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      The girl who hides, the man who protects, the love that changes everything.

      

      Mandy Robbins has spent her whole life in the shadows—safe, invisible, alone. Then Ted Hosking walks in, and safe stops being an option.

      The rugged lodge owner isn't supposed to notice her. He's commitment-phobic, controlling, and completely out of her league. But Ted sees the woman no one else ever has—and he can't look away.

      One night changes everything. For both of them.

      When Mandy's past resurfaces with a vengeance, Ted discovers that walking away was never really a choice. Because some women are worth fighting for.

      And some loves are worth everything.
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      Would you like to know when my next book is available? Sign up for Lani’s newsletter www.laniblake.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Riley, Rosie, Ari and Mia

        Who knew I had a little space in the corner of my heart that needed filling

        with four of the most beautiful little humans ever!

        Love my grandbabies to the moon and back.
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            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      “Fast game’s a good game, Teddy Bear.”

      Ted Hosking closed one eye in an attempt to focus on the cards in his hand. He was fairly confident it was a three of hearts. Too many beers had made his head fuzzy. That was unusual for him, because control was something he never lost. He’d learned long ago what happened when he did.

      “I’m growing old here, bud.”

      To his left sat Jack, the middle Trainer brother. The one making all the noise.

      “I’m out.” Ted lowered his cards to a round of groans. “I’ll tell them we want food.”

      The groans turned to cheers.

      Across from him sat the reason for the man gathering, Cubby Hawker, sheriff of the town of Lake Howling, Oregon. He’d decided to have his bachelor party in Ryker Falls, at Ted’s lodge. Next to the lawman sat his friends.

      “I’m partial to pizza,” said the elder of the two Texans in the party, Ethan and Brad Gelderman. Wealthy, good-looking, they both had the smooth, polished looks of money, but to be fair, seemed like good guys.

      “Hot dogs,” Dr. Jake McBride hummed. He wore his father’s faded pink hat for luck. Next to him came Buster, “baker boy,” as his friends called him, Griffin. Lastly was Newman. Paul Newman.

      “Tried your Fig Newmans last week, bud,” Buster said. Newman smiled but didn’t add anything. Ted guessed he’d been taking shots like that most of his life and had rolled with them or fought a lot.

      “Food,” Joe Trainer said. “Some of that would be excellent, as I can’t feel my toes.”

      Jack’s brother, and the eldest of the three Trainers, he was a well-respected man in Ryker Falls. Unlike Ted, he’d been born and raised here. As had the man to his right, Dylan Howard, who’d been brave enough to marry into the Trainer family. Piper was a cousin and fiery as hell. Ted didn’t envy him…. Okay, maybe a little, but not often, and usually only when he was lonely.

      As if he knew Ted was thinking about him, Dylan looked at him. The awareness that passed between them was something they’d shared since Ted had told him about his sister, Emily.

      Thinking about her knifed pain through him, even twelve years after her death.

      She’d been murdered, and an FBI profiler like Dylan had helped find her body.

      Shut it out. Ted closed his eyes briefly, his fingers touching the two bands of small wooden beads around his wrist. They’d belonged to her.

      “You having a moment there, Hosking?”

      “All good, Luke,” he said to the youngest Trainer. This one was softer than the other brothers. “I’ll just get onto that food.”

      Ted walked out of the room he’d had set up for the card game and headed down the hall.

      Falls Lodge was his baby. Elegant but not uncomfortable, it was something he was extremely proud to have achieved.

      He’d brought in the best designers to do what he had no clue about. Decorate. Natural tones had been the key, according to Claudette, the lead designer. Bring the outside in. And they had. Huge fires roared in the winter months, and massive glass windows showed spectacular vistas of the snow-clad mountains locals called Phil and Roxy after the founding fathers, twins.

      “Can I help you, Ted?”

      “Just ordering some food, Lenny,” he said to one of his managers. “Everything running okay today?”

      “No problems anywhere.”

      “No way? There’s always a problem.”

      Lenny gave him a smile, and Ted wondered if he’d ever been that enthusiastic. He felt like his soul had been stained since birth. That tended to happen when you were raised in the spotlight, and all the other shit he’d had to deal with.

      “Not today… well, so far, anyway.”

      “Excellent. Well, I’m just going to get some food for the bachelor party.”

      “I could do that.”

      “No, I need the walk. Thanks, Lenny.”

      He headed down the stairs, checking things as he passed. A scuff mark that needed cleaning. Moving a painting that hung off center.

      Ted was a perfectionist, and that’s what made this place one of the top tourist locations in this area.

      Tripping on the last step, he nearly face planted. He needed fresh air, fast.

      Heading into the kitchens, he still got a buzz out of knowing this place was his… all his. Maybe at one time it hadn’t been, but it sure as hell was now.

      Each pot and implement was the property of one Ted Hosking, and he was damned proud of that fact.

      As usual, the kitchens were in a state of well-organized chaos.

      “Ted.”

      “Kirby, can we get that food for the Hawker party now.”

      Kirby had been his head chef from day one, and he’d never regretted employing her. Built like a small armored tank, she was a ball of muscle and worked out daily. She could quell an insubordinate with a look. She and Ted had an understanding. She was the boss in here, but they pretended he was.

      “Right away,” she snapped out like the ex-military girl he knew she was.

      He nodded, then walked through the kitchen and out the rear door. The warm, sultry air settled around him, and Ted took a deep breath in, then exhaled slowly. Nowhere smelled like Ryker Falls at dusk.

      Summer held the small town in its grip, and the scents from the extensive herb garden that provided Kirby with everything she needed to create magic in the kitchen lured him that way.

      He’d bought this piece of land six years ago when he’d been passing through Ryker on his way to god knew where. He’d been pretty much driving aimlessly since Emily’s death.

      The minute he’d stepped foot on this place he’d known he had to have it. He’d had to ask his father for the capital, and Ted had repaid every cent with interest.

      The plants brushed his legs, sharp scents filling the air. This was Ted’s favorite time of day. He’d just walked down the path and was about to head back now that his head felt steadier, when he saw her.

      “Mandy?”

      She was on her knees in the herbs, butt in the air, with Joe Trainer’s large shaggy dog, Buzz, at her side. A small squeak told him he’d surprised her. She leaped to her feet, shoving her hands behind her back. The dog got to his feet, showing none of her shock, and trotted up to greet Ted.

      “What are you doing in my gardens?”

      “Kirby said I could come here,” she said quickly.

      He’d tried to understand this urgency he felt whenever he saw Mandy Robbins. She was not the type of woman he usually dated; in fact, she was so far from it, she could be another species entirely.

      The top of her head would come to his chin, and she had mousey brown hair, usually pulled back in a tail. Her eyes were brown too and framed with black lashes and brows. There was absolutely nothing about this woman that should intrigue him.

      Most days she tried to fade into the background. Her clothes were baggy, and she was frightened of her own shadow, and definitely his. She never spoke unless she had to and was pretty much just always there if anyone cared enough to look.

      Ted cared, and that really pissed him off.

      “But why are you here in my herb garden?”

      “Mrs. Taft needed some herbs for her pie.”

      “Which still doesn’t explain why you’re here.”

      “She asked me to get them for her.”

      He’d noticed that about her too. She tended to be the go-to girl for everyone’s errands.

      “Is she sick?”

      “No.”

      “Then why didn’t she come?”

      “She asked me to do it.”

      “And you never say no, do you, Mandy? Always the go-to girl for those too lazy to do something themselves.”

      She stepped back as his voice rose, and that just pissed him off more, because he’d never hurt her.

      “Why do you do that?” Frustration got the better of him.

      “What?” She wanted to back up a few more paces, he could see it in her eyes.

      “Look like you want to run when I’m close. Like I’d hurt you or something?”

      He’d surprised her. They never talked like this, about anything personal; actually, they never talked at all. Maybe there was that one time, but that had been a kiss, and hell he’d been paying for it ever since. Those lips of hers were built for sin, which was ironic really considering how she avoided men.

      “I’d never hurt you, and it annoys me that you’d think I would.”

      Maybe it was the beer talking, but he felt better for saying the words he’d kept inside for so long.

      “I’m not frightened of you.”

      He made a disbelieving sound and dug his fingers into Buzz’s fur to stop reaching for her. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to shake her or touch her. Smooth the frown lines away and reassure her everything was okay… whatever the hell that meant. He didn’t even know if she was okay. Hell, he didn’t know anything about this woman, but he wanted to.

      “Yes, you are.”

      Mandy was a closed book, her face usually showing little emotion. That pissed him off too. But her body language gave her away.

      Buzz woofed his appreciation at the head scratch. The dog was pretty much universally loved in town, and most people kept his favorite biscuits in their cupboards. Ted had to admit he was no different. Even his cat, Branch, seemed to like the animal.

      “Why are you afraid of me, Mandy?”

      “I’m not.”

      “Yes, you are. You look at me like I’m going to do you bodily harm.”

      If he hadn’t been watching her closely he wouldn’t have seen her flinch.

      “Why did that make you flinch?”

      “It didn’t.” She backed up another step.

      “Now that’s a lie, and we both know it.”

      “Ted, please stop.” The words were whispered, but he heard them clearly because the pleading in her voice made his gut clench.

      “I won’t hurt you, Mandy. Never. Why can’t you see that? I would sooner hurt myself than you.”

      She didn’t look away, so he saw the tears as they started to roll slowly down her cheeks.

      “I-I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” He wrapped his hands around her arms, pulling her closer. “What are you sorry for? From where I’m standing, you haven’t done anything but take a few herbs.”

      Her sigh was dredged from deep inside her soul.

      “I’m sorry if you think I’m scared of you, Ted.”

      Mandy spoke in a way that suggested she’d thought carefully about her word choice. Ted knew a few people who could take a lesson from her in this.

      “I’m not going to lie to you, Mandy. It’s really annoying.”

      “I really am sorry. It’s just the way I am. It’s hard to change what you’ve always been. I know, believe m-me, I’ve tried.”

      She’d surprised him; he’d never heard her speak that way before. Open and honest.

      “I don’t buy that.” He decided he’d be the same. It was well past time this woman entered the world. Ted had no idea what the hell had made her the way she was, and wasn’t sure he wanted to know. He had enough demons of his own, he certainly didn’t want to take on anyone else’s. “If you want to change, then take steps to do that.”

      Her laugh held no humor. “You don’t think I’ve tried?”

      “We all have reasons to want to hide, Mandy. All have things in our past that have tested our strength. It’s about how you rise above them.” He tapped her forehead gently. “Be strong in here. Don’t let the past dictate who you are anymore.”

      “You sound like one of those blog posts I read continually.”

      “They haven’t worked.”

      She sighed again. “I know.”

      Ted didn’t know why she’d chosen to speak like this with him, now. Especially considering they’d been uncomfortable with each other since he’d kissed her. But he went on gut instinct because from the start he’d seen a little of himself in Mandy. She’d been hurt deeply, but unlike him, she hadn’t fought hard enough to rise above the pain.

      “I-I don’t know how to change, Ted. I’ve lived this way for so long now, I’m just comfortable being in the shadows.”

      “I don’t think so. If you were comfortable, we wouldn’t be having this discussion.”

      “I’ve tried to change.” He heard the frustration in her voice now.

      He looked at her, wondering if he should say what was inside his head.

      “But do you want to… really?”

      Ted had always had to be strong. It was that or be molded by his family and everything they stood for. He didn’t usually have time for people who didn’t take control of their life. Excuses weren’t something he had time for either.

      Strangely, he felt different about Mandy.

      “You live in this town, with your aunts, and from what I can make out it’s a good life. So, what’s stopping you from changing?”

      Even in the dwindling light he saw the color in her cheeks that his words had put there. Anger was a real emotion, and Ted was pleased to see it.

      “I’m asking you again, Mandy. Do you really want to change?”

      “Yes…. Damn you, yes!” Her brown eyes fired up at him.

      The force behind those words surprised him, and her.

      “I hate who I am.” She was more subdued now. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this.”

      “Sometimes it just feels right?”

      “I’m not sure why it would be right with you.”

      At least she was honest.

      “Let’s move on from that kiss, okay?”

      She nodded.

      “So, let me get this straight. You want to change from Mousey Mandy, but don’t know how to?”

      “I’ve always hated that name.”

      “Sorry.”

      She looked up at the sky, and Ted knew that if he just leaned forward a few inches, he could kiss the smooth, exposed column of her throat.

      Shut it down, bud.

      Mandy didn’t wear scent like other women, but he could pick her out in a room full of people. There was always something sweet floating in the air when she was close.

      “No, that’s okay. You’re just saying what everyone is thinking.”

      “And here’s me at this pity party without my popcorn.”

      “Very funny.” She looked at him with something close to a glare.

      “Tell people if you don’t like the name Mousey Mandy.”

      “It’s all right for you, you’re strong. People respect you.”

      “I’ve worked hard for that, Mandy. It doesn’t come easy.”

      “Really?” He saw hope spark in her eyes.

      “Really. Now it seems like I drew the short straw, so I want to see you outside the door to my rooms tomorrow morning at 7:00 a.m. I can help you, but you have to trust me.”

      “What? No⁠—”

      “What’s the problem here? You a lay-abed?”

      “No. I’m up at six.”

      “Perfect, make it six thirty, then. Wear something you can exercise in.”

      “Oh, but I⁠—”

      Ted didn’t listen, he simply turned away and walked back inside. The urge to look over his shoulder rode him the entire way, but he resisted. Unlike Mandy Robbins, Ted was mentally tough. He’d had to be. When your sister was brutally murdered, you either sank into the pits of despair or you found a way to survive. He’d chosen the latter.
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      Mandy watched Ted Hosking disappear inside the lodge.

      “What the hell just happened, Buzz?”

      The dog woofed.

      One minute she’d been knee-deep in herbs and the next talking to the dark, brooding man who had unsettled her from their first meeting.

      That kiss he’d dismissed like a leftover dinner had rocked her. She still remembered every detail and how being pressed against his chest, having those big strong arms around her, felt. Her first kiss.

      “Because you’re pathetic,” Mandy reminded herself as she and Buzz headed back to her car.

      Be strong in here, Mandy. Don’t let the past dictate who you are anymore.

      How did he know she had a past that had turned her into a mouse who was frightened of her own shadow? To be fair, she wasn’t as bad as she’d used to be. Mandy had worked hard to not show her fears.

      Obviously not hard enough.

      Fear often stopped her living life, and she hated that. Hated that she closed in on herself and shut down when she felt intimidated.

      Her aunts had told her that her past may never come knocking, so she needed to get on with living her life. She’d never quite managed to be able to do that.

      In her pocket, her cell phone buzzed. She pulled it out and answered it.

      “Hey, Mandy.”

      “Hello, Bailey. If you’re looking for Buzz, he’s with me.”

      “He usually appears when he’s hungry, so all good. Actually, I was just checking you were coming to the house, Mandy. It’s makeover night, remember?”

      “Ah, no….” She’d been about to mutter her habitual response of no thanks, but her words fell away as she remembered what Ted had said. Be strong in here. “Bailey, I would like to come, but I don’t have anything with me.”

      “No problem, we have everything you’d need. Just bring yourself.”

      “Okay, I’ll be there soon.”

      She opened the back door, and Buzz leapt in. Climbing into the front seat of the car, she reflected that it was the only thing she owned that was out of character, a red compact that went fast. She always drove under the speed limit, though. Mandy had brought it one day when she was trying to be braver. It really hadn’t worked, but she felt good when she drove it.

      Ted’s lodge always looked wonderful. Subdued, well-placed lights showed off a high pitched roofline. Made of stone and wood, it had been built and decorated to blend in with the beauty surrounding it. It brought in tourists and famous people year-round. Set close to the two mountains that stood sentry over Ryker Falls, the lodge had changed the town from sleepy to bustling almost overnight

      Some had hated that change, and still did, but most were happy with the added income tourists brought. There were still some months that were quieter than the others, but it was a vastly different place from the one she’d moved to as a scared child.

      Driving out the lodge gates, she started singing, and Buzz yowled, making her laugh. Mandy loved to sing just like her father had.

      She headed down the road, passing a few driveways and then turned into the one with the name Trainer on the letterbox. The Trainer family had been her friends since she’d arrived. They formed an unusual alliance. They were the town’s bad boys, she the exact opposite. They’d looked out for her, and for that she’d always be grateful.

      Taking the drive that went past the barn, Mandy drove up to Joe and Bailey’s house. Like the lodge, it sat nestled into the nature that surrounded it, and every time she saw it, she felt a pang of longing to own a place of her own.

      “Out you get, Buzz.” Mandy let the dog out the rear door. He bounded up to the house.

      The door opened before he reached it.

      “Hey, buddy, and Mandy. Come in, we were just pouring the wine.”

      Bailey Trainer was a sweet-natured blonde with smoky gray eyes and one of the nicest people Mandy had ever met. A concert pianist, she’d come home to Ryker and fallen in love with Joe, her childhood friend.

      Inside, they made their way to the living area. Huge windows showed a backdrop of the mountains, and she saw artwork that had come from another friend, Maggs’s, gallery.

      “I bet you never tire of that view, Bailey.”

      “No, it’s really something, isn’t it. I sit there and rock Benjamin sometimes if he’s feeling fussy.”

      Benjamin was six months old and the apple of his parents’ eye.

      “Hey, Bailey.”

      “Piper, how are you?”

      Beautiful and into the later stages of pregnancy, Piper Howard was cousin to the Trainer brothers, flamboyant and outspoken. She’d adopted her friend’s baby when she passed away and was everything Mandy would never be but dearly wanted to become. If she was honest with herself, she was a bit intimidated by Piper.

      “Mandy, what’s up!”

      Next came Rory Haldane. She had wild, curly, ash-blonde hair, blue eyes, and came to Mandy’s nose. She and Jack Trainer were getting married in a few months, and she and Mandy had become friends. In fact, Rory was possibly the closest she’d come to a real friendship.

      Which is really pathetic. Considering Mandy was closing in on twenty-eight years.

      “Hello, Rory.”

      “Ready for your makeover?”

      “Oh no… really? I don’t think so. I just thought I’d spend some time with you all.”

      Be strong in here.

      “But how are you going to lure big, bad Teddy Bear to your side if you don’t look the part,” Rory whispered in her ear.

      “I’m not wanting to do that, Rory. And I told you about that kiss in confidence,” Mandy whispered back.

      “And I haven’t told anyone, but it doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten about it.”

      “I don’t want Ted Hosking,” Mandy denied.

      “Sure you do. But to achieve that you need a change. We voted, and you’re the first makeover.”

      “I wasn’t here for that vote.”

      “Majority rules,” Rory said. “Isn’t that right, ladies?”

      “Ah, I’m not really a makeover kind of girl, Rory.” Be strong in here, Mandy. Don’t let the past dictate who you are anymore.

      Mandy was starting to wish she didn’t have such a good memory. Ted’s words seemed to be on repeat inside her head.

      “Sure, you are. Let’s go.”

      Rory took her arm and dragged her to a seat in the dining area.

      “Sit.”

      “Rory, I’m not a dog,” Mandy said, finding her backbone finally.

      “Cyn’s here!” Rory said, ignoring her.

      Mandy spun to face the door as Cynthia Hope walked through it carrying a large case. In her fifties, Cyn, as the locals called her, had been the town beauty therapist for as long as Mandy could remember.

      “Hi.” She smiled, and like the others she was pretty and confident. Mandy tried not to feel small. Tried not to give in to the need she felt pulling inside her to run out that door and go home. These people were her friends.

      Stop being pathetic.

      “Change is a good thing, Mandy.” Rory dropped down in front of her, placing her hands on her knees.

      “Ted told me to be strong in here, Rory.” She tapped her forehead. “Don’t let the past dictate who you are anymore.” Mandy made herself say the words. No more hiding.

      “Did he? Well, points for Ted, because he’s right. Care to tell me how that conversation came about?”

      “I was raiding his herb garden at the lodge.”

      “That’ll do it.” Rory winked at her before regaining her feet. “I’ve always had deep and meaningful conversations over my herbs.”

      “Here, Mandy. Have a drink.” Piper handed her a glass of wine.

      Cool and crisp, it slid down her throat, soothing the dryness. She’d only take a few sips. Mandy wasn’t much of a drinker. Much of anything, actually.

      “You’ve never been to see me, have you?” Cynthia walked behind Mandy and took the clip out of her hair. She then ran her hands through it. Mandy tried not to stiffen up at the touch.

      “You have beautiful hair, Mandy. Is this color natural?”

      She nodded.

      “Seriously?” Piper said. “You must be the only natural brunette in town that I know.”

      “Hey. I don’t dye my hair either,” Rory protested.

      “Firstly, you’re blonde. And second, how could you? It’s a head full of corkscrews.”

      “Harsh but true,” Rory sighed. “Jack likes it though.”

      “Honey, you could shave your head and he’d still be crazy about you,” Piper drawled.

      “So how about a trim, Mandy? Just a bit of styling and a few highlights. Nothing too drastic,” Cynthia said.

      “Do it,” Rory said. “Don’t give her an option, Cyn, she’ll just say no and run home.”

      She would, Rory was right. Instinct told her to run.

      I’m not running anymore.

      “Mandy, contrary to what your crazy friend says, this is your choice,” Cyn added.

      “All right,” she said, taking a deep, steadying breath. “Do what you want, but I don’t want it short. I like to tie it up when I’m in the kitchen.”

      “It’s okay, we won’t let her scalp you, we promise,” Bailey said.

      “I know, and I’ve seen some of Cyn’s haircuts. They are amazing.”

      “And yours will be too.” Cyn patted her head.

      Mandy usually just trimmed the ends of her hair herself. It was at that moment as she felt Cyn’s comb gliding through her hair that she really saw herself for perhaps the first time.

      She’d been in hiding since arriving in Ryker Falls, aged nine. To start with it had been fear, but now… now it was habit, Mandy realized. Her aunts were right. She no longer had a reason to hide.

      “I don’t want to be scared anymore,” she found herself whispering.

      They all heard, and then they were all in front of her. Each one touching her shoulder as they passed to sit at the table.

      “I don’t want you to be scared either.” Rory took her hand, eyes solemn. “How can we help?”

      “I’m sorry, that shouldn’t have come out.”

      “But it did,” Rory said. “And it’s about time.”

      “I don’t know that you can help me,” she said truthfully. “I’ve been this way for so long, I don’t know that I can change. But I’m going to try.”

      Talking to Ted seemed to have taken the lock off her mouth. Suddenly she felt the need to talk, when before she’d kept everything inside.

      “Can you tell us what made you this way?” Piper asked.

      Mandy shook her head. She wasn’t ready to go there yet. Didn’t know if she ever would be. It was a dark, dangerous box that she kept locked inside her.

      “Okay, that’s all right. We’ll get to that. But first things first, Mandy. There are a few people in Ryker Falls you can talk to if you want. About your fears, I mean.”

      “Thanks, and maybe I will one day. For now I just want to take some small steps toward changing.”

      “Well, if you need us, we’re here,” Rory added.

      Mandy nodded, and felt more tension ease from her body. She knew she wasn’t alone, knew no one could hurt her here. She often told herself this, as had her aunts, over and over again. But she’d still been scared. Was now the time to change that? Now the time to become the person she’d always wanted to be?

      Looking at the women around her who were everything she wasn’t, she thought that maybe it was.

      “Can I borrow something to exercise in until I can get to the shops?”
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      Ted hadn’t really thought Mandy would turn up on his doorstep at six thirty. He’d made the offer to help her when he was several beers down, and his guard had been lowered. In the cool, clear light of day, he wasn’t convinced spending time in close proximity with that woman was a good idea.

      She disturbed him. Something about her really got to him, and not in a “I want to be your friend” way. He thought pretty much everything about her was sweet and sexy. Thank God she didn’t dress in anything revealing, or he’d be lost.

      “All right, no need to keep that infernal yowling on replay.” Ted glared at his cat as he walked into the kitchen. Getting out the dry food, he put a cupful into his dish. The cat shot him a look, which he loosely interpreted as flipping him the bird, or at least it would be if cats had fingers.

      “It’s your fault, bud. The harsh truth is, you’re fat. Rory told you, I’ve told you, so that’s all you’re getting. You’re on lockdown, Branch. No more treats from anyone.”

      The diet seemed to be working, but who could really tell under all that fur. Ted also wasn’t 100 percent sure his staff weren’t still slipping the cat treats.

      The soft tap came when he was finishing his first cup of coffee while reading emails. Still sure it wasn’t her, but one of his staff, he opened it—and nearly swallowed his tongue.

      “Wh-what happened to you?”

      Her hair seemed to have changed color overnight. Even pulled back in its habitual band, he could tell it looked like it had streaks in it. It also looked really silky and curly. He wanted to touch it; instead he wrapped both hands around his mug.

      “What do you mean?” She looked ready to retreat.

      “You look different,” he made himself say slowly. “In a good way,” he added. “Not that you didn’t look good before, but you look… different,” he said, sounding like a tongue-tied teenage boy with the hots for a classmate.

      Him, the man who could speak to a room of hundreds and not break a sweat, was struggling to form a coherent sentence.

      She looked so hot standing there in the early morning light. She wore a lightweight black jacket open, and beneath that a lilac fitted exercise shirt. On her legs were black tights with geometric patterns down the side of each leg.

      “The girls… last night. I relented, and they⁠—”

      “Attacked you with scissors.”

      “Cyn….” Her words fell away. “I don’t know why I’m here.” She didn’t turn away, which made Ted feel good.

      “At least you’re honest.”

      “I try not to lie, although sometimes it’s unavoidable.”

      “I really want to hear when it’s unavoidable.” Ted leaned on the doorjamb.

      His part of the lodge was at the rear and had its own entrance. No one would see them talking.

      Behind Mandy was a view he’d never tire of. His land. Trees, fields, and part of a mountain. Roxy, to be precise. Only in Ryker Falls would they name a mountain after their forefathers.

      She thought about his words. Mandy always stood still when she was thinking, and how he knew that he wasn’t sure. Possibly because he’d spent a lot of time watching her.

      “My aunts often cook food that isn’t to my liking, or wear something that I really don’t like either. Those are times when lying is important.”

      “Or you’d hurt them?”

      She nodded.

      “I like your aunts.”

      Her smile was like the sun on full beam. It lit her face and her eyes.

      “I love them. They saved me.”

      “From what?”

      She realized she’d said too much as she looked down at her toes. Ted knew the gesture was a coping mechanism. He’d had a few of them in his time.

      “Come inside, Mandy, and we’ll get started.”

      “On what?”

      “Your rebuild.”

      “I quite like aspects of me,” she said in that serious way she had.

      So do I. “But then some aspects are not so good, right?”

      She nodded again. Ted turned, and she followed as he walked through his rooms.

      “Hey, Branch, how’s the diet?”

      “Does everyone know my cat’s overweight?”

      “Rory’s my friend and his vet, but yes, I think they do.”

      Ted grunted.

      “You’re really messy.”

      He didn’t apologize. He had someone clean for him once a week; today was that day.

      “Really messy,” she added looking at the piles of newspapers, and clothes scattered everywhere.

      Ted looked over his shoulder and noticed her frowning.

      “I would have thought you were a neat freak.”

      “How did you figure that?”

      “You dress neat, and you do that corporate raider, in-control thing well.”

      “Therefore, I should be neat in here?” He opened a door and motioned her through. “Take the stairs up.”

      She did, and Ted followed, trying manfully not to look at the sweet curves of her butt.

      “Yes, it usually goes hand in hand that if you dress neat you are neat. Look at Rory.”

      “Who dresses messy and is messy?”

      “She has her own style, but yes, she can be messy.”

      “I bet she and Jack get on just fine then, because I know he’s messy.” Reaching around her, he opened the door they’d arrived at. “You’re smiling.”

      “Yes. I like that they found each other.”

      “I never took you for a romantic, Mandy Robbins.”

      “I think everyone is born with romantic tendencies, but depending on our circumstances that can change.”

      “Maybe. But I don’t think I’ve ever been a romantic.” This was the second conversation Ted had shared with Mandy. He liked seeing another side to her. “Now, step through that door.”

      She stopped just inside, so fast that he walked into her. Bracing his hands on her waist, he steadied her, then released her quickly.

      “Wow.”

      “Pretty cool, right?”

      This was Ted’s domain. He’d had this built with the same glass as they used on the huge lodge windows. But up here he’d used it on the roof. Above them stretched endless miles of sky. When it was too hot, he flipped a switched and the cover came across.

      “It really is. It’s like your part of the sky.” She walked looking up. “It’s wonderful.”

      Ted thought so too. This was where he came when he needed to get away from it all.

      He’d had a gym put on one side of the room, and a sofa and two chairs, large and comfortable, on the other. One wall held a big-screen TV, bar, and fridge.

      “The ultimate man cave,” Mandy added.

      “I’m the only one who comes up here, except for the cleaners.” Ted wasn’t sure why he’d told her that.

      “Really? You don’t share this space with anyone?”

      “Not yet. The chance just never came up.”

      “Thank you, then, for allowing me in here. It’s a wonderful place to have,” she said, walking around. “A place just for you.”

      Too late, Ted remembered the picture. He’d put it on the wall so that when he needed to feel close to his sister he could come here and look at her.

      Mandy stood staring at it. He exhaled when she didn’t ask him any questions and moved on to look at the rest of the room.

      “How come you don’t ask questions?”

      Shut up, you idiot. Why had he said that? He didn’t want her to probe.

      “I don’t want people asking me questions, so I don’t ask any.”

      “Okay, so we don’t ask personal questions. That sound all right to you?”

      She nodded.

      “So, Mandy, do you want to get fitter and stronger?”

      She nodded again.

      “What else do you want?” Ted kept his words calm. She’d tensed up and was wary of him again. He made himself stay silent.

      “What do you mean, what else?”

      “You know exactly what I mean. Stop hiding behind words.”

      He wondered if he’d pushed her too hard. Ted wasn’t sure why she was here today, or why she’d chosen him to help her with whatever was going on, but she had, and he wasn’t the type to sugarcoat things. He’d try and go easy on her, be gentle, but he wasn’t sure yet if that’s what she needed.

      “I want to be strong. I don’t want to be afraid.”

      He wanted to ask her again what she was afraid of, but he’d keep his promise. No personal questions; after all, he didn’t want her to ask him any.

      “Right. Let’s get you moving then. What exercise have you done?”

      “I walk.”

      “Anything else?”

      She shook her head.

      “What, never? No exercise classes, gym workouts, or team sports?”

      She shook her head.

      Ted made himself walk to where he had a treadmill.

      “Take off your jacket and come and stand on this, Mandy. It’s a treadmill.”

      “I know that. I may not have been on one, but I know what it is.” She stripped off her jacket, and Ted was presented with her lovely body now in fitted spandex showing off every curve.

      He’d known, of course, that she had serious curves, because he’d held her the night they’d kissed. But seeing them displayed like that was doing nothing for the impact she already had on him.

      “On you get.”

      Ted nodded, and Mandy stepped onto the belt. He then went through the instructions, and she watched him carefully. He made her repeat them and start the machine.

      “Good girl,” he said when she got it working. “You’re obviously a quick study.”

      “I have a photographic memory.”

      “You’re shitting me?”

      She shook her head.

      “I bet your grades were awesome.”

      “No.” Just the one word, no other explanation.

      She reminded him of a few men he knew, but no women. The ladies in his life usually liked to talk.

      “Just keep it slow for now, and we’ll do a fifteen-minute walk. That sound all right to you?”

      She nodded.

      “You okay if I work out?”

      She nodded again.

      Ted wasn’t big on talk himself; he’d grown up with a family who liked to discuss everything, and he’d been the opposite. But Mandy, hell, it was like she’d taken a vow of silence.

      “I’ll put some music on. You have any preferences?”

      She shook her head, eyes focused intently on the instrument panel in front of her.

      Ted left her and turned on some music. Her eyes shot to him as it filled the room. He liked a mix, but when he worked out, he liked rock, some hard, some soft.

      With one eye on her, he started with the rowing machine. Strangely he felt comfortable with her here in his space. Ted was a person who flew solo. He didn’t need people and hadn’t for years. Sure, here in Ryker people didn’t let you alone for long, and he’d made friends and liked them. But he still preferred his own company.

      “You okay?”

      She nodded.

      When the fifteen was done, he told her to turn off the machine. She had a glisten of sweat on her forehead but wasn’t breathing too heavily.

      “I need to work out a program for you, so we’ll stick with cardio today. You up for that?”

      She nodded.

      “Say, ‘yes, Ted.’”

      “Yes, Ted.”

      He smiled, and she responded with a small one that shouldn’t make him feel as good as it did.

      He put her on the rowing machine and stepper for ten minutes each. Just a simple workout, nothing too taxing.

      “Okay, that’s enough for today.”

      “Oh, but I was enjoying this.” Her brows drew together.

      “That’s good, but if you keep going you won’t be able to walk tomorrow. As it is, you’ll be sore.”

      He got her a bottle of water and uncapped it. She drank deep, which told him she’d done enough.

      “Can I come back here?” Her expression didn’t show him anything.

      “Sure.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      Ted smiled. “No, you’ll be sore tomorrow. How about the next day?”

      “I know you’re a private person, Ted. And having me here is not something you planned on⁠—”

      “Mandy—”

      “No. Please let me say this.”

      This time it was Ted who nodded.

      “I am grateful to you for letting me come here today, but I’ll be all right if you change your mind.”

      “I won’t.”

      She gave him another one of those smiles that made his chest hurt.

      “The thing is, I just don’t think I’m ready for a gym with all those people in it.”

      “Me either.” That made her laugh.

      “You’re a good man, Ted Hosking. Thank you for letting me into your man cave.”

      “You’re welcome. I’ll get you a key. That door there”—he pointed to the right—“will bring you up the stairs outside.”

      “Really?”

      He nodded.

      “I won’t tell anyone about this.”

      “Me either.”

      “I could pay⁠—”

      “Do I look like I need more money?”

      “I can’t believe you said that.”

      “Yes, you can. I’m the arrogant Ted Hosking, remember?”

      “Oh, that’s right.” There was just a little bit of cheeky in the look she gave him. It rocked Ted back on his heels.

      She walked to the door, and in seconds was gone. Ted exhaled a long, shaky breath.

      What the hell had he just done?
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      The heat settled around Mandy as she climbed into the front seat of her car. It would be a warm day. Summer temperatures rose pretty high here, but with them came the tourists.

      Pulling out of the lodge, she headed toward town.

      “Did I really just do that? Work out with Ted Hosking?”

      It was hard to believe. Her, timid Mandy Robbins, spending time alone with the owner of Falls Lodge.

      Running a finger over her forehead, she looked at the sweat.

      “This has to be the start of it,” she vowed. She had to grow as a person and find her backbone or she’d be living in the shadows forever.

      Driving past the entrance to Main Street, Mandy headed into the residential part of town, then turned into her aunts’ street. Pulling in the driveway, she parked in her spot in the garage. Mary Howard was waiting for Mandy when she got out.

      “I wanted to ask you something, Mandy.”

      “Hello, Mrs. Howard.”

      This woman had been intimidating people for years. She was on the town council and thought she was better than almost everyone else. It seemed to Mandy the only people who stood up to her were Dylan and Piper, her son and daughter-in-law.

      “I need some scones for my women’s league meeting. We’re discussing the color theme for this year’s summer parade.”

      Big-boned and usually dressed in a suit or something equally intimidating, unless she was exercising, one would think she was the First Lady of the United States the way she carried on.

      “How many people will it be for, Mrs. Howard?”

      “Fifteen. We’d like sweet and savory, and you can drop them to my house next Wednesday at 10:25 a.m. I will expect you to be on time.”

      You’re strong in here.

      “I’ll send you a quote to make sure you’re happy before I book your job into my schedule, Mrs. Howard.”

      The woman’s chins quivered as her shoulders shot back. She glared down at Mandy.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “It will be a job, won’t it? I mean, I’m not part of the women’s league, therefore I won’t be in attendance, therefore I will expect you to p-pay for the scones.” Mandy squeezed her knees together tight to stop them shaking.

      Mrs. Howard sniffed.

      “Very well, but I will know if you overcharge me!” She stormed away, leaving Mandy feeling wrung out like a dishcloth.

      Lord, being brave is hard work.

      “That you, Mandy?” a voice called when she let herself into the house she shared with her aunts.

      “Yes, Aunt Sarah. I’m going to take a shower, I’ll be down soon.”

      She hurried to her room, grabbed clothes, then headed for the bathroom. Once she was under the hot, steamy water she let herself think about what she’d just done.

      Ted Hosking was helping her get fit. The thought seemed almost unbelievable. He was the man who had given her her first kiss, and the man who made her feel strange.

      Mandy could find no other words for how she felt about him. When he was near she felt both scared and elated. No one but him had ever made her feel that way. It was a revelation, because until he’d come into her life, she’d thought she was destined not to experience what others did. That urgency to be close to someone, to want them to kiss and touch her.

      Of course, she’d never act on what she felt, but it was good to know that in this she was normal.

      Scrubbing her body, she thought that Ted was right. Tomorrow she’d be sore, but she’d read that when you started exercising it took time to adjust.

      She wanted this. Wanted to be strong in her body and her mind.

      Drying, she dressed and hurried out to join her aunts.

      “Morning, darling, I made your tea.”

      “Thanks, Aunt Marla.”

      Her aunts were sisters, both taller than her, and elegant. In their sixties, they always wore makeup and dressed immaculately. They were active in the community and had a social life many would envy.

      The kitchen was painted in bright, sunny yellow, with plenty of herbs on the window ledge. Tea cups with large daisies hung on a rack, with rows of tea canisters beneath.

      The house wasn’t big, and most of it crammed with her aunts’ knickknacks, but it was home, the first real one she’d had, and she loved it.

      “You left the house early, Mandy.”

      “I’ve decided to start exercising.” She wasn’t sure why she didn’t want her aunts to know where she’d been, but for now she decided to keep it a secret.

      “Excellent, dear,” Aunt Sarah said.

      The Robbins sisters had arrived to collect Mandy when her father had been murdered. She’d been nine years old, and never met them until that day.

      They’d arrived in Detroit, walked into the facility she was in, and hugged her. From that day onward, she’d never left them. Mandy thought of them as her guardian angels.

      “You’ll feel better for it, and perhaps you can come out with the Ryker Roadies soon?”

      “Perhaps.” Mandy had no intention of going out with her aunts’ exercise group. They were ruthless.

      They sat in the small bay window at the round table, as they had many times before. Homework, assignments, and knitting lessons. They’d shared so many meals and laughs at this table.

      Her aunts understood her; others didn’t, and until lately Mandy was happy with that. Lately she’d felt the need for more. Until yesterday, she’d been unsure how to reach out and take it.

      “You should bake your cinnamon and apple scones today, Mandy.”

      “Yes, dear, they are a favorite.”

      Aunt Sarah wore pink, and Aunt Marla, a blue sundress. Both had on wedged heels.

      Aunt Sarah had married young and lost her husband in an accident; she had never fallen in love again. Aunt Marla had divorced her husband in her twenties after she’d found him cheating. They’d moved in together and decided to enjoy life; to their credit, both did exactly that.

      “I told Mrs. Howard she was paying for the scones she asked me to make for the women’s league meeting this time.”

      Her aunts clapped loudly.

      “We’ve been telling you not to let her bully you for years, and now maybe she’ll understand.”

      “Yes, well, we don’t want a repeat of last time you confronted her on my behalf, do we.”

      “She didn’t speak to us for a month,” Aunt Marla crowed. “Was the most peaceful four weeks of our lives.”

      “I need to stand up for myself now.”

      “But we’re here if you need us,” Aunt Sarah said.

      “You both know I love you. Know that without you in my life I would have been lost.”

      Mandy knew by the surprise on their faces that she’d not said the words enough.

      “Oh, our darling niece, it is no different for us. We were drifting through life until you entered it,” Aunt Sarah said, sniffing into her napkin.

      “We love you too.” Aunt Marla got to her feet and hugged Mandy hard. “We think of you as our child, Mandy. You know that, don’t you?”

      “Of course.” She hugged her back. “I just needed you to know how special you are to me.” Mandy inhaled her aunt’s scent. So familiar and dear.

      “What brought this on?” Aunt Marla held her shoulders now.

      “Nothing, I just needed you to know.”

      “We do, and now we must get to the shop or the locals will get angry if they don’t have their scones and tea on time.”

      

      “Oh look, dear, there’s Joe and Jack Trainer.” Aunt Sarah tooted and waved as they drove down Main Street slowly. Aunt Sarah always drove slow, and not because she wanted to follow the speed limit, no. It was because she was nosey and wanted to see what everyone was doing. “If only I was twenty years younger.”

      Twenty would still put them out of range, but Mandy kept that thought to herself. The men were all ambling down Main Street, and she had to admit they were pretty to look at.

      “Those boys with them are from the bachelor party I heard Ted discussing, aren’t they, Mandy?”

      “I believe so, Aunt Sarah.”

      “Are you still catering for their trip up to the cabins?”

      “I am, and a few other things. The lodge is too busy, so they asked me.”

      “That’s good then,” Aunt Marla said.

      Mandy was trying to get her own catering business off the ground. It was only small, and she’d not really leaped into it with both feet yet. She was just doing little jobs, all through word of mouth at this stage.

      Just another thing she’d not embraced because was too scared to do so wholeheartedly.

      “Hello, Joe, Jack!” Aunt Sarah had the window down now and let out a wolf whistle.

      Her aunts had way more get up and go than her, and enough confidence to share with the entire town.

      The group of men waved.

      “They’ve all been whacked with the handsome stick,” Aunt Sara said.

      “Mayor Gripper has had more color planted in the hanging baskets and flower beds, and I think it adds just the right touch,” Aunt Marla said as they pulled into the parking spaces behind the tea shop. Letting themselves in, Mandy stayed in the kitchen while the aunts went and set up the shop.

      This place had been Mandy’s salvation for many years. She loved working with food. She’d spent many hours lost in baking, and was grateful that her aunts had bought Tea Total when they’d retired from teaching.

      “Mandy, dear, the bachelor party are here to discuss the hampers you are making for their trip to the cabins.”

      “Thanks, Aunt Sarah.”

      Mandy plated up the scones she’d just pulled out of the oven. She tucked her notebook in her apron and carried the plates out to the counter.

      She noticed Ted was here with Jack and Jake McBride, who she’d met yesterday.

      “Hi, Mandy.” Joe came forward to kiss her cheek. “I like your hair.” He winked. “You met Jake McBride, I think, when he called in here?”

      “I have. Hello, Mr. McBride.”

      “Just Jake.” He had a charming smile like Joe and looked like one of those people Mandy had always envied who was comfortable in their own skin.

      “Hi, Mandy.”

      “Hello, Ted.”

      “We wanted to run through the hampers for the trip.”

      “Sure. I have a list of the things I’m putting inside them here.” She thrust it at him. Ted’s fingers brushed hers as he took it.

      “Relax,” he said so only she could hear. “No one here is a threat to you.”

      “I know that, I’m just being professional.”

      “No, you’re acting like a scared rabbit.” He looked over the list.

      “I am not!”

      “Problem?” Jack’s eyes went from Ted to Mandy

      “No, we’re just talking,” Ted said smoothly.

      No one spoke to Mandy like that… ever. Well, at least not since she’d lived in Ryker Falls.

      Maybe that’s your problem? Was it? Had she lived in the shadows because no one had forced her out of them?

      “Let me see that list, Ted.” Jake took the paper and scanned the page.

      The men were all dressed casually. Ted wore a button-down pale blue shirt with darker blue shorts, and the sleeves were rolled up, exposing his forearms. After seeing his weights and the equipment in that gym, she understood why he was so well-built.

      “This looks awesome and has most of my favorite things on it.”

      “As it’s Cubby’s bachelor party, maybe it should be about him?” Jack drawled.

      “Probably, but he eats anything and at the moment is still sleeping off last night, so he’ll just have to put up with whatever we choose.”

      “You mind if we take up a table, Miss Marla?” Ted said, waving to the round one in the window. “I could do with a scone and coffee, now you’ve had the machine installed.”

      “Of course, we can always fit in handsome men,” her aunt teased. “And today’s are apple and cinnamon. They’re just out of the oven.”

      “God’s truth, if I knew you’d accept me I’d marry you today.”

      “Oh hell no, you didn’t.” Jack looked pissed off. “I’ve been asking those two women to marry me for years, and they’ve refused. So shut it down, Teddy Bear.”

      The coffee machine was something Mandy had pushed for, and her aunts had finally relented. Neither of them, however, would learn how to use it, which left her. She made her way behind it now as the men flirted with her aunts, who loved the attention.

      “I’m not apologizing for what I just said, Mandy. You need shaking up and asked me to help.” Ted now stood across the counter from her.

      “And that’s your way of helping?” She slapped the milk jug onto the counter.

      He smiled, a wide, I-can-sell-you-anything, smile.

      “Look at you getting all pissed off. How does it feel?”

      Kind of good, actually, but she wasn’t admitting to anything, so she concentrated on the coffee.

      “How’s that going? It looks like the one we have at the lodge, but smaller.” He spoke as if the last few minutes hadn’t happened. Two could play that game.

      “Okay. I need more lessons, but so far no one has complained.”

      “I could show you if you like. I make excellent coffee.”

      One day she’d have an ego that would let her brag about being good at something.

      “It’s okay. You’re a paying customer, we don’t expect you to make your own coffee.”

      “I don’t mind.” He moved into the small space behind the machine and nudged her to one side.

      “Personally, I think it’s best to buy the whole bean coffee and grind it yourself.”

      “It’s not easy to source here.”

      “If you like ours, I could order more, and you pay me?”

      “Really? That would be great, thanks.”

      “Do you have any syrups?”

      Mandy shook her head.

      “Okay, you need those, people enjoy them.”

      He talked to her as he made the coffee, and Mandy watched and learned. She’d watched videos and read up on it as much as she could, but there was no substitute for learning on the job.

      “Hello, darling, it’s lovely to meet you again.”

      Mandy looked up as the large, handsome Texan who was with the bachelor party wandered in. She’d met him yesterday.

      “Hello, Mr. Gelderman.”

      “Ethan,” he said, giving her a killer smile. “I’m the most handsome in the Hawker party.”

      The man who’d wandered in with him howled in outrage. Mandy remembered he was Buster Griffin. Joe had told her he was a cafe owner.

      “That man was born with a silver tongue,” Ted muttered.

      “He’s harmless and nice.”

      “How do you know he’s harmless?” Ted looked at the milk he was frothing.

      “You can just tell with some people, especially when you’ve spent a lot of time studying them. Plus, he’s friends with the others, and they’re good men.”

      “So they don’t scare you?”

      “Not everyone and everything scares me, Ted.” Mandy went for honesty. This man was helping her and giving up time to do that; she could give him a little bit of herself. But not the dark stuff. That stayed locked away.

      “But lots of stuff does?”

      She nodded, then moved back in front of the machine when he backed away to watch her. He offered instructions as she worked.

      “Nice coffee,” Jake McBride said ten minutes later.

      Ted didn’t say anything, just smiled and took his own cup back to the table.

      “Mandy, love, coffee stat!” Fin Hudson was the local head ranger here in Ryker, and she knew he’d been working long hours over the last few weeks because her aunts pretty much knew everything that went on in town. He had brown hair and blue eyes and kept things on the mountains in order without raising his voice. He slumped into a chair with the others.

      “I heard you make the best scones,” the Texan said.

      “I don’t know about the best⁠—”

      “They are,” Ted confirmed.

      “Edward?”

      Mandy watched Ted’s eyes shoot to the door of Tea Total. A man stood there. Tall, with a rangy build, he wore a pale gray suit and blue shirt.

      “Anthony?”

      She heard the scrape of a chair, and then Ted was in front of the man.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      The silence in the small shop was suddenly absolute. No clink of a cup settling in a saucer, nothing. All eyes were on the two men. The tension between them was so thick, Mandy could feel it from behind the counter.

      “I need to speak with you.”

      “Outside.” Ted nodded to the door, and the men walked out, closing it behind them.

      “Who the hell is that?” Jack asked.

      “I’d take a guess and suggest it’s someone from our Teddy Bear’s past. And not a someone he’s too keen to reconnect with,” Fin added.

      Mandy agreed.
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Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
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remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
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