to leave her when you found out, I wasn’t going to let you see her. She’d be better off never seeing you at all than watching you leave her all over again.”
“All over again?” Richard was confused. He hadn’t left her. He had always loved her. She’d known he was alive. Surely she’d been anticipating the end of the whole nightmare, when they could be together again. She’d at least had that one consolation that he had not.
Seeing Richard’s lack of comprehension, Kastl sighed. “She’s been reading your press, Richard. Yours and Chelsea’s.  And she’s believed it all. And she was at your concert tonight. I don’t know who you were showering with roses, but she thinks it was Chelsea.”
“What?” Richard snarled in outrage. “Chelsea and me? Why didn’t you tell her the truth? How could you let her think that?”
“Would you rather I told her that you were sharing your every waking moment with a psychotic killer?” Kastl snapped back. “Oh, she really would have felt better then! She never would have slept.”
“And the reason you haven’t told her now that Chelsea is gone?” Richard demanded.
“Well, that goes back to my question before, doesn’t it? If you weren’t going to stay with her I wouldn’t tell her. If she thought you’d moved on she’d have an easier time letting go.”
Richard flinched and slowly stood. “Have I passed your test yet Kastl? Can I please see her now?” he asked impatiently. “Please.”
“Yeah. You passed. Let’s go.” Kastl stood up.
“She hasn’t been sleeping well?” Richard asked quickly as the other man rose to his feet. 
A frown darkened Kastl’s features. “She hasn’t slept in days,” he admitted bitterly. “She has nightmares...and I can’t protect her from her dreams.” He turned away from Richard.
“Kastl,” Richard called him back. “You love her, don’t you?”
Kastl smiled slightly. “How could I not?”
“And how does Manda feel?” Richard needed to know—was afraid to know.
“No. She loves you Richard. I don’t think she could ever be happy without you.” He paused. “I would have done my best though.” He turned once again and walked away a few steps.
“Alec,” Richard said more softly. Kastl stopped but didn’t turn around and Richard continued in a voice that was little more than a whisper. “You kept your promise. I had no right to ask it, but you kept her safe when I couldn’t. Thank you.”
Kastl nodded. “We’ll be flying tonight. I’ve left some clothes on her balcony for us. I’ll wait for you.” He launched into the air, transforming into a gray owl in mid-leap and soaring higher to wait for Richard.
Slipping into the blackest shadows, Richard quickly removed his clothes and rolled them up inside the jacket he’d retrieved from the ground, tucking his wallet into the middle of the bundle. He spotted a nearby drainpipe that was a suitable hiding place and stuffed the bundle inside. He heard Kastl’s wings above and launched himself into the air as well, flashing into the pale form of a barn owl. He soared after Kastl, with every stroke of his wings taking him closer to Manda. 
Together they glided through the night with the lights of Denver spread out below them. They traced the course of the moon-silvered river as it ribboned its way through the city. This had always been what Richard loved most about his gift—the freedom of flying with nothing but the wind touching him—and this could very well be the last time he would ever experience it. The thought was easy and weightless, with no regret attached to it. If he couldn’t have this, if he could only have Manda and nothing else, he would still have more than most men could even dream. Anticipation licked through his veins like fire. Very soon he would see her.
Kastl dipped one wing and swooped down silently to a hotel balcony that faced west over the river. French doors were open into the room. As he glided over the rail he transformed in mid-flight and dropped lightly onto the heavily shadowed balcony in human form. Richard followed suit, bare feet dropping silently onto the tiled floor.
Kastl retrieved a pile of clothes from behind a chair in the corner and tossed a pair of khaki pants and a button-up shirt to Richard. As they dressed, Kastl spoke quietly, in a whisper so low even Richard’s enhanced hearing could just make it out.
“Two things. First of all, Manda doesn’t know she may be immune to a complete change. If you weren’t going to be around it didn’t seem relevant, and she already had enough to worry about without worrying about how you’d react to that. Secondly, she doesn’t like to be alone anymore—not really alone, especially at night. Like I said, she has nightmares. She doesn’t always want company, but she panics sometimes and she needs someone to be close by. She’s gotten better, but I think it’s going to be a while before she’s over it completely.” Kastl’s voice was almost tender as he explained the second point. 
Richard nodded his understanding. His independent little Manda was shaken and he hadn’t been there to comfort her. Kastl had. He felt a stab of jealousy but quickly crushed it. At least she’d had someone to take care of her...someone who cared about her.
When they were both clothed, Kastl signaled with a finger to his lips for Richard to be quiet and then cocked his head to one side, listening through the French doors. Richard glided up beside him on silent feet and listened as well. The sound of quiet, almost imperceptible weeping made his heart clench and his throat constrict. He reflexively took a step forward, but Kastl stopped him with an arm across his chest. He shook his head and, motioning Richard both to follow and again to be quiet, he stepped onto the plush carpet of the hotel sitting room and walked toward the bedroom door. He walked heavily, obviously trying to make his presence known. He could, when necessary, be even more silent than Richard was being. Richard could hear Manda crying softly in the bedroom. He was close enough now to make out her scent clearly. He inhaled, savoring the clean sweetness of it. 
Kastl paused in the doorway for a moment, and then spoke to Manda very quietly. “You aren’t thinking clearly right now, Manda. You should see him. Talk to him.”  
“Why? I won’t make him feel guilty for getting on with his life, for not waiting for his dead girlfriend to miraculously return from the grave—the girlfriend who thinks he’s a monster and would rather die than be like him. He doesn’t need me complicating his life.” 
The hurt and despair in her voice were like physical blows to Richard and he flinched. His expression as he looked at Kastl was tormented. Kastl shook his head and locked his gaze on Richard as he responded to Manda.
“You didn’t mean that. You didn’t want him to expose our secret in front of the whole world. I figured that out right away. I’m sure he did too.” Kastl looked meaningfully at Richard. “Don’t you think it should be up to him to decide? Besides, you can’t hide forever. You know he’ll find out your alive sometime.”  
“By then it won’t matter. It probably doesn’t even matter now,” she responded hopelessly.
Richard wanted to shout out a denial to that outrageous lie.
“I don’t belong in his life anymore. I’ve done enough damage and he’ll be happy with...with her. He’ll be happy.” Her voice faded off into a whisper.
“What about you?” Kastl asked her gently and he pushed Richard forward into the bedroom with a nod. In all of the years Richard had known Kastl, he’d never known the other man to give anything away emotionally. He had always been detached and cold as ice, but at that moment the pain in the other man’s eyes told Richard exactly how much this was costing him. 
“What about me?” Manda moaned in dismissal of her feelings, and Richard recognized the emotion in her voice. Manda was spiraling into the same black sea of hopelessness from which he’d narrowly escaped just that morning. He was beside her bed in one swift, soundless motion, her need drawing him like a magnet.
He heard Kastl move quickly and silently away and looked back to see him standing near the door to the corridor.
“You deserve to be happy, too,” Kastl called just loudly enough for Manda to hear, and with those words Richard understood the sacrifice the other man was making. He would walk away if that’s what it would take to make her happy.
Richard turned back to Manda, who was curled up on the bed. There she was. There was his Manda. He was afraid that if he reached out to touch her she would vanish—a dream. Then her whispered response to Kastl’s parting words stripped away his hesitation.
“It doesn’t matter.”
Richard sat down on the bed behind her. He leaned over her and very gently stroked her cheek with a finger. He heard the faint click of the door as Kastl left them. Manda froze.
Richard leaned closer and whispered softly. “It matters to me.” 
At the touch of his hand Manda had stiffened in shock, but the sound of his voice galvanized her. Instantly she scrabbled away from him to huddle trembling on the far side of the king-sized bed like a cornered animal. Terror contorted her face and her eyes squeezed tightly shut.
“No, no, no. Not again,” she pleaded in a tortured whimper. “Please, not again. Not now.”
A dagger of pain and doubt slashed through Richard. She didn’t want to see him. He’d almost caused her death. Had the horror he’d brought down on her left her terrified of him? His stomach churned with self-loathing. Kastl was wrong. He was hurting her again by coming here.
“Manda...,” he began hesitantly, one hand reaching reflexively toward her. He couldn’t think of any words to make things right though, and he faltered, dropping his hand back to the bed.
Manda opened her eyes uncertainly at the sound of his voice, the terror that twisted her tear-streaked face turning to a mixture of confusion and disbelief.
“Richard?” she whispered tentatively.
Hope rekindled in Richard’s chest. “Manda, it’s me,” he replied.
With a small cry she scrambled back across the bed and into his welcoming arms. Richard crushed her to him, burying his face in the sweet, softness of her hair. He inhaled deeply and her scent suffused him with warmth.
“Oh Manda. I’ve missed you so much,” he groaned.
She clung to him, her face pressed against his chest, her tears soaking through his shirt.
“Richard, I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!” she sobbed brokenly. “I couldn’t tell you. He said I couldn’t tell you! I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean any of the awful things I said.” Her perfect misery rendered her almost incoherent.
“No, Manda! No. Don’t be sorry. You’re safe. That’s what’s important. Shhhh. It’s okay, sweetie.” Richard stroked her hair and tried to soothe her, but her sobs continued unabated. “Shhhh. Don’t cry, Manda. It’s all over. I’m here.”
She continued to cling to him as her distress escalated. He remembered what Kastl had said about nightmares. He’d also said she hadn’t slept in days. She was edging into hysteria and he suspected that shock and exhaustion had caught up with her. Reason would be wasted on her in her present state. He held her close to him, comforting her as best he could. 
“Shh. It’s okay, sweetie. Shhhh,” he crooned in her ear as he rocked her tenderly. “It’s over. Shhhh.”
 He wasn’t sure how long it took her to cry herself out as he hummed a soothing lullaby, but he continued to hold her long after she had finally drifted into sleep, softly stroking her face, her arms, her hair. His thirsty eyes drank in her lovely face, shadowed now by dark circles under her eyes. He breathed her scent and felt the pulsing of her heartbeat beneath her skin. It was like food for his starving soul. He still couldn’t quite believe that she was here, that she was alive. The warmth of her skin against his fingers was a constant and necessary reassurance. He imagined holding her in his arms twenty-years in the future. She would be older but still beautiful. He would be older as well. It was strange to imagine himself physically older. What would their future hold? Their future. He savored the sound of that. 



 
 
Chapter 54
It was almost noon when the growling of Manda’s stomach finally woke her. She yawned and stretched as awareness slowly returned. She rubbed her gritty eyes and peered around the unfamiliar room, blinking and disoriented. The fog of sleep was slow to dissipate. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept so soundly. The nightmares had rendered her wary of sleep. The thought of the nightmares brought awareness flooding back. She remembered where she was and how she’d come to be there. She remembered the concert and Kastl bringing her to the hotel and getting them rooms. She remembered...Richard? She bolted upright, a sudden flash of hope stripping away the last remnants of sleep. Her eyes searched the bedroom in an instant.
As quickly as it had flared, the hope extinguished, leaving an overwhelming desolation in its wake. She was alone. She lay back down and curled onto her side, closing her eyes again. A dream. It had just been another dream. A new dream, though. One much more insidious than the nightmares she’d had before. Where the nightmares had awakened her in terror night after night, this dream lulled her into a fantasy of happiness, making the sense of loss upon waking even worse than the terror had been. No, not Richard. Just a dream.
From the sitting room she heard a knock on the door of the suite. She could hear Kastl crossing to open the door, followed by the low rumble of voices and the rattling of dishes. Though it had been her hunger that had pulled her from slumber, the thought of food was unappealing now. Maybe she could just go back to sleep. Maybe the dream would come again. It would almost be worth the price in pain she would have to pay when she woke.
She heard Kastl enter the bedroom and, judging by the clattering sound, place a tray of dishes on the dresser. 
“Manda, are you awake? I ordered us some breakfast...well, lunch now I suppose.”
But it wasn’t Kastl. Just as it had been the night before, it was Richard’s rich, warm voice that surprised her.
“Richard!” she launched herself from the bed toward him as he crossed the room on bare feet. “It’s really you! It wasn’t just a dream!” 
He grunted as she collided with him, and then wrapped his arms around her with a chuckle. 
“Feeling better this morning, are we?” he asked, sounding pleased and relieved.
Manda looked up into the eyes she’d missed so urgently for so many months and suddenly her vision blurred with tears. “Much better now.” She couldn’t believe he was really here. She’d longed to feel his arms around her like this for so long. He gazed down into her eyes tenderly and brushed her hair from her face. 
“I’ve missed you,” she said, not able to find words adequate to describe the shattering ache she’d felt without him. She wanted to drink in the sight of his face but her tears were turning it into a blur. She wiped them away impatiently.
Richard smiled his radiant smile, the one that made her feel like she was looking at the sun, and bent down to kiss her once on each damp cheek. Then his lips found hers and she felt the sun burning through her chest instead of her eyes. 
Much too soon the kiss ended and he took a steadying breath. 
“And I’ve missed you,” he murmured, then pressed a kiss to her cheekbone just in front of her ear and pulled away slightly to study her face. He brushed his fingers lightly across her wet cheeks. “No more tears, sweetie. It’s okay now.”
His admonition abruptly brought to mind her hysterics of the night before and she looked down with a soft groan. 
He tipped her chin back up with one finger, forcing her to look at him again. His expression was worried. “What’s wrong?”
“Last night,” she admitted, mortified. “I was a mess. I’m surprised you are still here this morning. I don’t know what that was. I’m sorry. I….” she trailed off miserably. 
“You were sleep deprived and understandably upset. That’s what that was,” he cupped her face in his hands. “None of which was your fault, so no apologies. Are you feeling better today?”
She considered the question. She wasn’t sure how she felt. Her mind was still trying to catch up to events, and the emotional roller coaster she was on was leaving her feeling as if all of her bones had been turned to water. She was afraid the roller coaster was headed for another drop, but she shied away from that, determined to enjoy the moment. 
“I feel...limp,” she admitted.
“You need to eat.” He scooped her up in his arms and carried her to the bed, where he settled her against the pillows. “Don’t move!” He went back and retrieved the tray of sandwiches and soft drinks from the dresser and placed it on the nightstand. He seated himself beside her, with his back propped against the headboard, and then effortlessly pulled her into his lap sideways. 
Cradled in the safety of Richard’s arms, Manda tipped her head to the side and rested it against his shoulder. She felt his lips press against the top of her head and she sighed again—a contented sound this time. 
“I can’t believe you’re really here,” she said in wonder, and snuggled deeper into his embrace. 
“I can’t believe you’re alive,” he said in a voice suddenly choked with emotion. “I...” he cleared his throat and then went on in a lighter teasing tone. “I think we should eat. I’m starving, and I could hear your stomach growling in your sleep.”
She tipped her head back to scowl up at him. “You did not!”
“I did. It was only fear of your imminent starvation that drove me from you,” he jested, and then continued tenderly. “It was the only thing that could pry my arms from around you. I wanted to hold you and watch you sleep forever. Now, eat!”
He picked up a sandwich from the tray and handed it to her, then took one for himself. He eyed her sternly until she started eating, and then polished his off quickly.
She giggled, her mouth full, and he glared down at her suspiciously. She quickly swallowed and giggled again.
 “You shouldn’t wolf down your food,” she scolded with a grin.
Richard chuckled and hugged her closer. “Oh, I’ve missed you Manda Jensen!”
Manda’s thoughts tried to take her toward the precipice she knew was ahead, but she shied away again, focusing instead on the feel of Richard’s arms around her...and on finishing her sandwich—grilled cheese on sourdough bread, her favorite. Of course Richard had remembered. 
Under his watchful gaze she dutifully ate every last crumb. When she was done, he popped the top on one of the soft drink cans and handed it to her. She took one long drink and handed it back. He returned it to the tray. 
“Better?” Richard asked, bending his head to peer into her eyes.
“Mmm, yes,” she answered gratefully. “Less hollow.”
“Good,” he said with a satisfied nod. “Now...”
He very deliberately removed her from his lap and settled her against the pillows again. Then he shifted himself around until he sat facing her, cross-legged on the bed. He picked up both of her hands and held them in his own large, steady ones.
“We have to talk,” he said firmly.
Manda felt the ground fall away beneath her. She’d anticipated these words. I’m so glad you’re alive, but we need to talk. She’d been trying to put off this inevitable moment since first hearing Richard’s voice, but she couldn’t avoid it now. The feelings of dread and loss were unbearable, but she lifted her chin and met his gaze levelly. Emotion drained away and her face assumed the calm, still mask. 
Richard’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t, Manda,” he said sharply.
“Don’t what?” she asked, puzzled by his sudden irritation.
“Stop it!” he said, angrily now. “Don’t you dare!”
“What are you talking about?” she demanded, confused but composed.
“Don’t shut me out, Manda. Don’t start throwing up those walls around yourself that keep everyone from getting too close! Don’t do that to me, not now,” Richard said with desperation creeping into his voice. He growled, still holding her hands. “You don’t even realize you’re doing it, but I’ve seen you build those walls over and over, whenever you’re afraid, whenever someone might get close enough to hurt you.”  
“What do you want from me, Richard?” Manda asked, mystified.
“I want you to trust me,” he implored her. “I love you Manda, and no matter what happens, you need to know that will never change.”
“But?” she asked expectantly, waiting for the rest. But I thought you were dead and I’ve fallen in love with someone else.
“But nothing,” he stated flatly. “I love you and want to be with you for the rest of my life. No qualifiers or limiters at all.” His eyes drilled into hers then, his voice compelling. “I love you! Do you understand that? Can you please understand that and stop trying to shut me out?”
Manda wanted to believe him with all her heart, but didn’t dare. Images of him with the tall, lovely Chelsea tormented her. She was always so poised and confident in the spotlight beside Richard. How could Manda ever compete with that? Conflicting emotions struggled within her—a turmoil of hope against fear. Her instinct was to downplay her hurt. Never let them see you cry. But he said he loved her and wanted to be with her. Never let them see you cry, the little voice repeated. No guts no glory, another part of her fired back with a cliché of its own. 
“What about Chelsea?” she forced herself to ask, hope finally conquering fear. The stabbing pain when she said the name left her breathless.
To her astonishment, a wide smile spread across Richard’s face, like the dawning of the sun again. “Thank you, my sweet Manda,” he breathed fervently.
“For what?” She was completely baffled by his unexpected turnabout.
“For letting me in. For opening yourself up to me enough to let me see what’s hurting you. For asking the question whose answer terrifies you and for caring enough to ask it anyway.”
Dropping her hands, he leaned forward and pulled her face close. His lips pressed against hers in a tender kiss. After an eternity he pulled away from her with a contented sigh. She was breathless for a different reason now.
“I love you, Amanda Jensen. You and only you. Please try to remember that,” he chided her. Then he grew more serious and continued warily.
“Chelsea is dead...”
“Oh, Richard! I’m...,” Manda started to interrupt, but Richard continued without pause.
“...and not a minute too soon,” he declared coldly. “She and her daughter. I just wish we’d been able to catch her before they ever had a chance to hurt you.” Anguish twisted his features.
Manda’s head was spinning in earnest now. “Richard, what are you talking about? Please.”
He clasped her hands in his again, stroking her wrists with his thumbs.
“Chelsea was sick and dangerous and so was her daughter. They were the ones who tried to kill you at the baseball game.” He watched her face carefully, waiting for her reaction.
Manda shuddered, the memory of the attack still terrifying even after so many months. Richard, noticing her agitation, lifted her hands to his lips and pressed a kiss into each palm.
“How did you find out?” she whispered hoarsely, imagining his shock and hurt when he discovered such a horrible truth about someone he cared about and trusted. 
“It wasn’t like that, sweetie,” he corrected her, understanding the tenor of her thoughts. “I knew who she was from the beginning, but we didn’t know who was helping her and I had to keep her close until we could find out.”
Horror filled Manda as she thought of Richard being near someone so malevolent and capable of unthinkable violence. The pictures she’d seen of him beside Chelsea suddenly transformed into the scene from her nightmares—Richard being stolen from her by an invisible threat, Richard in mortal danger. The terror of the endless nightmares had been all too real. She felt sick. Richard squeezed her hands reassuringly.
“It’s over now, sweetie. It’s okay now. They can never hurt us again.”
“How did...?,” Manda swallowed. “What happened?” 
Richard’s response was reluctant. “Chelsea led us right to her accomplice, her daughter Tina, yesterday morning at the airport. When they realized we had them, they tried to fight. Mikey and his Secret Service friends were prepared though and Chelsea and Tina never had a chance. It was over before anyone else could be hurt.”
Manda had the clear impression that Richard was glossing over the whole incident for her sake, but didn’t challenge him. He didn’t want to dwell on it, and she couldn’t blame him. She held his hands a little tighter.
“You weren’t hurt?” she verified.
“Not a bit,” he assured her.
“Was Josh there too? Is he okay?” she asked, still anxious.
“Yes. Neither he nor Mikey were hurt,” he answered quickly, but Manda thought she saw a fleeting shadow of doubt cross his face. 
Suddenly Richard straightened with a startled look. Then he growled, “When will I stop being so selfish and thoughtless? Josh probably doesn’t even know you’re alive! And he was expecting me back at the hotel last night. I should have called him. He’s missed you almost as much as I have, though I think he handled it better.” 
Guilt and regret seared through Manda and her eyes burned with tears again. “I’m so sorry,” she said in a small voice. “I caused everyone so much grief.” The tears spilled down her cheeks.
Richard was instantly by her side, gathering her up in his arms. 
“Don’t you dare blame yourself for that. It’s not your fault. Besides, anyone who cares about you would gladly suffer much more than that if it kept you safe,” Richard scolded. “I consider it all well worth the price,” he assured her fiercely, wiping away her tears with his fingers. He took a deep breath then and exhaled slowly. “We still have a lot of things to talk about...” Manda sighed apprehensively and Richard gave her a gentle shake. “Nothing awful. We just have a lot to figure out about getting you your life back, about us, about the future...lots of things. But I think we have the basics out of the way for now. I love you and only you. You’ve got that, right?” He looked pointedly at her until she nodded confirmation and then went on. “You don’t look ready for any more serious discussion right now, and I admit I could use a little time to absorb the last twenty-four hours.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Some of it is too good to believe. Like the fact that you’re alive and I’m holding you in my arms on a bed in a hotel room!” 
Manda elbowed him playfully, wiping her face dry with the corner of a blanket. “I don’t usually put myself in such compromising situations,” she protested, her still tremulous voice laced with mock horror.
“I know,” Richard chuckled, “and that’s one of the many things I love about you. So, since I am only human and you are too delightful to be true, I suggest a change of venue. As much as I’d love to stay here and hold you in my arms all day, we should go see Josh.”
For the second time Manda detected a shadow of apprehension darken Richard’s face when he mentioned his brother. 
“Why are you so worried about Josh?” she asked with growing concern. “What’s the matter with him?”
“Josh is fine. He’s just...well...he’s had a lot to deal with lately,” Richard answered too lightly. 
Manda wasn’t fooled. “Richard, you asked me to trust you. Now tell me the truth.” She held his gaze. “What is Josh dealing with that has you so worried about him?”
“I thought we decided no more heavy talk for now?” Richard argued.
“No, you decided that. If something is upsetting you I want to know what it is, especially if it’s about Josh. He’s not just your brother; he’s my friend, too.”
“Fair enough,” Richard conceded grudgingly. He no longer tried to hide his worry from Manda. “It’s just that yesterday at the airport...well...Josh is the one who killed Tina,” he explained slowly, then rushed on as if to get it over with quickly. “She went after Mikey and Josh was closest to her. He had no choice. She could have killed Mikey in a second. I think he understands that, but I’m still worried about how he’s handling it. He seemed okay yesterday but I don’t think it had time to catch up to him. I don’t know. I’m probably making too much out of the whole thing.” Richard grimaced. “And now he’s probably worrying about me on top of everything else.”
The thought of what Tina could have done to Mikey horrified Manda. She knew firsthand the damage the girl was capable of. Josh knew too, having seen Manda immediately following Tina’s attack.
“Those two women have left a lot of scars behind them, haven’t they?” she said sadly. 
Richard stroked one fingertip in a line along Manda’s cheekbone. She realized that he was imagining the scar that might have disfigured her face if Kastl hadn’t intervened. She wondered then, for the first time, where Kastl was. Richard leaned down and kissed the line he’d traced with his finger.
“Scars, yes,” he agreed, “but nothing more.”
“I think it’s time we went to see Josh,” Manda declared breathlessly.
Richard laughed.



 
 
Chapter 55
During the short trip from Manda’s hotel to Richard’s, the contact between the two was seldom broken. It was as if he needed to feel the tangible proof of her presence after she’d been lost to him for so long. Manda craved the constant reassurance of his touch as well, leaning into the solidity of his body or clinging to his strong hand almost continuously. 
He’d relinquished his hold on her at the hotel only long enough for her to shower and change. When Manda emerged from the bedroom with her hair still wet, Richard was sitting on the sofa, drumming his fingers impatiently on the padded arm.
“I didn’t take that long,” Manda protested, smiling at the sight of him waiting for her like some misplaced Greek god. It was wholly unfair that anyone should look so heart-stoppingly sexy in a pair of khaki pants and a plain white collared shirt. She would never be able to take him in stride if she lived a thousand years.
He was on his feet immediately, pulling her into his encircling arms. 
“Five minutes without you is too long,” he growled playfully. “I would have come in for you after 15, but I was pretty sure Sarah would have disapproved, so I’ve tried to be patient. I decided to give you at least 45 minutes before coming to retrieve you.”
“Such a gentleman! It’s one of the many things I love about you,” Manda retorted. Her skin heated when she thought of Richard invading her shower. He laughed softly and loosened his arms, stepping back slightly to better see her face.
“I checked my phone messages while I was waiting,” he told her, gesturing toward the phone on the side table with his chin, unwilling to release her. “I had several messages from Mikey and Josh, one from about half an hour ago. From what they said I don’t think they’ve heard from Kastl.” He smiled wickedly. “That means we can surprise them.”
 “Did they sound worried?” Manda asked timidly. It was her fault that Richard was missing-in-action, after all.
“Apparently Josh found my clothes where I stashed them last night. His imagination has been in overdrive ever since. He may well throw me out a window, judging by the sound of his messages,” Richard admitted with a rueful grin. “Lucky for me I can fly. But I suppose we should get going if you’re ready.” He reluctantly released her from the circle of his arms, claiming her hand instead.
“I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,” Manda answered, not sounding at all sure, even to herself. Returning from the dead was more nerve-wracking than she’d anticipated. Richard squeezed her hand encouragingly and led her from the room.
Richard caused quite a stir when they stepped off the elevator downstairs. He dashed through the lobby quickly, wrapping his arm protectively around Manda to shield her from the camera phones of hotel guests and staff. He delivered her into the first available cab in the line waiting at the curb outside, climbing in quickly behind her. Richard laughed at the startled look on Manda’s face after the cab had pulled safely away.
“I didn’t have any cash to tip the room service waitress earlier, so I gave her an autograph instead...and a kiss on the cheek,” Richard admitted sheepishly. “I guess word got around.”
“An autograph and a kiss?” Manda laughed. “Not a lock of your hair?” 
“She wanted my shirt, but since I didn’t have another one with me, I had to bargain her down,” he said with a grin. Manda collapsed against him in a fit of giddy laughter.
“That reminds me, you’ll have to pay the cab driver. I don’t have my wallet with me. At least Josh got that when he found my...,” Richard glanced at the driver, “...my things.”
Manda gave him her most put-upon sigh. “Returned from the dead for one day and already being used for my money!”
Richard pulled her close, chuckling. The remainder of the drive was accomplished with Manda held tightly in Richard’s embrace, her head resting on his shoulder, his cheek against her hair. Richard instructed the driver to pull into a service bay so they could enter the hotel unnoticed. Manda made a face at Richard as she paid the fare. He grinned, but noticing the slight tremor of her hands as she handled the money, he wrapped his arm comfortingly around her waist.
“It’s just Josh,” he reassured her. “Why are you so nervous about this?”
“Too much drama,” she admitted in a slightly unsteady voice, but she managed a weak smile.
“Come on, coward!” he commanded, tapping the tip of her nose lightly with his index finger and leading her into the hotel.
They navigated the hotel without incident, much to Manda’s relief. It wasn’t until they were standing outside the door to Richard and Josh’s suite that Richard remembered that he didn’t have his keycard.
“It was in my clothes,” he sighed, and lifted his hand to knock. He paused with his hand raised and shot Manda a thoughtful look. “Maybe you should wait out here for a few minutes.” With his hands on her shoulders, he pushed her against the wall beside the door, out of the line of sight of anyone standing inside. “When I said Josh might throw me out the window, I wasn’t exaggerating all that much. He’s pretty...unhappy with me right now and I think I should talk to him first. I’ve given him too many reasons to worry about me lately, and after last night he’s going to need to vent a little. It’s only fair that I apologize before I try to distract him with the likes of you.”
Manda stood against the wall, frowning slightly. “Try to stay away from the windows, okay?”
Richard smiled reassuringly, then straightened his shoulders resolutely and knocked.
When the door opened Manda couldn’t see who had answered, but judging by the grimace that appeared on Richard’s face, whoever it was wasn’t welcoming him with open arms and a forgiving heart. Mikey’s angry expletive echoing down the hallway confirmed her guess. She squeezed herself tighter against the wall.
“Where have you been? Josh was just about to go out looking for you again!”
“Is that him?” she heard Josh call from beyond the door. There was a frantic edge to his voice. Richard shot her one last surreptitious wink of encouragement before pushing Mikey into the room in front of him.
Manda’s body was hot with shame and guilt. This was all her fault. She edged quickly to the closing door and halted its swing just before it could click shut and lock her out. She held her ear close to the hairline opening that remained between the door and the frame, listening intently. She was against eavesdropping as a rule, but was willing to make an exception in this case.
“Yes, it’s me,” Richard responded in a calm voice. “I’m sorry I worried you. Thanks for getting my clothes.”
A sound of disgust from Mikey was followed by another expletive, this one more imaginative than the last. “I don’t think ‘worry’ really covers it, Richard!”
“Why would you do that? Where have you been all night and half the day?” Josh asked accusingly. His voice was so quiet Manda had to strain to hear it. “You could have been dead for all we knew.”
“I’m sorry,” Richard repeated, regret clear in his voice. “I forgot to call, that’s all. There was no need to worry.”
“How could I not worry?” Josh demanded, his voice rising. “You’ve been walking around here like a man waiting to die ever since Manda was killed. Honestly, I assumed the only thing keeping you alive was your need for revenge.” 
Josh’s words sent a fresh thrust of pain into Manda’s chest. I’m so sorry, Richard!
Josh was shouting now, his voice angry and hurt. “So what was I supposed to think when you go missing right after we finally catch Chelsea and Tina?”
“You’re right. I’m sorry,” Richard apologized again.
Richard’s quiet words elicited a wordless roar from Josh. The shattering crash of something smashing into a wall near the door caused Manda to jump, barely able to stifle the cry that rose in her throat. The violent slamming of a door within the suite punctuated her alarm and she gasped softly. She carefully pushed the door open a fraction of an inch wider and peered through the gap. The angle of view was limited and she couldn’t see beyond the wall of the foyer, but on the floor against that wall she could see the broken remnants of a lamp.
She heard a loud, long exhalation of breath and quickly put her ear back to the door opening. 
“You’re sorry?” Mikey barked incredulously. “Don’t you see how it looked, Richard?” He sighed in frustration, and then continued as though ticking off points on a list. “Chelsea and Tina are finally dealt with. You’re suddenly almost normal again for the first time in months. You put everything you’ve got into one last, phenomenal concert. You tell Josh that you have a few things to take care of and send him off alone. You make a grand gesture and send everybody on the tour off for a big celebration. You completely spook Lizzy. Yeah, she called to check up on you. You call me, obviously upset and irrational, then hang up on me and destroy your phone—Josh found it in pieces—making it conveniently impossible for anyone to contact you. Then you vanish.
“No, why would anyone jump to conclusions?” Mikey finished sarcastically. “And you’re sorry. I’ve never seen Josh so scared and desperate, and you’re sorry. I never thought you’d put him through something like that. No matter how bad it got for you, you never treated him that badly before. You have to know how much he worries about you lately. And you tell me you forgot.”
“I know,” Richard agreed, his voice still quiet. “I was thoughtless and inconsiderate and I’m sorry. There was something I needed to take care of last night and I forgot to call. I was...distracted. I’m fine. There’s no need to worry about me.”
Manda thought of Richard gently rocking her the previous night, comforting her and then holding her in his arms all night while she slept. Her chest tightened with her love for him. She had been the something he’d needed to take care of.
“I don’t buy it,” Mikey challenged. “You wouldn’t just forget. What’s really going on here? Are you really fine? Maybe I should be worried.”
“Really, I’m okay. In fact, I brought something to try and make it up to Josh.” The sound of knocking followed. “Josh,” Richard called in a low voice, “would you please come out? There’s something I want you to see.”
Manda heard approaching footsteps and stepped hastily away from the door. Richard opened it and stepped into the hallway, holding the door open a fraction of an inch with his foot.
“You heard all of that, didn’t you?” he accused in a whisper.
She nodded, eyes wide and distraught. What kind of state had Richard been in to make Mikey and Josh both think that he would consider... She couldn’t bring herself to complete the thought. 
He sighed in frustration. “It’s not as bad as they make it sound,” he assured her, pulling her into a firm hug before grasping her hand and drawing her toward the door. “And that could have gone much worse. Josh never even looked at the windows.” He winked at her again.
When Richard opened the door and led her into the sitting room, Josh hadn’t emerged yet but Mikey was watching the door when they entered. He emitted a string of expletives that made Richard scowl before clamping his lips tightly shut and dropping onto the sofa in stunned amazement.
“Josh, I brought a peace offering,” Richard called out again.
“You’ll want to see this,” Mikey called, dumbfounded.
The bedroom door jerked open and Josh glared at Richard, his face dark with rage.
“If you think...” he began angrily, and then he spotted Manda clinging to Richard’s hand and his eyes widened.
“Manda?” he whispered. Then he hurtled across the room with a joyous cry. “Manda!” He vaulted over the sofa and scooped her up into an exuberant bear hug, spinning her around in a circle. His laughter filled the room. “Manda! You’re alive!”
“I won’t be for long if you don’t let go,” she gasped past the constriction of his arms as they crushed the air from her lungs. He released her at once, immediately contrite. She laughed and hugged him fiercely. “Hi, Josh.”
Josh hugged her back, more gently this time. 
“We thought you were dead. What happened?” Josh asked, bewildered but happy. Abruptly he spun toward Richard. “That’s where you were all night!” he accused with sudden understanding. “And you couldn’t even call and let us know?”
“Please don’t be mad, Josh,” Manda pleaded. “It’s all my fault. I was a complete wreck last night. I just sort of fell apart,” she confessed, head bowed, “and Richard spent all night picking up the pieces. I was horribly high-maintenance. It’s really not his fault.” She heard Richard start to protest behind her, but Mikey cut 
him off.
“Would someone like to explain what the…,” he began, then paused when Richard made a warning sound and continued more carefully, “…explain what is going on please?”
“Sit down and I’ll tell you what I know. Manda will have to fill in the rest,” Richard suggested. “And I’ll have this back, thanks,” he added proprietarily, shooting Josh a challenging grin as he put an arm around Manda’s waist and drew her away from his brother. He pulled her down onto the sofa with him and wrapped his arms around her possessively. Manda smiled at Josh, who sat down in a large armchair and gave Richard a dirty look, though his lips kept twitching up at the corners in a persistent smile.
“So, I assume you found Kastl?” Mikey asked.
“Actually, Kastl found me, right after I talked to you,” Richard corrected. “By the way, I apologize for shouting at you Mikey. I was a little worked up, as what’s left of my phone can attest. Anyway, right after I hung up on you Kastl showed up and told me Manda was still alive. He’d been hiding her from Chelsea and Tina, which meant he’d hidden her from everyone else as well.” Manda felt the smallest of shudders course through Richard and she twined her fingers through his as his arms encircled her.
“The obvious question would be how you’re still alive?” Mikey prompted.
“You were hurt so badly,” Josh commented thoughtfully, then gasped. “Kastl changed you!”
“You got there a lot quicker than I did, but no,” Richard corrected him, “Manda isn’t a shapeshifter. Basically, Kastl and some of his friends have developed a way of altering our blood to create a sort of miracle cure, but it doesn’t change the recipient into a shapeshifter. Kastl was able to use that to save Manda.” He bent his head down and pressed a kiss to her collarbone and she shivered.
“He is so on my Christmas list from now on,” Josh promised with feeling.
“Yes. We definitely owe him a lot. Anyway, Kastl filled me in and then took me to Manda. I think she was glad to see me,” Richard continued, smiling smugly.
“I have a feeling it was mutual,” Josh chuckled to Manda, “but where have you been all this time?”
Manda quickly outlined the months she’d spent in her mountain hideout, not going into detail, merely painting the picture of her temporary exile in broad strokes. When she reached the previous day’s events she faltered.
“When Kastl told me I didn’t have to hide anymore I couldn’t quite believe it. It seemed like I would be a ghost forever.” She had felt like a ghost—existing outside of her own life, looking in but not allowed to participate. She shivered again.
“It’s over now, sweetie,” Richard murmured in her ear. “I love you and I’m never letting you go again.” 
Mikey cleared his throat with a smile and then addressed them both.
“So, the video was completed after Manda was supposedly killed.”
Manda gasped. “How did you know?”
“Richard figured it out last night,” Mikey said dryly, “and I thought he’d finally snapped.”
“The last picture in the video was one you’d taken at the baseball game,” Richard confided, “after you had supposedly already finished editing it.”
“I guess I wasn’t as clever as I thought I was,” Manda said, chagrined. Then her eyes sparkled eagerly. “Did you like it?”
“It’s amazing!” Josh answered enthusiastically. “Richard played it at the concert last night. You should have been there! Everyone loved it.”
“I was there,” Manda admitted. “You were both incredible. I’ve never seen either of you better.” She squeezed Richard’s hands and tried unsuccessfully to keep her voice light. “I’ve never heard you sing Fairy Tale more beautifully.”
Detecting the odd note in her voice, and correctly guessing the cause, Richard voiced the thought Manda was trying to suppress. “And I promised I would only ever sing it for you,” he said in a solemn voice. “I kept that promise, Manda. Every word and note last night was for you. Have I mentioned that I really, really missed you?” His arms tightened around her and he buried his face in her hair, inhaling deeply before murmuring in her ear. “The flowers were for Lizzy, our stage manager. I asked her for the impossible last night and she came through for us.”
“That was the first time Richard has even been on stage when we performed Fairy Tale all tour,” Josh added.  “I honestly didn’t know if he’d be able to do it.” Richard made an impatient sound and shifted restlessly, earning a defiant glare from Josh. “You’ve been wreck and you know it!”
There was a warning note to Richard’s voice when he responded. “I admit I didn’t cope all that well, and I already told Manda that you handled it better than I did. Can we just leave it at that? It hasn’t been easy on anyone, but it’s over now.”
Yes, it was over, but Manda knew that it still haunted Richard, just as it would continue to haunt the rest of them. Perhaps she could help dispel some of Josh’s ghosts though. Manda squeezed Richard’s hand reassuringly, knowing he wouldn’t like what she was about to ask of him. “Richard, I need to talk to Josh and Mikey. Could you please leave us alone for a little bit?”
“Oh. Okay,” he answered, and reluctantly unwrapped his arms from around her. “I guess I can go change.”
“No,” Manda corrected, steeling herself for his inevitable objections, “I mean really alone. I want you to go downstairs or something.”
An emotion akin to panic momentarily transformed his features before he could master himself enough to tease, “You’re kidding right? You’re already trying to get rid of me? Is it because I made you pay for the cab ride?”
She sighed, hating this as much as she knew he did, but she needed to talk to the other two men—Josh in particular—without Richard overhearing. “Definitely not. I don’t want you any farther away than this,”—she pressed herself closer to him to demonstrate—”but I need to talk to Josh about yesterday, and I think it’s best if you’re not around.”
Richard growled softly in frustration, obviously torn between his concern for Josh and his unwillingness to let Manda out of his sight now that he had her back.
“Don’t worry. I won’t let her get away,” Josh assured his older brother with a grin.
Richard still looked reluctant, so Manda shifted away from him on the sofa. “I can’t live in your pocket, you know. I can’t be with you every second of every day, as much as I’d like that.”
“I know. I just haven’t quenched my thirst for your company quite yet,” Richard complained with a fairly convincing attempt at levity. Only the tightness around his eyes betrayed his anxiety.
“You know, Richard, you might want to run over to the loft,” Mikey suggested with a meaningful, arch of his eyebrows. “You left something in your pocket a few months ago. I figured you might want it sometime, so I put it in your top dresser drawer.”
Richard looked startled and surprisingly excited. “I thought I’d lost it. Thank you, Mikey. I might just do that.”
Manda wondered fleetingly what was at the loft. In fact, she wondered why they weren’t staying there instead of in a hotel, but she brushed those stray musings aside, simply grateful to Mikey for the distraction.
Richard stood abruptly. “Well, if I’m going I should at least change and put some shoes on. Josh, where are my things?”
“On your bed,” Josh informed him, and then quickly moved to take the vacated seat beside Manda when Richard disappeared into the bedroom. “This is amazing, Manda. I can’t believe you’re alive. Does your family know? Or David?”
“No. No one but you three.”
“When will you tell them? Is that where you’re going next?”
Manda sighed. “Not today. Tomorrow. I don’t think I could do this again today. It’s a little overwhelming.”
“You look tired,” Josh noted after an appraising look.
“I’m exhausted,” Manda admitted.
Josh patted her leg sympathetically. “I’m supposed to call David back later today. I called him to see if he’d seen Richard this morning. I’ll have to let him know that he turned up. We planned to hook up for dinner tomorrow night. I won’t tell him anything until you have a chance to see him.” His face brightened. “Maybe you and Richard could come to dinner tomorrow and surprise them—I think Stacey will be there too.”
Manda imagined David’s reaction to her sudden and unexpected reappearance and frowned uncomfortably. Then she imagined this reunion taking place in a crowded restaurant and her stomach churned in queasy rebellion.
“I don’t know. That might not be the best idea,” she demurred, but Josh had apparently latched onto the idea with both hands.
“No, it’s perfect! He’ll be so glad to see you!” He employed his secret weapon against her then, and it was all Manda could do to hold back another spate of tears as he looked pleadingly down at her with his wide, sad-puppy eyes. She had missed Richard so intensely it had overpowered other, lesser hurts, but now, here with him, she realized just how much she’d missed Josh as well. As much as she hated the idea of such a public scene, and as much as she feared the anger and condemnation she was sure she deserved because of her deception, she would have done almost anything to make her friend smile at that moment.
“We’ll see. I won’t make any promises, but we can talk to Richard about it.”
“I think it’s a great idea,” Richard interjected, emerging from the bedroom. “Josh is right. David will be overjoyed. I don’t know why you’re so afraid of how people are going to react. This is good news, you know.” He’d obviously been listening from the bedroom, demonstrating clearly why Manda needed him to leave if she was going to speak candidly with Josh. “We can talk about it more when I get back. I won’t be long, so discuss what you need to quickly and call me when you’re done. I’ll be waiting downstairs.” He bent over the back of the sofa and pressed a tender kiss to Manda’s cheek, whispering “I love you” in her ear before straightening and pointing imperiously at Josh and Mikey. “I am leaving my life with you two. You will care for her accordingly,” he commanded. Josh crossed his heart and raised his hand in silent promise.
“Don’t worry. We’ll take good care of her until you get back,” Mikey vowed, understanding that Richard’s lighthearted delivery had masked very real anxiety. 
Thus reassured, Richard strode from the room, apparently wanting to get the whole thing over with as soon as possible. “Call me,” he directed one last time before disappearing out the door.
Mikey smiled when the door clicked shut. “Whatever it is you want to talk about, we’d better do it quickly. He’s going to be miserable until you let him come back.”
“Can I get you anything, Manda?” Josh asked, standing and walking to the wet bar in the corner.  She could tell by the tilt of his head that he was listening to make sure Richard was gone before beginning their conversation.
“A glass of water would be nice. Thank you.” She wasn’t going to enjoy the conversation ahead, and nerves had left her mouth dry. When Josh brought her the water she wet her throat, and waited for his quick acknowledgement that Richard was gone before she began.
Josh had returned to the chair facing Manda, while Mikey had situated himself in its adjacent twin. Manda took a deep breath and addressed the two men.
“First of all, I want to thank both of you. Kastl told me how hard you all worked to keep me safe. I know I didn’t make it any easier, and I’m very sorry for that. I can’t even find the words to express my gratitude for all you did to try to protect me.” Manda paused to clear her throat. This wasn’t starting well. This was the least of the things she wanted to say to them and she was already getting choked up. “Secondly, I want to apologize to you, Josh, for the horrible things I said to you that day. I didn’t mean any of that, and I certainly don’t think you’re a monster. I’m so sorry. I just...”
“It’s okay, M,” Josh interrupted. “I know. I figured it out.”
Manda nodded gratefully and screwed up her courage to continue. The men waited in silence while she collected herself. “Thirdly, and more importantly, Richard told me what happened at the airport, and I know this doesn’t really mean much, but thank you both. What you did gave me my life back.”
“I just did what needed to be done, Manda. You don’t owe me any thanks,” Mikey replied quietly. “It’s not my favorite part of the job, but it is part of it. Josh saved more than just you yesterday though. If he hadn’t been so quick...” He shook his head at the prospect.
Josh was silent. He stared at the floor with a troubled frown puckering his brow. It seemed that Richard’s concern was justified.
“Are you okay, Josh?” Manda asked gently. “Richard’s pretty worried about you.”
“Well, I thought I was okay. Mikey and I talked about it this morning, and I could see why it was a necessary thing, you know. I didn’t like having to do it, but I knew that it had to be done. I mean, she was a killer. She’d killed you and she was trying to kill Mikey, but...” He trailed off, his expression a study in indecision and anguish.
“But Manda’s not dead and how do you know she really meant to kill me,” Mikey finished sympathetically. And that quickly they had come to the part Manda had been dreading. The last thing she ever wanted to do was think about what had happened in that bathroom, much less talk about it, but Josh needed to hear it—and Richard never could.
She took a steadying breath and addressed the two men solemnly. “You both have to promise me that what I’m going to tell you will never get back to Richard. I don’t want this in his head. I wouldn’t even tell you if I didn’t think you needed to know...especially you, Josh. Promise me that.”
“Of course,” Mikey agreed at once, but Josh hesitated.
“Manda, if this is something he needs to know...,” he began, but Manda was adamant.
“This is something he definitely does not need to know, I promise you. It’s over and done with and it would only torture him. He’d blame himself, even though it really had nothing to do with him.”
“My brother doesn’t do that,” Josh said with an ironic—if half-hearted—laugh. “Okay. I promise. He’ll never hear about it from me.”
“Thank you,” Manda replied fervently. She took another steadying breath, but couldn’t seem to dispel the constriction in her throat. She stood up and paced an agitated circle around the room, clenching and unclenching her hands at her sides. Mikey and Josh both watched her with increasing concern. Wherever she was going with this, it was obviously very difficult for her.
When she was finally able to speak, her voice was little more than a strained whisper. “Josh, I don’t want you to ever waste one minute of regret about killing Tina. Somebody had to do it. I’d compare it to putting down a rabid dog, but a rabid dog doesn’t really know what it’s doing. Tina did. I’m sorry you’re the one who had to do it, but promise me you won’t ever regret it. That girl...that thing...that attacked me in that bathroom wasn’t human. It was a monster—and not because she was a shapeshifter, or even because she was trying to kill me.” Manda swallowed painfully, trying to moisten her dry throat. This was even harder than she had anticipated. “If she’d just wanted to kill me, she could have done that before I ever knew she was there. I’d be dead right now, and nothing Kastl or anyone else could have done would have saved me. The only reason I’m still here is because she wanted to take her time and...savor it.” Manda’s voice caught and she closed her eyes, but the image of Tina stalking her across the bathroom with her malicious grin was too vivid behind her eyelids and she quickly opened them again. “Killing me wasn’t enough—she was more interested in watching me suffer, and the more she hurt me the more she enjoyed it.” She choked out the last sentence before her throat closed up completely, then wrapped her arms protectively around herself and looked down at the floor as tears trickled from her eyes despite her best efforts to suppress them.
“Oh God, Manda,” Josh breathed in shocked sympathy. His feet suddenly appeared in front of her as she stared down at the floor, and he wrapped his arms around her in a comforting embrace. “I’m so sorry. Please don’t cry.”
A sobbing laugh forced its way past the constriction in Manda’s throat. “Sorry. I seem to be doing a lot of that lately.”
“Thanks for telling me, M. You’re right. No regrets about Tina. And I won’t say anything to Richard.” He shuddered. “I think that would be a really, really bad idea. He’s better now with you here, but that might just push him back over the edge.”
“I agree,” Mikey said, retrieving a box of tissues from a side table and bringing it to Manda. “It would be best if we just kept this between ourselves.”
Manda dried her eyes with one of the tissues and let Josh steer her back to the sofa. The words “that just might push him back over the edge” had lodged themselves in her mind.
“Was it really that bad...with Richard?” she asked apprehensively.
“He blamed himself,” Mikey explained, “and you know that’s the one person he’s not about to forgive.”
“He just stopped being Richard,” Josh added gravely. “The first week was the worst. I hope I never have to go through anything like that again.”
“He was practically catatonic that first week,” Mikey elaborated. “Scared the hell out of us.” He glanced guiltily at Manda and mumbled “sorry”—despite his earlier lapse, he obviously hadn’t completely forgotten Richard’s attitude toward profanity, especially in front of her. 
“We couldn’t even get him to come to your funeral. I don’t know if he really knew what was going on around him at that point. Mikey and I went though, and Sarah and Daniel.” Josh pushed his hand through his hair in a very Richard-like gesture. “I don’t want to ever go through anything like that again either.”
“He got a little better after that,” Mikey continued. “He was functioning at least—in a very minimal way. It was like he was empty though, liked he’d shut down and stopped experiencing anything. It was almost as if he was on autopilot.”
“How long did that last?” Manda made herself ask. The knowledge that she had hurt Richard so deeply triggered a sharp, physical pain behind her breastbone.
“Until yesterday morning, when we were leaving the airport after...well, on the way to the hotel,” Josh supplied. “That seemed to wake him up. It was the first time he’d really talked about you. I hoped it was a good sign, but then when he didn’t come home last night...” Josh grimaced.
A fresh wave of remorse pulled Manda under again. “I’m so, so sorry!” she groaned, dropping her head into her hands. “Will any of you ever be able to forgive me?”
“Forgive you for what?” Josh asked in a startled voice.
“For putting you all through this. I’m sorry.”
“What?” Josh practically shouted, making Manda flinch.
“Manda, of all the people involved in this, you’re probably the only one who has absolutely nothing to apologize for,” Mikey stated with calm conviction.
“Are all brilliant people stupid?” Josh growled angrily.
“Excuse me?” Manda replied, blinking at him in surprise.
“You’re blaming yourself for this? Do you understand how twisted that is? You and my brother both suffer from an overdeveloped sense of guilt. You two are probably the two smartest people I know, but sometimes you’re both so dense it’s incredible,” Josh railed. “I mean, really Manda. We should be down on our knees thanking you and begging your forgiveness, and you’re feeling guilty?”
“But I deceived everyone in the worst possible way. I made everyone I love miserable.”
Josh shook his head in exasperation. “Jeez, Manda. If it makes you feel any better, I retroactively give you permission to lie to me about being dead. I know you couldn’t very well ask my permission beforehand, but if you had I would have gladly given it. And my brother would have given you his, too.” 
“Kastl said you’d say that,” Manda admitted.
“Well, he was right. And should it, heaven forbid, ever come up in the future, you have my permission to make me think your dead then as well.”
“Don’t even joke about that,” Manda said with a shudder. “Being dead is highly overrated. It’s no fun at all.”
Josh put a brotherly arm across her shoulders. “Seriously though, M, thank you for helping Richard have a normal life finally. I can’t imagine how much you’ve sacrificed for my brother—for my whole family. You’re a Godsend. It’s been hard watching Richard give so much of himself to everyone around him, knowing how alone he’s been.”
“What happened to his last girlfriend?” Manda asked. “How long ago was that?” She wondered if he’d given her any indication of the danger she was in. Had Chelsea gotten to her at all?
“Oh!” Josh blurted, as if she’d just said something completely startling. “I thought you knew.”
“Knew what?” Manda questioned, very curious to know what had caught Josh so off-guard. “We’ve never discussed his ex-girlfriends. I assumed he didn’t want to talk about them.”
“He’s never had another girlfriend,” Josh explained simply.
When Manda’s face reflected her disbelief, Mikey confirmed Josh’s statement.
“It’s true. Richard was just a teenager when this Chelsea business started. Not only are you the first and only woman Richard has ever loved, you’re the first woman he’s ever really allowed close.”
“You blindsided him,” Josh added with a satisfied grin. “He never even saw you coming. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to him. You make him happy.”
Rather than pleasing her, as she was sure Josh intended, his words planted a seed of doubt in Manda’s mind. Because of Chelsea, Richard had never dared let a woman get close to him. He’d never been in love. He’d never even had a girlfriend. How could he truly know that what he felt for Manda was real? Manda wasn’t exactly an expert when it came to romantic relationships herself, but she knew enough to understand that first love wasn’t always true love, though it had been for her. Mikey interrupted her before she could descend any deeper into doubt.
“Was there anything else you needed to talk about, Manda?”
She shook her head. “No. That was all.”
“Then I’ll call Richard and let him know he can come back. If you feel like talking again, in confidence, you can always come to me. I’m a very good listener. I might be able to help you work through some things.”
“So I’ve overheard,” she replied ruefully. “Thanks for the offer. I’ll keep it in mind.”
Mikey smiled reassuringly and then reached into his pocket for his phone and walked to the far side of the room to call Richard. 
Manda took another sip of water. Her throat was still dry and she was very tired.
“Katie will be glad to see you,” Josh offered, changing the subject. “Your whole family will be.”
“How are the kids?” Among all of Manda’s worries, they had been near the top of her list.
“I have no idea,” he offered sadly. “They seemed pretty torn up at the funeral—everyone was—but I haven’t seen or talked to any of your family in six months. I tried to keep in touch, but Katie won’t even talk to me anymore. I think she blames us.” He shrugged. “I can’t really say she’s wrong. I think I was just upsetting her more by calling, like an unpleasant reminder, so I stopped.”
There was a world of pain and sadness in his brief explanation. Yet another unexpected consequence of Manda’s decision. She silently vowed to make things right between Katie and Josh again. She pressed her fingers to her temples and rubbed a small circle. Her eyes burned with fatigue and her emotions were still frayed from her discussion with Mikey and Josh.
“Richard is on his way back from the loft,” Mikey announced, returning to his chair. “He should be here in fifteen minutes or so.”
“Do you mind if I go freshen up?” Manda requested. She hadn’t worn any makeup for her tears to ruin, but her face still felt hot and she wanted to splash some cool water on her eyes.
“Of course,” Josh replied, jumping up and gesturing toward a closed door. “You can use…”
“You can use Richard’s bathroom,” Mikey interrupted, gesturing toward a different door. “We’re storing a few things in the other room.”
“Oh, yeah,” Josh agreed, looking a little uncomfortable. “You should use Richard’s.”  He led her through Richard’s room to the bathroom beyond. After he left her, she turned on the tap and let the water run until it was icy cold. Then she filled her hands and submerged her face, repeating the process several times until the spots of hectic color in her cheeks had subsided. Satisfied that she no longer looked crazed, she patted her face dry and checked her reflection one last time. She was eager for Richard to return.
On her way back through his bedroom, Manda stumbled over one of her shoestrings. She paused to retie it, sitting down on the edge of the bed. Noticing Richard’s shirt tossed haphazardly across the pillows, she stretched across the wide expanse of duvet, barely able to reach the shirt with her fingertips. Without the energy to sit back up, she simply rolled over onto her back and held the shirt to her face. She inhaled deeply, hoping to catch some scent of Richard lingering on the fabric. There was nothing though. It just smelled clean.
She held the shirt to her chest and concentrated on relaxing. She didn’t want Richard to know how intense her conversation with Josh had been. She could hear the younger man chatting with Mikey in the next room. Their voices were comforting and familiar. It sounded like coming home. There were still problems to work out and people she had to face, but for the moment she could just enjoy being back and safe while she waited for Richard to walk back through the door.



 
 
Chapter 56
Richard was stretched out on the bed beside Manda, leaning on one elbow as he watched her sleep. He hated to wake her. When he’d returned to the hotel after retrieving the engagement ring from the loft, Kastl had met him in the lobby and asked about her. How was she coping? Had she slept at all? His concern had inspired a spike of jealousy in Richard, but he’d suppressed it and answered the questions. He was very conscious of just how much he owed Kastl.
In return for this information, the other shapeshifter had filled Richard in on Manda’s mental and emotional state over the last several months. Hearing what Manda had gone through because of him had been a knife in his heart.
Kastl had come to talk to Mikey and when they arrived upstairs Manda had been asleep on Richard’s bed, cradling his shirt in her arms. No one had even considered waking her. Sleep was what she needed most now. Richard had very carefully tucked her under the blankets, taking great pains not to disturb her.
Kastl was on his way out of town and wanted to tie up some loose ends with Mikey. He hadn’t stayed long. After reassuring himself that Manda was sleeping peacefully, he’d asked Mikey to go as far as the lobby with him so they could talk. Richard thought Kastl was relieved that she was asleep as much for his own sake as hers. He’d been able to see her without having to face her. It was probably easier for him that way.
As soon as the two agents left the suite, Richard had outlined his plan for the evening to Josh and then laid down where he was now. He’d simply watched her and pondered how much life could change in 24 hours. Now, however, it was getting late. He should wake her. He’d made dinner plans for them and she’d want time to prepare.
Like the prince had done for Sleeping Beauty, Richard bent over her and woke her with a kiss. He smoothed her hair away from her face and pressed his lips to hers. It was a light, gentle kiss and he pulled away when she stirred. His face was just inches from hers when her eyelids fluttered open. A beatific smile illuminated her features and she sighed contentedly.
“You’re back.”
“You fell asleep,” he replied with a soft chuckle. If she could state the obvious, so could he.
“What time is it?” she asked, stretching lazily and cuddling closer to him.
Richard felt a familiar stirring of desire. Grinning wryly, he gave her one more brief kiss and then sat up, swinging his legs off of the edge of the bed.
“It’s almost time for dinner.”
“You should have woken me when you got back,” she complained mildly. She sat up as well, taking a position cross-legged beside him on the bed.
“I wouldn’t have woken you now if I hadn’t made plans for dinner. You need sleep.”
Manda’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve been talking to Kastl, haven’t you?”
“He was here while you were napping,” Richard admitted. “He left with Mikey.”
Conflicting emotions flitted across her face. Relief and annoyance? When she spoke it was to change the subject though. 
“What kind of dinner plans? I don’t have anything to wear. Literally. Nothing but what I have on.”
“What you’re wearing is perfect. I’m going as-is myself.” His jeans and pullover were as casual as her jeans and long-sleeved t-shirt. “Kastl brought your things from your hotel though. You and I will be dining at the loft. One thing we need to determine is where you’d like to spend the night. We can get you a room here if you’d like, or you can stay with us in the suite. Mikey and Kastl cleaned out the extra room while you were sleeping. If you’d like, you can go to Emily and Andy’s. I’m sure they’d put you up, but Josh said you weren’t ready for that yet.” Manda shook her head, confirming Josh’s assumption. 
“Or we can all move over to the loft,” Richard concluded. “You can stay in the guest room.”
“It’s okay with you if I stay at the loft?” she verified hopefully.
“Of course,” he assured her. It was probably best not to mention that he would have been miserable all night if she’d chosen one of the options that took her too far from him.
Manda scooted to the edge of the bed beside Richard and swung her legs over the side. They didn’t reach the floor. 
“Why are you staying in a hotel anyway?” she asked. “Why didn’t you just stay at the loft?”
Richard grimaced. “Because there’s so much of you there. Josh and Mikey didn’t think I could handle it. They were probably right. Now that we’re back in town, they were planning on selling the loft and letting Mikey’s apartment go.” He lifted her hand and pressed a kiss to her fingertips. “But that’s all changed. Now, you should get ready to go. Dinner will be waiting.”
Richard went over a few final details with Josh while Manda freshened up. His brother would be joining them in the loft after Richard’s dinner with Manda was over and some things had been resolved. It was strange…Richard wasn’t nervous at all this time.
Mark was waiting at the loft when Richard and Manda arrived. He had been incredulous and excited earlier when Richard had explained about Manda. He’d been quite fond of her and greeted her with a warm hug before leaving them alone for the evening.
Richard had asked Mark to arrange everything for dinner and he’d taken care of it admirably. The lights were low and candles cast a romantic glow over the table. The food was from Manda’s favorite Italian restaurant—the one Richard had taken her to on their first official date.
“We have the table up front, Miss,” he said, escorting her to a small table set up by the wall of windows and pulling out her chair with a flourish.
“Everything looks beautiful,” she said caressing the rose beside her plate, “and it smells heavenly!” Her stomach growled its agreement and she grinned sheepishly.
Richard chuckled. “Well, I’m starving. Let’s eat.”
During dinner they talked about anything and everything, from the important to the mundane. They had been apart for so long, it seemed they should have a great deal to catch up on. There was not as much as Richard would have expected though. He realized just how much he had isolated himself. In many ways he’d been more detached from the world than Manda had. She asked about Sarah and Daniel but he could only tell her that he thought they were well. He hadn’t spoken to them in…how long had it been? He couldn’t remember. He would have to call them tomorrow and tell them about Manda. They would be delighted.
Manda asked him about Chelsea. That was one of the most intense subjects she asked about and he told her the whole story. When he was done, he apologized. More precisely, he begged her forgiveness for putting her in danger and not warning her. 
“I was going to tell you that night, but I should have told you sooner. I just hope…” At that point Manda shushed him.
“I’ve thought about that a lot. I’ve had a lot of time for thinking. I can’t say you were wrong to keep it from me. I can’t say you were right, either. There are good arguments for both sides and no clear right or wrong answer. You did what you thought was best. You did what you did because you love me. I can’t ask for more than that.”
This was just another example of Manda being too forgiving, but as David had told him over a year ago, she deserved better. It was time to be done with secrets.
“I don’t deserve you, Manda, but I’m going to try. So, no more secrets. There’s something I need to explain.” 
Manda’s eyes became wary. He hated the fact that she obviously expected the worst, but he knew it was his own fault. She hid her concern with a joke.
“Don’t tell me that in addition to being a rockstar and a shapeshifter you’re also a spy?”
Richard’s mouth fell open in shocked surprise. She was kidding, but she was closer to the mark than she knew. He’d planned on explaining that a little later in the evening, but since she’d brought it up he supposed now was as good a time as any.
“Well, not exactly,” he responded carefully.
“Meaning?” Manda prompted with surprising equilibrium.
“I’m not really a spy,” he declared, choosing his words carefully and trying to avoid any clichés. “I’m more of a classified operative.”
Manda gave him a look that implied he was hiding behind semantics. “But you’re not a spy?”
“No,” he explained. “I don’t spy on anyone. I’m not an intelligence agent. I only do humanitarian work…rescue operations and things like that.”
“Top secret rescue operations,” she stated matter-of-factly.
“Yes,” he chuckled. “You don’t seem surprised.”
“Oh, I am, believe me, but it makes perfect sense. Kastl said you were all valuable to the government and you can do things no one else can. Is that what Kastl was talking about when he said you hadn’t worked in months?”
Richard scowled. “Kastl talks too much.”
“I know!” Manda agreed in exasperation, but her face took on a troubled cast. “It’s because you didn’t want to leave me…because of Chelsea. That’s why you ‘weren’t working,’ wasn’t it? And I made your life more difficult. I’m sorry I… When I found out you were following me… I… I’m so sorry. I just didn’t understand.”
“Never apologize for that, sweetie. If anyone else was following you like that I’d have called the police myself. You don’t owe me any apologies about anything.” He owed her a lifetime’s worth, but she didn’t owe him a single one.
She shook her head in disagreement though. “I owe you more than an apology for letting you think I was dead. I hate myself for that.”
A flame of anger ignited in Richard. “I practically got you killed. Why are you beating yourself up for doing what you had to do to stay alive, Manda? It was entirely my fault and I won’t have you blaming yourself for anything. I let my own selfish desires put you in danger. I’ll never be able to forgive myself, much less expect you to forgive me.” He stood and stalked away from the table. Stopping in front of the wall of windows, he stared out over the city lights and shoved his hand through his hair. He took a deep breath. Calm down, he ordered himself. This isn’t how tonight should go. He turned back toward Manda and was dismayed to see that he’d already spoiled the mood. She was clearly angry. Richard sighed.
“Manda, I…”
“You’re right,” she interrupted. “You shouldn’t expect me to forgive you…because there’s nothing for me to forgive. In case you missed the memo, Chelsea and Tina are the ones who messed up the last fifty years of your life and tried to kill me. All you ever did was love me, make my life wonderful, and try to keep me safe in spite of myself.”
“Sweetie, Chelsea and Tina wouldn’t have come near you if it weren’t for me, and I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to make it up to you.” Richard could see that Manda was ready to challenge him, and he didn’t want to argue. Not tonight.
“I have something else to talk to you about. Something Kastl told me last night that you need to know.”
Manda joined him in front of the window, wrapping her arms around him. “Okay, but you have to promise to tell me more about your life as a top secret super hero later.” She smiled up at him with love shining in her eyes.
“I promise,” Richard agreed, relieved that she’d allowed him to change the subject. She obviously didn’t want to argue either.
“So, what else has Kastl been telling you?”
He led her to sit next to him on the sofa before answering.
“It’s about the therianthropic treatment that saved your life.” Richard very carefully avoided mentioning that her life wouldn’t have needed saving if it hadn’t been for him. That was dangerous ground between them it seemed.
“This has something to do with all the blood tests they’ve been doing, doesn’t it?” Manda asked.
“Yes it does, in a way. There’s a side effect to the treatment that he didn’t tell you about.”
Manda laughed, surprising him. “Well, I don’t suppose I’m going to die. I flatter myself to think you’d be much more upset if that was it. It’s more like you think I’m going to be upset. What is it?” She spoke lightly, as if it was trivial, but her hand found his, seeking comfort. He squeezed it reassuringly.
“What Kastl didn’t tell you was that by using the factor in his blood to save you but not change you, he in effect made you immune to the change. Sweetie, they don’t think you can ever be changed now. Not by him or me or anyone. The blood tests seem to support that theory.”
“But that means…,” Manda began in a faint whisper that faded into silence.
“It means,” he said, enfolding her hand in both of his and wishing he could say something that would erase the stricken look from her face, “that you can never be a shapeshifter. I’ll never be able to share that with you.”
Manda was silent and her face was pale. He couldn’t decipher her expression. He slid onto his knees in front of her, cradled her face in his hands, and searched her eyes. He so loved those eyes.
“Tell me what you’re thinking,” he pleaded.
“I’m wondering how you feel about this,” she admitted, finally allowing her fear to show.
“I’m disappointed,” he said frankly, but rushed on when he saw her flinch, “because it was something I thought you would love. I wanted to share it with you, sweetie. Other than that, it doesn’t matter to me. Being with you is all that’s important.”
“Like William and Becky,” Manda observed with a stricken look that Richard didn’t understand.
“Is that a bad thing? They were very happy for a long time.”
“Tell me the truth though,” she pressed. “It’s not what you would choose—being with someone who’ll never be like you.”
Richard needed to put a stop to her ridiculous doubts right now. He reached into his pocket and found the ring hidden there.
“I love you, Manda Jensen, just the way you are. The only thing I want is to spend the rest of my life with you.” He held the ring out to her. “Will you marry me?”



 
 
Chapter 57
It was as if the world stopped as soon as the words left Richard’s mouth. He wasn’t absolutely sure what Manda’s answer would be. Tears filled her eyes but was that good or bad? After the longest, most suspenseful pause in Richard’s life, Manda finally found the words to answer.
“I love you, too, Richard—more than I can even wrap my mind around—but I can’t marry you right now.” The tears spilled out the corners of her eyes but she ignored them. “I’m sorry.”
Richard was stunned. She’d said no. Given what he’d just told her, he’d thought there was a good chance she might want some time to consider her answer. He knew she loved him though, so he hadn’t anticipated an immediate and definitive no. What did that mean? What now?
“Why, Manda?” he forced out between numb lips.
She reached out to clasp his hand—the one not holding the ring.
“I don’t want you to make any commitments to me that you’ll regret later. Things are insane right now. So much has happened in the last day. I’m having trouble keeping up. I don’t think it’s the right time to be making that kind of decision. Besides, I don’t want you tied to me out of some misguided sense of guilt.” Tears were dripping off of her chin now.
“It’s not guilt that ties me to you. That’s like saying I’m tied to the earth by a piece of thread. The thread would be inconsequential compared to the gravity that holds me down, just like everything is inconsequential next to my love for you.”
Manda wasn’t relenting though. She looked as if her heart were breaking but she shook her head. 
“I’m sorry,” she whispered again.
“Does this mean we’re over then?” It killed him to think of losing her again so soon after getting her back.
“No!” she protested in alarm. “No! I…” She stopped midsentence in panicked confusion. “I mean, if you want to end it, I understand. It’s really not fair of me to…” Richard stopped her with a finger across her lips.
“Little fool,” he growled. “I told you, I’m never letting you go again. Not as long as you’ll have me.”
“I won’t hold you to that,” Manda responded. “I know you don’t think you ever will now, but in the future if you decide you want to go, you can. You don’t owe me anything.”
Richard was baffled. Where was this sudden doubt coming from?
“Do you not understand how much I love you?” he asked.
“But that might change,” Manda countered. “Now that Chelsea’s gone, your whole life is different. You don’t know how you might change because of that. I don’t want to be the one that holds you back.”
So that was it! Richard finally understood. She’d somehow gotten the notion that with Chelsea out of the way, a world of romantic possibilities was now open to him and he was going to find someone better. As if his feelings for Manda were just some schoolboy crush. As if there could ever by anyone for him besides her. Just because he’d never been in a serious relationship before didn’t mean he hadn’t known thousands of women over the last 69 years. Manda was one of a kind. There was no use arguing with her about it though. She’d been under too much stress for the last eight months. Time would convince her that his love was real and forever. He tucked the ring back into his pocket and stood up.
“Do you love me, Manda?”
“More than anything,” Manda breathed. “That’s not…”
“So you aren’t planning on leaving? You just won’t agree to marry me?”
“No, I’m not leaving,” Manda confirmed. “Not until you tell me to.”
“Then I can wait.” He pulled her to her feet and enfolded her in his arms. “One day you’ll get it through your head that there’s no one else for me but you. Until then, I’m not going anywhere.” He kissed her then, trying to express all of his love for her in that one lingering gesture. He was sure that someday she would marry him. Until then, he could be patient. He had, after all, been waiting for her his entire life. 
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