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      When the call came over the radio about a possible drunk and disorderly near the Hood Canal Bridge, Ben wondered if it would be too late to call June when his shift ended in an hour. Probably, he thought and turned his patrol car north toward the bridge. He doubted she’d mind. Dinner with her and Aelissm last night had been wonderful—just like the old days before college and careers and distance had stolen so much time from them—and he looked forward to a repeat. June wouldn’t be heading back to Montana for at least two weeks, and Aelissm had recently withdrawn from her summer classes in Seattle, and he fully intended to make the most of that.

      He pushed his thoughts and memories aside as he pulled into the gas station. Sure enough, a plainly inebriated man staggered out of the convenience store, pausing momentarily to grip the metal edge of the glass door and regain his balance. Ben noted the unkempt brown hair, grimy white T-shirt, and ragged jeans. Ben guessed the man was in his mid-thirties, but he looked older; the wear and tear of a rough life distorted the youth of his face. He was a smallish man, standing only an inch or two over five-and-a-half feet with the kind of thin, ropy musculature that disguised a surprising strength that immediately became evident when he straightened and slammed the door with a bellowed curse.

      Down on his luck? Ben wondered, swallowing the stab of pity. Unsnapping the leather guard on his holster, he stepped out of his car. Adrenaline trickled through his veins, heightening his senses.

      “Evening,” he called pleasantly to the man.

      The man looked up at him with bloodshot brown eyes and snarled. The back of Ben’s neck tingled as the trickle turned into a flood and primal instinct drove any thoughts but survival from his mind. His heart pounded, and seeing the flash of bright metal, he dove behind his patrol car just as the first shot whizzed by him. Another shot and another cracked in the still evening. Ben yanked his gun out of its holster and edged around to the passenger side. Carefully opening the door, he reached for his radio.

      “Shots fired! Shots fired!” He relayed his information and location, then knelt beside his car, using it as a shield.

      The man swayed drunkenly, glaring with his pistol shakily aimed in Ben’s direction.

      “Drop it!” Ben bellowed. “Get on the ground! Now! Face down on the ground!”

      The shooter didn’t seem to hear him.

      Please don’t make me shoot you!

      The man fired again, and one of the convenience store windows shattered. The clerk inside screamed. Moments later, another shot boomed before the echoes of the last had died away, and the slug ricocheted with a zing off a concrete parking block before tearing across Ben’s thigh. Ignorant of the pain, he braced his forearms on the hood of his car and trained his gun on the man.

      “Drop it, goddammit! I will shoot you!”

      For one long, agonizing moment, the man paused, standing as still as a statue. Ben took aim at his leg, intending to disable him. Just as he squeezed the trigger and the gun bucked in his hands, the man stumbled.

      Oh, God.
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      Ben flailed awake with the gunshot echoing in his mind. He stared blindly into the dark room and quivered, his skin damp with cold sweat. He sat helplessly paralyzed as the memory continued to unfold, and in horrifying detail, he saw the bullet slam into the man’s chest, watched blood bloom on the dingy white t-shirt, and the gun slip from the man’s hand as his legs folded beneath him. He was dead before he hit the pavement.

      The only clear memory he had of what happened in the following hours and days was of later that night when he’d stood in Bill Granger’s office staring at an eleven-year-old boy with blond hair and tears spilling from frightened blue eyes. That memory was the sharpest of them all and sliced him more deeply each time he recalled it. The horror of killing a man was nothing compared to the guilt that had crashed through him as Aelissm’s uncle—a man Ben had known as a close family friend for years before he’d joined the sheriff’s department—debriefed him. The man he’d shot was John McKindel, and the boy was his son. Now, because of Ben, the boy was no one’s son.

      Bill had conducted the investigation into the shooting and reported that Ben had acted well within his duties and the law, but that didn’t matter. Ben absently traced his thumb over the smooth, four-inch-long white scar on his left thigh. The bullet had burned a shallow furrow across his leg a hand span above his knee, and he was lucky it was the only one that had struck him. But that didn’t matter, either. Two weeks past his twenty-fifth birthday, with only three of the many years he’d hoped to serve as a sheriff’s deputy behind him, he’d killed a man and—so much worse—destroyed a young boy’s life.

      Ben sagged back to the mattress and covered his face with his shaking hands. Luke Allen McKindel. He was tiny for an eleven-year-old, Ben had thought, barely four and a half feet tall, rail-thin, and pale. The boy had looked at Ben, and for the briefest moment, they had locked gazes. Even now, nearly five years later, Ben wanted to retch at the fear and uncertainty in those blue eyes.

      He glanced at the obscenely perky green numbers of his bedside clock; it was half past four in the morning. With a grunt, he flipped back his blankets and pushed himself out of bed. His golden retriever lifted his head and whined softly. Smart dog, Ben thought. You know when I’m down. He patted the dog’s head, and Casey thumped his tail slowly.

      “I’ll be okay, Case. Just another bad dream. Stay. Go back to sleep.”

      Casey put his head on his paws again, but Ben sensed those watchful brown eyes on his back as he walked away. He found his way into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. He reached blindly for the jug of water in the painful light and fumbled with the cap. At last, he tipped the bottle back and let the frigid liquid slide down his throat.

      “This has gotta stop,” he muttered. He swallowed the rest of the water and closed the fridge. “That’s three times in a month.”

      He wandered into the wide living room and turned on the lamp beside the couch. Despite the nausea that still churned in his gut, he smiled when he picked up the picture on the end table. His mother had taken it years ago at a picnic just after his graduation. Aelissm stood behind him giving him rabbit ears, and in his arms, he held a laughing June. He’d swept her off her feet, and the surprised smile on her face was one of his most cherished memories of that day.

      There were other pictures of them scattered around his house, and he walked around, glancing from one to the next, allowing the fond memories to envelope him and chase away his nightmare.

      Like a breath of cool wind on a stagnant summer day, understanding embraced him. He knew what he needed. He had to escape the constant reminders of what he’d done that night, and there was only one place he wanted to go—home to Northstar, Montana. He’d spent the first eight years of his life there, and though he’d been gone close to twenty-two years now, it was still the place his heart yearned to be. Besides, June and Aeli were in Northstar. The last time he’d seen them was that wonderful night before the shooting. No, that was wrong. He’d seen June briefly a week or so later, but he didn’t think that counted because they hadn’t spoken more than a handful of words, and he had turned away, afraid that he’d find his own assessment of what he’d done reflected in her laughing blue eyes. That would have destroyed him.

      He’d missed her especially in the week since the last nightmare. He really could have used her friendship over the last four and a half years; she would have known what to say and do to help him see what everyone else had tried to tell him, that he shouldn’t feel guilty for any of what had happened that night. He could have called her or visited her at any time, but that fear of her hating him had prevented him from picking up the phone. Now he wondered if there was anything left but to chance losing one of the best friends he’d ever had.

      He shook his head to dispel the morbid musings. Climbing back into bed, he closed his eyes, determined to finish the night in peace. Keeping June’s smiling face in his mind for reassurance, he spent the remainder of the small hours of the morning pondering his options. As dawn slowly lightened the world, he settled on a course of action, and there was a blissful lessening of the tension in his chest.

      Maybe he’d just walk up to the manager of Donovan’s Bar and Grill and give his two weeks’ notice. So what if it seemed rash? The owner had thought the same three years ago when Ben had turned down a promotion to manager. To be honest, Ben hadn’t planned to stay at the restaurant a year, let alone four.

      He sat up, amazed it hadn’t occurred to him sooner that he could just leave. Of course, there was still the chance that he wouldn’t be able to stay in Montana. What if he couldn’t find work? What if it wasn’t what he expected? His sister did not regret moving back, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t, so he’d be smart and keep up on his rent and bills. Just in case. Even as he thought it, it felt like a waste. He wouldn’t be coming back. No matter what happened, he’d find a way to make it work.

      Two weeks, he told himself. In two weeks, I’ll be home again.
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      As the final bell rang, June smiled at her students and told them all to have a good weekend. When the last had filed out of the room laughing and talking, she sighed and gathered the towering stack of schoolwork she needed to take home with her. She had six class periods’ worth of quizzes, vocabulary, end-of-chapter reviews, and labs to grade, and she wouldn’t get to start on it until late tonight after she got off work at the Ramshorn. And the kids think answering all of the end-of-chapter review questions is a lot of work.

      Normally, Marvin and Mary Struthers, who owned the Ramshorn, made sure she had Fridays off to get a jump on her grading, but that wasn’t going to happen tonight because their new hire had decided to quit by not showing up to work. It was bound to be busy, too, and she doubted she’d have much opportunity to sneak in some grading between serving and cooking. The Marsh Ranch and the Crystal Peak Ranch were moving cows from winter pastures to spring allotments, so the ranch hands would likely be stopping in for dinner and coffee after. Then there was the large group arriving from Oregon for a rustic corporate retreat, and they would need to be checked in and fed as well. Of all the nights for someone to quit!

      And where was her son? Glancing at the clock, she saw that ten minutes had already passed. He was usually here by now. Why’d he have to be late today?

      Right then, he popped through the door, grinning, and her resentment vanished. It was rare that she could stay angry with him for more than thirty seconds—not that he ever gave her much reason. She wasn’t mad at him, anyhow. That smile was so open and infectious and all the sweeter for having been so rare in the first months after he’d come to live with her.

      “Sorry I’m late, Mom. Mrs. Ellsworth wanted to talk to me about my paper.”

      “What did she have to say?” Ruby Ellsworth was notoriously difficult to please, especially where Luke was concerned because he preferred science to her subject. By the way he was grinning, however, the English teacher must have said something good.

      “I got an A on the paper. Best grade in the class. She said she was really impressed.”

      “About time,” June muttered. She hugged her son. “What’d her prodigy get?”

      “A-minus.”

      June indulged herself with a smug smile. “So, that means you have an A in her class now, right? Since you were only a percentage point below.”

      Luke nodded. “Yup. Straight A’s, Mom.”

      She happily hugged him again. “I am so proud of you! But we’ll have to be smug about it later because we need to get out of here. I have to work at the Ramshorn tonight.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Mary called about an hour ago. Damon quit.”

      “That sucks. Need any help? I don’t have much homework, and isn’t that group coming in tonight? Besides, it’s better than sitting around the cabin by myself.”

      “I’d appreciate it, and I’m sure Mary will be all right with that.”

      By the time they reached the cabin, it was already five o’clock. It took only a couple minutes for June to change and let Cheyenne out, though the golden retriever was not pleased to be left home alone again. They made it to the lodge by five-thirty and were greeted by a harried but relieved Mary Struthers. The thickly lacquered log tables were empty at the moment, but the lull wouldn’t last long.

      “June, thank you so much. Marvin was going to give you a hand tonight, but he had to help Matt Carlyle unload. The cows he bought at the auction in Great Falls will be here tonight instead of tomorrow, and everyone else is enlisted to help elsewhere. So, Luke, if you wouldn’t mind helping your mom—after you finish your homework, of course—we’d be very appreciative. Make sure you put your time down. Oh, the party from Oregon called a little bit ago. They should be here within an hour. I was running chicken-fried steak as the special, but if you want to do something else, you go right ahead.”

      “Chicken-fried steak is fine. Anything else?”

      “I hate to ask, but would you mind doing a little dusting if you get a chance? I was going to earlier, but it was busy, and then I got side-tracked by bookwork….”

      “We’ve got it covered, Mary,” June replied. “Go home.”

      “I’m so sorry to take your grading night, but—”

      “It’s okay, Mary. Go.”

      The pepper-haired older woman smiled gratefully, jotted down her time on the sheet behind the bar, grabbed her lightweight jacket, and zipped out the door.

      June took the duster out from the storage closet and went to work, and Luke promptly took up residence on the couch to finish what little homework he hadn’t gotten to during the ride home from Devyn.

      She dusted her way efficiently around the lodge’s dining area, making better time than she’d thought she would. Rustic was a fitting term for this place, which had first been imprinted in her mind the summer after her freshman year of high school. The walls were paneled with vertical, hand-peeled log halves, the carpet was a durable gray-blue, and the light fixtures were simple wrought-iron chandeliers with six lights each.

      When she got around to the mantle over the fireplace, she paused to peruse the dozen photographs Mary had placed there to give the lodge a homey feel. There was a picture of her and Luke that the Ramshorn’s owner had taken last year at the high school state championship game. Luke looked so handsome in his football pads and navy-and-gold home jersey with his blond hair mussed from his helmet and a brilliant smile igniting his entire face. He had his arm around her shoulders. In the photo, she’d still been a couple inches taller than Luke, but she wasn’t anymore. In fact, he was beginning to make her feel rather short.

      At the moment, Luke was still stretched out on the couch in front of the dark fireplace, diligently finishing his homework. Life had changed a lot with him around and definitely for the better. She leaned against the mantle and studied him for a moment with a frown furrowing her brows, wishing that having him in her life hadn’t come with the price of losing a friend. Often, her musings about how she’d come to adopt Luke were entwined with thoughts of the man whose bullet had set the process in motion. Ah, Ben.

      Half a decade removed, the grief and self-loathing in his face the last time she’d seen him—an hour or so before the initial meeting regarding Luke’s fostering—still pained him, as did the memory of that moment he’d turned from her. As she’d watched him walk away, she realized she had to let him go, that nothing she could say would ease the guilt that engulfed him until he was ready to open his heart and forgive himself.

      Sighing, she set her worries aside and went back to work, clinging to the fading hope that he’d someday find his way out of the darkness and come home. She finished the worst of the dusting and walked behind the bar to pull out the guest log and get the packets ready. Mary had left her notes about who was staying where and what activities to explain to them for their week stay; she was a little disappointed she couldn’t go on the trail ride on Monday. Luke should be done with his homework by the time the party arrived and could show them to their lodgings.

      No sooner had she put the guest log back in its place than seven people walked in the door for dinner. She glanced briefly out the window when she heard more vehicles and saw several Northstar ranch hands pull up. It was going to be a hectic evening, but she wouldn’t trade it or anything in her life for the world.

      “Welcome to the Ramshorn Lodge,” she greeted the diners. “I’m June. Have a seat wherever you like and I’ll bring over some menus.”

      And so it begins, June thought as she grabbed the menus from the bar.
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      Four years ago, JP had been certain his prize was lost when Adam Winters had strolled through the doors of the Bedspread Inn to confront Aelissm Davis and Patrick O’Neil. He’d spent a tense hour standing in the back corner of the dining room, waiting to be singled out as the events that had brought Winters to Montana simmered to a conclusion. Alternately shaking his head at Winters’s spineless forfeit and praying the man would continue to ignore him, JP had finally found the opportunity to escape the crowded dining room. He’d spent the rest of the night in a cold sweat, fighting to maintain control. He couldn’t shrink away like a coward again. If he did, he’d lie down and let his chance to claim his woman roll right past him like he had before. He was damned if he was going to let that happen again, but right then, there had been too many variables. So he’d stepped back to wait and assess the situation.

      In the intervening years, he’d slowly come to realize there was no danger. Adam Winters had either forgotten about the man with whom he’d spent so many nights drinking in the lounge of the Paradise Motel in Devyn or had kept his promise. His deluded companion had since moved to Bozeman, married the young woman who’d diverted his attention from Aelissm, and if the rumors he’d heard were true, they’d recently added a little girl to their family. Perhaps things hadn’t turned out so badly for Adam Winters. A wife and daughter were nothing to complain about, certainly. But JP still thought Winters had taken the coward’s way out by settling for Amber instead of fighting for Aelissm.

      That was something JP refused to do. He wanted June Montana, and no one was going to stop him from getting her. Besides, there was no Amber for him. June was the only woman who could fill the gaping hole in his heart. For that all too brief time years ago, she had. He smiled at her as she brushed past on the way to the Ramshorn’s kitchen, shivering a little inside when her lips curved in response. Taking another sip of his coffee, he watched her saunter out of sight around the corner into the kitchen. Damn, she was beautiful. Tall and graceful with an athletic build and slim, elegant curves. And oblivious of her appeal.

      Beside him, Austin McGuire, a fellow Northstar ranch hand, shook his head and let out a low whistle. “If only I were a younger man,” he said.

      His son Shane lifted his brows in amusement. “Good thing you aren’t. She’s my best friend’s mom!”

      “So?”

      “Luke’ll pulverize me at football camp this summer if I don’t defend her honor from my lecherous old father.”

      The other ranch hands sitting at the counter with them chuckled in amusement. Austin’s eyes glittered with laughter.

      It wasn’t long before JP’s companions went back to their meals. From the corner of his vision, he watched June glide through the dining room to check on her customers.

      When she’d seen to everyone, she settled behind the thick log bar and again picked up her schoolwork. Frowning, he turned his attention more fully to her. She was a dedicated, talented teacher. Even Shane, who hated science, loved her classes. The same qualities that made her such a great educator also made her difficult to get close to. JP tried not to sneer. She put her job and her students before all else, including—or especially—the few men she chose to date, and she’d told him as much, once.

      Shaking his head, he corrected himself. There was one person who came before even teaching in June’s life.

      Her adopted son, Luke.

      His gaze shifted to the young man now striding through the front door after showing the party from Oregon to their cabins. Luke McKindel, as he’d been back then, was now Luke Montana and had grown from a short, skinny, scared-of-his-own-shadow pre-teen to a tall, strong, and charismatic sixteen-year-old with far too much confidence. Everything else he had—June’s undivided devotion, an athletic ability that made JP seethe with envy, and a sharp intelligence—was topped off with hair the color of late afternoon sunlight, laughing blue eyes, and a boyishly-handsome face. He had it all. And he deserved none of it. Not after he’d stolen June from JP.

      It wasn’t June’s fault. She was only doing what came naturally to her. It was the boy who had turned her from him, and he deserved to suffer for it.

      JP’s fingers clenched around his coffee mug as mindless rage consumed him. Only by momentarily allowing his weaker side to flicker to the front was he able to swallow his hatred. As soon as his pulse slowed and his grip on the mug loosened, JP subverted that spineless part of him, effectively wrapping its fragile nature in a cocoon of sweet vengeance. His gentler half was pained by June’s rejection and her declaration of loyalties but couldn’t find the strength to right the wrongs anymore than it had been able to bear the horror of his brother’s suicide, an event that had irreparably fractured him. JP, on the other hand, hadn’t balked at the splatter of blood and brain matter on the walls of Paul’s bedroom nor gagged at the gaping hole in his beloved sibling’s skull, and he wouldn’t hesitate to spill a little more blood to get his satisfaction, either.

      He lifted the coffee mug to his lips and sipped. He couldn’t let his anger get the best of him. Anger led to mistakes, and he couldn’t afford any more mistakes.

      “Well, c’mon, boys. We ought to get down to the C Diamond and see if Old Matt needs a little extra help before we head up to Andy’s for poker,” Austin said. He grabbed the check off the bar and paid. “June, thanks for the coffee and the grub.”

      She lifted her head and smiled. “You’re welcome. Don’t work or play too hard tonight, boys.”

      “Never,” JP replied with a laugh.
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      Ben’s breath lodged in his throat and his chest constricted as he crested the hill. A blanket of sharp, deep golden light illuminated the familiar peaks of the eastern Northstar Mountains, but the valley itself was in the shadow of the lower western ridges. The sight of home was so much sweeter than he had imagined, more so because his memory of Northstar had been stunted by his many photographs of it; not even the most artistically framed among them gave an adequate sense of the scale. The mountains were so much higher and commanding than he recalled, the colors more vibrant, the light and shadows clearer. Those photos couldn’t drum up the depth of sensory details, either, and he inhaled deeply the fresh, sagebrush-scented air that wafted through the truck cab through the open windows. There was something else they couldn’t embody, something he felt with a deeper gratification than even his senses could comprehend—the freedom of open spaces.

      It was so good to be back, he thought with a poignant smile. The valley, the mountains, the air. He’d missed it all much more than he’d realized, and in this moment, he felt almost whole again.

      The sun drifted low in the western sky, nearly touching the horizon by the time he turned off the main highway into the Northstar Valley, and the uneven shadows of the western ridges climbed higher up the slopes of the eastern peaks as the light turned ruddy. It wasn’t long before he left the pavement and bounced along on the packed dirt and gravel of the valley road. Even the washboard, which threatened to rattle his teeth loose, was a welcome pain.

      He looked up towards the Bedspread Inn to see that the lights were on. Aelissm had started taking over operations of it from her grandparents when she’d moved back four years ago, and when he’d last spoken to her uncle four months ago, Bill had mentioned that Marge and Roger had begun the process of transferring ownership of it to her. He considered stopping in to say hi, but there would be time to catch up later. Seeing June again was more pressing, so he continued northward. It was a little after eight, so he hoped she’d still be down at the Ramshorn—when he’d called Marge and Roger earlier about taking them out to lunch tomorrow, they’d informed him she was working tonight.

      Anticipation mingled with dread. She didn’t know he was coming because he’d been too nervous to call her and tell her, figuring if she was going to reject him, he’d rather have it done to his face than over the phone. For one last look, he thought. If it comes to that. Please, God, don’t let it come to that.

      The air was surprisingly warm even in the forested area at the apex of the valley, but there was a crispness in it, too, that Ben hadn’t felt in a long time. The touch of the silky, cool air on his exposed skin was heavenly. Casey window-surfed with his tail thumping lazily against the back of the seat. Ben chuckled at his dog’s bafflement.

      Not much had changed since he’d last visited. The driveway to the Ramshorn Hot Springs and Lodge was still dirt, and the entrance was marked by the same high, log gateway. As he pulled up in front of the lodge, he spotted two dirt bikes parked across the driveway from the lodge and tucked his truck in behind them. He told Casey to stay and stepped out into the blissful evening.

      Off to the right, a creek ran through the darkness, and the soft breeze sighed in the trees. In the distance, he heard cattle and horses. Sounds he knew from long ago, sounds that lingered in his soul.

      Ben frowned and glanced around. Above the natural sounds of the valley, he heard music. It came from the open doors of the lodge, and as he got closer, he heard snips of a familiar pop song by his niece’s favorite boy band. When he climbed the stairs, the music got louder. He peered inside to find dining room empty with the tables cleared and the chairs placed neatly around them. The fireplace was dark, lending no flickering light to dance in the glass eyes of the big game trophies that adorned the walls of the room. The lodge looked exactly as he remembered. No, something had moved. The black bear that had once stood beside the grizzly was now by the door, greeting customers as they came in.

      Movement caught his eye, and he turned to see a teenaged boy stride out of the kitchen carrying a damp rag. If Becky hadn’t called him and complained that her favorite group wasn’t touring in Montana, he might have wondered if he was looking at one of its members. The boy had very similar facial features with the same golden blond hair in the same style—what was it called, a bowl cut?—about four inches long on top, short underneath, and no bangs. He was tall, probably a tad over six feet, and was dressed in blue jeans, a plain white t-shirt, a blue flannel with the sleeves rolled up, and hiking boots.

      Ben stepped into the light, snagging the teenager’s attention.

      “Hi. Welcome to the Ramshorn,” the boy said warmly. “What can I do for you?”

      When Ben met the kid’s gaze, he inhaled sharply. There was something familiar about those eyes, something that made his heart quicken, but he couldn’t think of where he might have seen the boy before. Except in Becky’s posters, though that wasn’t enough to incite the odd flutter of nerves.

      “I’m looking for June Montana. Is she here?”

      “Yeah, just a minute.”

      The boy returned to the kitchen again, and Ben heard quiet, indecipherable voices. He looked around the lodge, his heart beating faster at the promise of seeing June again. Four and a half long years was a long time, and he wondered if it had changed her as much as it had him. Then, there she was, standing in the doorway of the kitchen wiping her hands on a dishtowel.

      Ben lost his breath.

      She wore jeans just tight enough to show off her long, graceful legs and a white t-shirt with a plum-colored flannel tied around her waist. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail. She was even sexier than he remembered, but her eyes were the same dusky blue, and in them, he saw elation. Relief washed away the trembling fear of rejection.

      “You said I could show up on your doorstep anytime,” he said cautiously. “Is that offer still open?”

      “Of course it is, Ben. But… what are you doing here?”

      “I’m coming home. Finally figured out this is where I need to be.”

      “About time.” She ran to him and wrapped her arms tightly around his neck in a hug of welcome. “I can’t believe you’re here! It’s so good to see you.”

      He brushed his lips across her cheek and returned her embrace, holding her as if she were an anchor. Burying his face against her neck, he exhaled slowly as relief washed away apprehension. Doubt flickered momentarily, but the feel of her in his arms was too real to be a dream. He picked her up and swung her around, and her rich, delighted laughter elicited the brightest smile that had graced his face in a long time. “God, I’ve missed you.”

      She leaned back in his arms, and the glee in her eyes dimmed a bit as she read his face like she might a book. Unlike what he’d feared, he found no trace of disgust alongside the joy, only concern. When she spoke, her voice was startlingly gentle. “How are you?”

      Knowing she’d see right through a lie, he took a deep breath and ignored his habit of responding with an evasive and uninformative I’m fine. “Better right now that I’ve been in a long time. I’ve been getting by but not well.”

      “I’ve worried about you a lot, and so have many others. Bill was quite upset when you resigned.”

      “I’m sure he was, but I couldn’t do it anymore. I killed a man, June, and he had a son. A son I orphaned. How was I supposed to go back after that?” He paused in an attempt to subvert the bitterness. “I don’t even know what happened to him. And while I’m sure Bill knows, I’ve never asked him.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m afraid of the answer—afraid he didn’t make it.”

      “You shouldn’t be.” June glanced at the teenager, who was wiping down the tables. “I know what happened to that boy, and I can tell you, he’s doing just fine.”

      He turned his gaze back to his friend. Her words did little to ease him, but he smiled anyhow, knowing she meant well. “So, June, does your teen-star-look-alike have a name?”

      June glanced at the boy. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised you don’t recognize him. He has changed a lot. Come on over, and I’ll introduce you…. Properly, because I don’t think that happened the last time.”

      Ben let himself be pulled over to where the teenager was working. June slid her hand across the boy’s back. When the kid turned, Ben recognized the glint of keen observation in his eyes, so similar to the one June had worn in high school. And the one she still has on today, Ben mused. But observation wasn’t all that he saw. He thought he caught a glimpse of flashing recognition in the boy’s eyes.

      “Ben, this is Luke Montana,” June said quietly.

      Montana? Was he a relative, then? There was certainly a familial resemblance, both in their coloring and features. That would explain why he looked familiar. Maybe he was one of her nephews or a cousin, but he couldn’t recall either of her brothers having a son, and the only male cousins he knew of were on her mother’s side, not her father’s.

      “Formerly Luke McKindel.”

      Ben heard the name as if she’d shouted it in his ear. His heart stopped for a moment, and he stared at the boy. The guilt he’d managed to force down over the past few days came racing back at full force. He looked to June and saw from the expression on her face that she had more to say.

      “He’s my son now.” Her voice was soft but tinged with possessiveness. “Bill called me the night of the shooting and asked me to foster him, and I almost said no, but when I met him the next morning, I knew I had to. The caseworker and judge agreed the arrangement was in his best interests, and eight months later, we made it permanent. Luke, I’d like you to meet my friend, Ben Conner.”

      Ben thought he might puke. He hunched over with his hands braced on his knees and sucked in a dozen shallow breaths, waiting for the nausea to pass. Before, the boy was just a name and a young face glimpsed briefly. Never in a million years would he have imagined he’d ever find himself face to face with the innocent victim of that day from hell, but his impulsive decision to return to Northstar had brought the past screaming into the present.

      “I remember you,” Luke remarked, his eyes narrowing. “I saw you with Uncle Bill in Silverdale the night my father was killed. You’re the deputy who shot him.”

      What little warmth was left drained from Ben’s body, and he straightened, waiting for the kid’s reaction. Luke’s face was unreadable, and his gaze was fixed on something only he could see. Then, his hand moved so quickly that Ben flinched. When he realized Luke had extended his hand in greeting, he absently shook it. His knees weakened with relief, and when the boy released his hand, he almost collapsed to the gray-blue carpet.

      Luke grinned, but his eyes were cold and hard. “I’m glad to finally meet you.”

      “I thought you were going to punch me.”

      Part of him wished Luke had hit him, though he couldn’t explain why. He looked away for a moment, unsettled by the knowledge in the boy’s gaze. Luke was far too young to have that visage, and Ben swallowed hard against the surge of guilt. That trauma was his fault, and maybe that’s why he would’ve preferred a fist to the jaw. “I remember seeing you that night. God, do I remember it. I guess you were a couple months shy of twelve back then, right? That means you should be sixteen, almost seventeen.”

      “Yeah.” Luke smiled again, but it lacked any real mirth. “I like your friend, Mom.”

      Abruptly, he returned to his chore, but not before Ben saw the flash of pain in his eyes.

      He winced and turned to June. “How can he like me? I shot his father.”

      “Maybe someday one of us will explain it,” June replied. The flicker of heartache that passed over her face startled him, but she smiled reassuringly. “Have a seat on the couch. We’ll be closing in a few minutes.”

      “Uh, before you do, I need to get a room for the night.”

      “No, you don’t. You’re coming home with us.”

      “June….”

      “Don’t argue.”

      Ben obediently plopped on the couch facing the fireplace to wait. The boy band sang on in the background with both June and Luke singing along, and he watched them work as he too hummed along with the song and tried to quell the ache of anxiety. Had he made a mistake in coming back? No. Something felt right, even after facing the orphaned son of John McKindel. Perhaps because of it.

      The bell on the door jingled, and he looked up to see a man with dark hair and warm brown eyes flicking it with his finger. He was only an inch or so taller than June’s five-foot-nine with a wiry frame and bowed legs. He flashed them all a friendly smile, and Ben noted how his gaze lingered for just a moment on June with longing and regret momentarily darkening his eyes.

      “Evening, June, Luke,” the man greeted, stepping inside. “For the second time. Looks like it slowed down for you.”

      “Hi, Pete,” June replied. “It did, and you’re just in time. Coffee?”

      He nodded. “I need some for Andy and Jake, too.”

      “It’s a little late for coffee, isn’t it?”

      “It’s never too late. And I know that’s exactly why you have a pot on.”

      There was a knock on the door, which was still open for ventilation. June looked up and rolled her eyes. Ben followed her gaze and saw another man, taller, with dark hair and shrewd brown eyes. He looked a bit like Pete, but there was an arrogance and a simmering anger about him that Ben instantly disliked. The scowl on June’s beautiful face confirmed and strengthened his aversion.

      “Pete’ll be right out, Jake,” June said flatly.

      “I only came in to see how Lukie is doing.”

      “He’s fine.”

      “Leave him alone, Jake,” Pete muttered.

      “But I wouldn’t want him to feel unloved.”

      “Trust me, Jake, I feel quite loved when you’re not around,” Luke replied without looking up from his task.

      “How’s your father? Heard from him lately?”

      Ben shot to his feet, horrified by the comment. Cold washed through him in wave upon wave of crashing guilt. He glanced between the two ranch hands, June, and Luke. The situation was so surreal that Ben wasn’t sure if he was actually standing in the Ramshorn Lodge with his old friend and the son of the man he’d killed or if this was just a wild and brutally real dream.

      “Jake…” June warned. “Leave him—”

      “Go to hell, Jake,” Luke said nonchalantly, “and ask him yourself.” He finally raised his eyes. “Takes one to know one, as they say.”

      Tense though he was, the phrase he’d heard uttered many a time by June’s stepfather struck him as funny and made the scene that much more unreal. He had to be dreaming.

      “What? No response?” Luke’s lips twitched. “I’m disappointed, Jake.”

      Jake sputtered for a moment, clearly outwitted. Swearing, he stormed out. Despite the anxious memories Jake’s comment wrought from him, Ben wondered why Luke would say such a thing about his father.

      June scowled after him, pausing for a moment in her task. Then she shook her head and pulled three to-go cups out from under the bar.

      “The night isn’t getting any younger, Pete.”

      The familiar voice yanked Ben’s gaze to the door. Striding inside with his well-worn black cowboy hat in its usual place on his head was Ben’s brother-in-law, Andy Epperson. He was dressed as his companions were in stained tan Carhartt work pants, a white t-shirt, and roper boots. Married life had been good to him, Ben mused, noting that Andy’s frame was thicker and more muscled than when he and Jane had first met. He was also glad to note that the injury that had almost ended Andy’s career as a ranch hand was now only a barely noticeable limp. When the older man spotted him, he stopped midstride.

      “Ben? What are you doing here?”

      “Coming for a visit. Just got here.”

      “Well, I’ll be damned. It’s good to see you,” Andy said laughingly. He walked over and embraced Ben. “Jane and Becky will be thrilled. Are you heading up to the house?”

      “No, he’s staying with us,” June replied before Ben could.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m positive. I have more room than you do, and besides, it sounds like he’s going to be staying a while, so you and Jane and Becky will have plenty of time with him.”

      

      Turning to Ben again, Andy asked, “How long are you staying?”

      “If everything works out, I won’t be leaving. It took me a long time to realize what my sister always knew, but better late than never, right?”

      “I think you’ve always known it, but you got used to Poulsbo, so you stayed. That, and you’re not as hardheaded as my wife. I’d love to stay and chat, but like I said, it’s already getting late. Unless you’d care to join us for poker.”

      “It’s been a long day and I’m wiped, but I appreciate the offer. Tell my sister and niece that I love them and I’ll be over to see them soon.”

      “Will do. Welcome home, Ben.”

      June interrupted their conversation when she reappeared from the kitchen with three to-go cups of coffee. “On the house tonight, boys.”

      “Thanks, June,” Pete replied. “Appreciate it.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Andy and Pete left, and June locked the door behind them, then flipped the open sign to closed.

      “Who were those guys with Andy?” Ben inquired.

      June sighed and rolled her eyes. “Pete Landers and Jake Sterling. I dated Pete for a while before Luke came to live with me and was stupid enough to let Jake take me on a date once. It’s a longer story than I feel like telling right now, so if you’ll excuse me, I’ll get back to work so we can get out of here.”

      Luke finished wiping off the rest of the tables and closed and counted the register while June vacuumed the floor. They worked effortlessly as a team, and before Ben knew it, they were done.

      “It’s good to be back,” he murmured, unable to pull his eyes away from June. He’d forgotten how naturally graceful she was and felt a bit like a dehydrated man drinking in the beauty and gentleness that radiated from her.

      June smiled at him as she pulled a backpack up from behind the front desk and plopped it on the counter. She pulled the CD from the stereo before she turned it off, and once the disc was secure in its case, she stuffed it in her bag, then she reached behind the counter again and pulled out two helmets, one blue, one black. She tossed the blue one to Luke, who caught it and put it on. The other she jammed on her head.

      “Uh, June, I brought my dog with me,” Ben said. “That’s not a problem is it?”

      “Not so long as he gets along with our golden, Cheyenne.” She turned to him as she tightened the helmet strap. One eyebrow was raised, and her lips twitched with amusement. “I take it you’re planning on staying a while. Good. We have five years to catch up on.”
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      June eyed Ben as she tightened the strap of her helmet, not quite able to believe he was here. He had changed some. His hair was darker, and he had definitely filled into his height since she’d seen him last, she noted appreciatively, but there were other differences, and they concerned her. His eyes were still the same intriguing gray she remembered, but they weren’t quite as quick to smile, and a trace of weariness dimmed their brilliance. He had the look of a man struggling in a battle he knew he couldn’t win.

      She smiled sadly when he looked at her for a moment. The shooting had taken a toll on him, and she’d known it, but seeing the proof with her own eyes drove it home. He’d had been through counseling, but it hadn’t helped, and she remembered too clearly when Bill had told her with tears thick in his voice that Ben had found it too difficult to continue what had been a promising career he loved in law enforcement. June’s heart ached for him like it did for Luke when she saw things in his eyes that shouldn’t be there, but perhaps meeting Luke and seeing that he’d come through that traumatic experience all right would do what nothing and no one else had been able.

      She pushed Ben and Luke outside, shut off the lights and locked the door behind her. Luke was already starting his dirt bike by the time June got to hers. She inhaled, drawing the cooling air deep into her lungs.

      When she had spent her first two weeks up at Aelissm’s cabin with her family, everything she’d once wanted in life had shifted. She’d never had so much fun. She’d learned how to ride a dirt bike, hunted for crystals at Crystal Park, watched the talented Virginia City Players, hiked to Sawtooth Lake, and peeked into the old buildings of the nearby ghost towns. Ben and Aelissm had prepped her to love Northstar long before that summer, but she’d fallen irrevocably in love when she’d first glimpsed the Northstar Mountains, and she had understood what it was to be home, to be utterly complete in a way that still amazed her. That single moment had revealed everything about her.

      Her parents had divorced when she was only four, and the tension that had plagued her since evaporated, and as that incredible peace settled over her, so had understanding. Everything in her life had led her here, to this point. Without her stepfather, Dan, she wouldn’t have met his Navy buddy Bill Granger or Bill’s niece Aelissm, and without her and her family, she probably wouldn’t have ever had a reason to come to Northstar. And without that and Bill’s meddling, she wouldn’t have Luke. She glanced at the teenager, who waited patiently for her to get moving. He was, by far, the greatest thing in her life, and as much as she loved her home, she would give it all up in a moment for him.

      “I assume you can follow us?” she called to Ben, who nodded.

      Untying her flannel and tugging it from her waist, she stuffed her arms into the sleeves. She and Luke buzzed along the gravel road, checking behind every so often to make sure Ben didn’t mistakenly take one of many wrong turns. June’s cabin was almost five miles up the side of Comet Mountain on a twisting, rock-pocked length of dirt road, and there were numerous, unmarked trails on which he could get lost. Fortunately, he kept pace, and they reached the gate to Aelissm’s grandparents’ property without incident. June pulled her bike to the side out of the way and swung the gate open.

      “Follow Luke, and I’ll catch up,” June called over the dirt bikes and the low grumble of the truck.

      Luke sped up the hill with Ben trundling along behind. After she closed the gate, June jumped on her dirt bike and took off up the road. When she got to her cabin, Luke had opened the door and let Ben in, and they stood in the living room. Cheyenne bounced outside, tail waving enthusiastically as she welcomed Luke home and greeted her masters’ guest. June parked her dirt bike beside Luke’s and trotted inside to find Ben staring up at the vaulted ceiling with an awed smile.

      “It’s beautiful, June,” he said slowly.

      She grinned. “Thank you. Aeli and I designed it ourselves. We did a lot of the building, too, with some help from a few locals.”

      Ben nodded and continued to gaze around. June followed the trail his eyes traveled, warmed by his obvious delight in her home. From the front door, the living room was on the left, occupying most of the front two-thirds of the first floor. The couches, which sat perpendicular to each other, gave the space a feeling of being its own room. Her office sat to the right and consisted of a log desk with a computer, printer, and stacks of papers. The kitchen took up the back third of the house with a snack bar and spiral stairs dividing it from the living room. The base of the stairs was in the kitchen, closer to the back door. Closer to Pat and Aeli’s and modeled after their cabin. The dining room, such as it was, sat between the kitchen and office area. There were also two stools set at the snack bar under the shadow of the loft. There was a utility room through a sliding door to the right off the kitchen that housed her laundry room and bathroom.

      “Very nice,” Ben remarked, smiling over his shoulder at her. He dropped his sleeping bag and pillow on the longer of the couches. “Shall we introduce my mutt to Cheyenne?”

      “Sure,” June replied and stepped back outside.

      Cheyenne was already beside Ben’s truck, stretching her neck to sniff the dog leaning out the window. June smiled as she noted the pale blond feathers, reddish-gold overcoat and gentle but excited brown eyes of Ben’s dog—another golden retriever, just a touch lighter in color than Cheyenne. “That’s not a mutt, Ben. How dare you impugn his breeding,” she remarked laughingly.

      “I know he’s not, and sometimes, I swear he let’s it go to his head. Don’t you, Casey?”

      “He’ll love it up here.”

      Casey leapt from the truck before Ben could fully open the door and stopped in his tracks. The two dogs spent a few moments getting to know each other, then stood perfectly still for half a dozen heartbeats before exploding into the woods, and June laughed as their excited barks resounded into the night. She let them play outside for a few minutes before calling them in for the night.

      “Dogs are allowed on the beds and on the couches in this house,” June told Ben, who was unrolling his sleeping bag. “I’m sure it won’t be long before Cheyenne’s bad habits start rubbing off on your dog, so I’m apologizing in advance.”

      “Likewise, but he sleeps on my bed at home… uh, in Washington.”

      June smiled. “It’s hard not to call a place home after you’ve been there for a long time, regardless of whether or not it is home.”

      Ben grinned. “You haven’t changed a bit, have you?” He paused, then asked, “Why didn’t anyone tell me you took Luke?”

      “We tried, Ben, but you wouldn’t listen. You were inconsolable, like you wanted to hate yourself. Why did you shut me out?”

      “I was afraid. Afraid that you’d hate me and turn away from me in disgust.”

      “I could never do that, Ben.”

      She glanced around and realized Luke had disappeared.

      “It’s great to see you again,” Ben murmured, drawing her attention back to him.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck. “It’s been too long.”

      “I know, but I’m here now.”

      He laid his hand gently on her cheek, and she closed her eyes, leaning into his touch.

      “I’ve missed you,” he whispered. “So much.”

      “And I’ve missed you.” She kissed his cheek. “Get some rest. We’ll talk more in the morning.”
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      Luke sat with his arms around his knees and stared up at the star-spattered sky. The lodgepole pines stood black against the glittering indigo canvas, their branches swaying ever so gently with the cool breeze that whispered through the forest around him. Until he’d come to Northstar, he’d never seen a sky like that. The bright lights of Seattle polluted the night, and the stars, so brilliant and fiery here, could not compete. He took several deep breaths of the exquisitely clean mountain air to settle his mind.

      He felt strange, sort of detached, and he couldn’t quite grasp yet what the sudden appearance of June’s friend meant to him. He had always known that there was a possibility that Ben would show up, or that he would meet him again because he was June’s friend, but…. He buried a hand in his hair and propped his elbow on his knee.

      The door creaked open, and June sat down beside him. She handed him one of the root beers in her hand and opened the other for herself.

      “What’s on your mind?” she asked softly.

      Luke sighed. “I guess I never believed I’d actually meet him.”

      “Who? Ben?”

      He nodded. “He was at the sheriff’s department that night. Bill picked me up from my house and brought me in to tell me what’d happened. Since I was in the interrogation room, I couldn’t hear what he said to Ben or the other deputies. I didn’t know what was happening,” he said. He stared at the can in his hand for a moment, turned it around and around, then opened it and took a long drink before continuing. “I thought I’d be thankful if I ever did meet him, but I’m not. Well, I am, I guess. It’s kind of hard to explain. He was the one who made a second chance for me possible. Because of what he did, I’ve had the chance for a better life, but at the same time, all those memories come back.”

      June rubbed his back. For a while, they just sat there, quiet. Luke closed his eyes, enjoying the relief her simple gesture brought him. She always knew when he needed to talk or when he just needed to be reminded that he was loved.

      “You’ve had a tough life, Luke, and you’ve made the best of it. I’m proud of you,” she said. “You came to me a quiet, hurting boy, and before I met you, I wondered what Uncle Bill was getting me into. I figured, after I’d heard about your father’s addictions and what you’d been through, that you would be the same… or at least on the way to becoming like him. But I was blessedly wrong.”

      “I saw what my father did to his life, and I wasn’t about to do the same with mine.”

      He shrugged. His father was dead because of his addictions. From what Luke had learned, his father had started firing as soon as Ben had stepped out of his cruiser. John McKindel had died for a bottle of booze. And Luke had been cut adrift, but someone had been looking after him and looking out for him. He didn’t remember Bill Granger picking him up and could only vaguely recall waking up on the ride to the sheriff’s department and seeing Ben, the deputy whose single, fatal shot had slammed the door on the life Luke had known up to that point. It was all still so confused.

      There were a few crystal-clear memories of those days after the shooting, like meeting June for the first time less than twelve hours after his father’s death. She’d stepped through the front door of Bill and Mary Granger’s Indianola home with the most gracious, welcoming smile he’d ever seen, and though he hadn’t acted on the impulse, he’d wanted to run to her and throw his arms around her. They had bonded over breakfast with the Grangers. She had shared his love of science and hadn’t pushed him to talk about anything he didn’t want to. She’d told him about her job and where she lived, and he’d loved the way she talked about Northstar. When she had offered to foster him—asked him as if he had any say in the matter—he had jumped at the promise of peace, happiness, and love that came with being her son… however temporarily.

      Eight months later, she’d asked him if she could adopt him, and it was then that he had realized he was home. He had never dreamed he could have what he did now. Coming from where he had, he knew that he should appreciate what he’d been given. And he did, so much.

      “You know,” Luke said, breaking the silence, “my life started out really bad, but I wouldn’t change how it’s turned out even if I could.”

      “I thought the same thing about my life just as we were leaving the lodge. If you want my opinion, you’re a stronger person for everything you’ve been through,” June remarked. She yawned. “Well, I’m going to bed. You might want to think about it, too, because we’re chopping wood tomorrow.”

      “Mom?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Why does Jake hate me so much?”

      “He’s very insecure, and he can’t stand it that, even after everything you’ve been through, you aren’t. He’s the kind of person who has to make everyone else feel small to make himself feel big and important. You haven’t fallen under his criticism and he hates it.”

      Luke shook his head, pinching his brows together and wishing he could figure out how to make Jake leave him alone. June’s subtle compliment eased his annoyance, and after a moment, his lips lifted in a faint smile. “Thanks, Mom, and I promise I’ll go to bed in a minute.”

      Smiling, June stood, leaned down to kiss the top of his head, and went inside, leaving him to his thoughts. He wasn’t a religious person, but he wouldn’t be surprised if June was an angel. She’d helped him turn his life around, given him hope and love. Draining his root beer with one final gulp, he stood and went inside.

      Only a single lantern burned dimly in the kitchen. Ben was sound asleep on the couch with his dog curled up on his feet. Cheyenne wagged her tail and approached Luke. He patted her head and went upstairs, setting the lantern on his dresser before blowing it out. He changed into his pajama pants and flopped on his bed, lying on his back with his fingers locked beneath his head. He stared out the window and tried to think about anything but the man sleeping downstairs on the couch and the last time they’d crossed paths so he could sleep.

      It was probably three hours before he finally succeeded.
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      Morning was just barely edging its way past night when June slipped out of bed. She tip-toed to the window and looked out at the forest; three deer stood just down the hill from the cabin on the well-worn path to Pat and Aelissm’s. For a while, she stared at them, shivering with the lingering cold of night. When the deer moved off, she left her bedroom and went to Luke’s. Like the deer, she watched him for a while, leaning against the doorjamb with her arms folded tightly across her chest. The teenager was still asleep, and she wondered if his dreams had been pleasant. With Ben’s sudden and unexpected arrival, she had expected a nightmare to interrupt her son’s slumber, but he’d slept through the night.

      Almost five years, she thought. Five wonderful years she had watched him grow from an apprehensive eleven-year-old boy to a confident young man. If only Ben knew just how much she owed him for allowing this incredible person to be hers. Luke might not be her flesh and blood, but he was her son in every other way, though she wished his reason for being with her was different, that he hadn’t known the traumas he had. It never ceased to amaze her, the bond they’d created in such a short time, especially because of the circumstances.

      She sat gently on his bed and brushed a lock of hair out of his lightly closed eyes. He smiled.

      “What time is it?” he mumbled.

      “Early. Go back to sleep.”

      June sat a moment longer before she went downstairs to let the dogs out. For a moment, she stood beside the snack bar and gazed at Ben asleep on the couch. Yes, she had a lot to thank him for, though she didn’t know if she’d ever tell him. He’d suffered too much from the shooting to understand what good she—and Luke—had gained from it.

      June turned away and walked over to the sink, closing her eyes to take in the quiet of the cabin and the occasional bark of the dog. When she concentrated, she heard the first birds of morning begin their songs. There were no sounds of planes or cars, just purely natural music, and her lips curved. In this moment, everything was perfect. No one else could have made her any more whole than Ben and Luke. The latter she understood, but why Ben? Was it because she had finally seen for herself the damage the shooting had done? Or was it a hope that meeting Luke again, finding out that he was doing well would somehow heal Ben—heal them both?

      She wondered how the five years since the shooting had changed them and their friendship. There was no point in pretending they hadn’t because her priorities had shifted the day the judge had awarded her custody of Luke, and Ben… he certainly wasn’t the same carefree, jubilant man he’d been prior to killing John McKindel.

      Cheyenne barked at the back door, wanting in. June absently complied as she tried unsuccessfully to work through the mess of her thoughts. The dogs raced into the living room and pounced on Ben, who grunted and rolled over. June poured herself a bowl of cereal and sat down at the table to eat it. Before she’d finished, Luke thumped down the stairs, his eyes slanted with sleep and his blond hair mussed. He headed toward the bathroom, paused, staring at the two dogs and the unconscious lump of man on the couch, then shook his head and continued onward.

      Ben at last gave in to the persistent nudges of the dogs and sat up, rubbed his eyes before he glanced at June with a groggy smile.

      “Good morning,” he mumbled.

      “Good morning to you. Sleep all right?”

      “Well enough, thanks. Which way to the bathroom again?”

      “Through that door there, but you’ll have to wait a minute. Luke beat you to it.”

      “Luke?” Ben asked, frowning. His eyes widened. “Oh, Luke. Right. How could I forget?”

      Ben turned toward the bathroom just as Luke walked out, and for a moment, they stared at each other like two bears sizing each other up. When they flashed smiles at each other, June released the breath she’d been holding. Luke and Ben stood about the same height, six-one, and pride warmed her face. When she’d first
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names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
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,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
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
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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