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        I had withdrawn in forest, and my song

        Was swallowed up in leaves that blew alway;

        And to the forest edge you came one day

        (This was my dream) and looked and pondered long,

        But did not enter, though the wish was strong:

        You shook your pensive head as who should say,

        ‘I dare not—too far in his footsteps stray⁠—

        He must seek me would he undo the wrong.’

        Not far, but near, I stood and saw it all

        Behind low boughs the trees let down outside;

        And the sweet pang it cost me not to call

        And tell you that I saw does still abide.

        But ’tis not true that thus I dwelt aloof,

        For the wood wakes, and you are here for proof.
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      Her dress cost more than some used cars. Her hair had taken hours to style at a private salon. Shelby Jacobson looked good. Looked expensive. Looked confident, wealthy, and well-bred. Like the world was hers.

      Exactly as she had wanted to look.

      It was all a sham.  

      Shelby would never let the people around her know that.

      Her brother held her elbow in his. Protectively. His wife of seven months, Izzie, walked just ahead of them, looking stunning in deep red.

      Shelby knew what they were doing. Paving the way. Protecting.

      Izzie walked next to him.

      Jake MacNamara.

      Why did it have to be him tonight?

      Shelby shivered. She wished anyone other than Jake was with them. He saw right through Shelby to the quivering mass of pitiful she was inside.

      Jake despised her. Usually, it didn’t matter what the man thought—Shelby had no real love for him, either. But tonight… 

      Technically, he was the man escorting her to this little shindig. Her brother Allen knew that that was the last thing Shelby wanted. 

      She’d rather be staked out naked to an ant hill in the dry Texas heat—fire ant hill, at that—than spend two minutes with “Don’t ever call me Giacomo” Jake MacNamara, wonder boy of the Texas State Police.  

      As if he knew she was staring at his back, the man in question turned. Looked right at her. Shelby fought the instinct to avert her eyes, like one would with a stray dog. He—more than any man she had met in a long, long time—disconcerted her. 

      That was the last thing she needed tonight. People would be looking at her, staring. Wondering about her. Judging her. Thinking she had no business being where she was, having what she had now.

      Including people from the TSP.

      The last people she ever wanted to see.

      She pulled in a deep breath. She could do this. Could get through the next five hours of interacting with the Texas State Police for her brother and his wife. They were all the family she had. She would do anything for Allen and Izzie. Anything. 

      Even spend an evening with Jake. It ended at midnight. She just had to make it to midnight, and then Allen would take her home, and she’d be free. 

      “You all good back there?” Jake asked, his eyes on her and not Allen. He was always watching her.

      Shelby nodded. “Of…of…of course.” 

      “Neither one of us are too fond of crowds,” Allen said smoothly. He covered her hand with his. Squeezed. Looked at her with gray eyes identical to her own.

      Allen was her great protector, and he always had been. Ten years her senior, he had been there for her from her first steps to the day they had buried their parents. Until this very moment. Protecting always.  

      She was his greatest burden—and she was well aware of it.

      Shelby would do anything to make life easier for her brother.

      “Really? I would have thought this was just your cup of tea, this crowd.” Jake smirked at her for just a small moment. Challenging. Trying to disconcert her. He so loved to throw her off her game whenever he could. Sometimes, he would say things just to get a rise out of her. Shelby had figured that out rather fast. She just hadn’t ever figured out why her. “All fancy and glittery with green—and men who will fawn all over you.”

      “Jake, you’re an ass. Behave yourself,” Izzie said with a firm warning in her tone. “Shelby, just ignore our pet idiot. You are gorgeous, and there are beautiful men inside waiting for you to dazzle them. I heard most of the Barratt cousins will be here tonight. Mac was asking about you, Mel said. Or was it Alex again? It’s hard to tell those two apart. I’m sorry Jake thinks it’s ok to be a butt already.”

      She’d apologized to Shelby a thousand times—for her uncle. Jake had a thing against people who came from a moneyed background as Shelby and Allen had. Everyone who had ever met him probably knew that.

      Shelby checked discreetly—at least he hadn’t worn the work boots he favored tonight. She wouldn’t have put it past him. As a statement for all that he despised.

      Jake felt free to snip at Shelby whenever he wanted. She annoyed him on every level. He’d let her know that, too.

      It had just gotten worse in the past six months when the rest of Logan’s estate had been released to Shelby. All tens of millions that no one had even known existed.

      Jake’s attitude made Izzie and Allen angry. It made Shelby feel like a great big wimp.

      Shelby agreed with Izzie. The uncle who’d raised Izzie from the age of fourteen was a total braying asshole. Shelby was stuck with him. At least for tonight.

      “I was just commenting.” His black eyes looked at her with challenge. Jake was part Italian, on his mother’s side. It showed in the dark hair and dark eyes and slightly darker olive skin. In the Italian he sometimes spoke when he was feeling strongly about something.

      It wasn’t fair that he looked so good.

      Jake was walking sex appeal.

      He looked like a male model, especially tonight. The man was made for tuxes.

      The gorgeous exterior hid the heart of a troll, though.

      At least, where she was concerned.

      “Sure…sure…sure you were.” She forced herself to take a breath. To slow down when she spoke, to control the stutter that came out a bit more when she was anxious.

      She was always nervous with him.

      Shelby hated this.

      She’d far rather be home in her living room, behind the walls that kept the world out than here at the Barratt-Finley Creek hotel at an honors ceremony for heroes of the storm. She was one of the guests of honor.

      Shelby didn’t feel like a hero at all. 

      Far from it. 

      She wanted to forget the things she’d seen a year ago when the F4 tornado had struck Finley Creek. She’d just been there, did what she’d had to.

      She’d been in the TSP parking lot, waiting on her friend Daryn to end her shift as the assistant ME before they headed to Garrity three hours away. To where their friend Zoey had been waiting. 

      That hadn’t happened. 

      Shelby had seen the storm coming, and she had been so exposed. She’d stepped out of her car, ready to run toward the TSP. To any kind of shelter at all. Daryn’s brother had been there in the parking lot, too—he had been commander of the small Finley Creek: Missing Persons unit for years.

      He’d yelled for her to get to him, instead of the building so far away.

      Darrell had grabbed her, and they’d run. Away from the storm. Darrell had wrapped himself around her at the last moment—and pulled her toward the drainage ditch that had run in front of the building.  

      The world had exploded around them. Just like in the movies about tornadoes. She had been terrified they’d just be sucked away.

      When it had ended, she and Darrell had been the only ones outside who’d gotten lucky.

      Four other people in the TSP parking lot hadn’t been lucky at all. Shelby and Darrell had dug the first one out themselves. And then the second.

      Darrell’s truck had been spared major damage. He had had search-and-rescue equipment in the back. Equipment he had taught Shelby how to use years earlier.

      When she and Daryn had been so afraid of the world, the only place they’d felt safe was outside of the city.

      Darrell and the outside world had saved her back then.

      She, Zoey, and Daryn had learned the basics of rock climbing and hiking and camping first—there were tons of cliffs in nearby Value at the reservoir—and Shelby had learned to breathe again. Outside, she’d been able to heal.

      Darrell had started teaching them the basics of search and rescue. Shelby had taken it further than the other two women; she’d let him teach her more. And more.

      Until she felt confident in something again.

      It was coincidence, circumstance, that had had her and Darrell teaming up to start search and rescue of the destroyed TSP building. She hadn’t felt adequate, even for one minute. She had just kept going.

      He was the true hero. Not her.

      She hadn’t been thinking, she’d just been…helping.

      No one would listen when she’d said that. No one understood that Shelby just wanted to forget the nightmares. All of them.

      That was all she had ever wanted.
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        * * *

      

      He was worse than the lowest kind of dog, and Jake knew it. He shouldn’t keep poking at her. He knew himself well enough to know it was his only defense against her.

      Shelby Jacobson twisted him up in the gut every time she got within six feet of him.

      It took everything he had to keep from drooling every time he looked at her. Shelby should always wear low-cut dresses in the deepest burgundy, with her hair swept up in those curls and pinned with what he suspected were diamond combs. It left her shoulders bare, and tempting. 

      Taunting a man, teasing him to touch. Jake’s fingers flexed, wishing he could do just that.

      Except for that one scar. Right there. He could see the edge of it where it marred her skin. A bullet and shards of glass had struck her—when a killer had been aiming at Izzie. “Sorry, Iz. I don’t mean to be a jerk.” 

      His niece’s dark eyes—identical to his own—showed him exactly what she thought about that. She’d lectured him a good three dozen times on how he interacted with her sister-in-law—just this month. 

      He couldn’t seem to help himself. The Jacobsons got under his skin. Always would.

      He’d given Izzie to Allen in marriage—he snorted at that—just after Christmas. She was wildly happy. That didn’t mean he trusted the guy. 

      Allen was too old for Izzie, for one thing. He and Jake were close to the same age. The guy was too polished for Izzie, too.

      Sophisticated and comfortable in the world of the wealthy.

      Jake had to admit, Allen Jacobson seemed to adore Izzie.

      So far.  

      Everything he’d dug up on Allen showed that the man was exactly as he appeared to be—no matter what Jake’s gut was telling him. A wealthy trauma surgeon who had been born into the upper-crust lifestyle. Same for the sister.

      There was more to her than that. 

      Shelby Jacobson had secrets. They were right there in the storm-colored eyes too perfect to be real.

      Her eyes called to him in his dreams. Tormented him.

      Jake wanted to know what it was that scared this woman who had everything in the world she could want. 

      It had just been handed to her—she hadn’t worked for it, not even for one moment. Almost twenty million dollars had been deposited into accounts in her name once the estate of Dr. Logan Lanning had been settled more than a year ago. Six months later, another part of his estate had been magically “discovered” in offshore accounts.

      Almost forty-nine million dollars’ worth. Most of that money had gone straight to Uncle Sam—and the woman in the burgundy dress.

      Jake wanted to know why. Why her?

      Why would Logan Lanning leave tens of millions of dollars to his friend’s younger sister and no one else? He’d left only nine additional million to Allen—a man who’d been his closest friend since high school.

      Yet seven times that much had been left to Shelby.

      Jake had to admit that ate at him. Other than the deaths of her parents when she’d been a teenager—and he knew how traumatic that had to have been for her—everything had been easy for her. Best schools, everything she’d ever wanted, and one of the most beautiful women he had ever seen—she hadn’t had to work for anything.

      She didn’t have to work at all. Would never have to again.

      A year ago, Shelby had graduated with a master’s degree. In social work. Within six months of that, she had inherited millions. Do-gooder with a never-ending bank account. She was a walking contradiction.

      He wanted to figure her out and move on.

      He was a hunter. Of men. It was in his blood. He had answers he needed to find. Including answers about her.

      Logan Lanning topped his list of questions, even now, almost two years after the bastard had nearly killed three women. Three years after Lanning had focused on Jake’s niece as a target, too.

      Lanning was dead, but the questions remained.

      “It’s Shelby you need to be nicer to,” Izzie continued, as they entered the ballroom at the Barratt-Finley Creek. The conversation buzzing was already a steady hum that grated on his nerves. 

      Jake hated crowds. Hobnobbing with the rich and famous of Finley Creek was not something he would ever enjoy. He was a working-class man from a working-class family, and he knew where he belonged. Where he wanted to belong.

      This Cinderella’s ball wasn’t it.

      He was more the mouse turned into coachman than Prince Charming, after all.

      “Shelby knows I’m nowhere near nice. It’s one reason why she doesn’t like me.” That was the truth. The moment he entered the room, she couldn’t get out fast enough. Each and every time.

      That was probably his fault. He didn’t always have a filter where she was concerned.

      He had said some truly jackass things to her, too. Usually when it was just the two of them, or when Izzie and Allen were distracted. “She finds me fascinating against her will, though.” 

      Her storm-blue eyes met his for just one long moment. Her eyes…the secrets they held…

      Damn it. He wanted to know everything about her.

      “Fascinating isn’t the word for it. Irritating is more like it. Like a cold sore that won’t heal. Or a blister.”

      Her calm delivery drove him mad. She always used that tone. Always hesitated before she spoke in a way designed to make a man anticipate what she was going to say. Jake was almost certain she was lying every time she opened her gorgeous mouth.

      Storm-blue eyes were watching every move he made. The way one would watch a particularly disobedient dog taking a dump on the sidewalk.  

      She always looked at him that way—like he wasn’t fit to be within ten feet of her. It drove him crazy. 

      He’d known women like her before. 

      Jake wasn’t interested in repeating that experience. 

      Even if he did dream about her all the damned time.

      It was just because he hadn’t figured her out yet. Once he did—he’d forget her and move on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2

        

      

    

    
      Melody Beck Barratt, a former TSP detective who’d been shot and partially paralyzed several years ago and was now married to what seemed like the richest man in the world, was their hostess for the evening.

      Everyone who was anyone in the high society set in Finley Creek or Barrattville knew and at least pretended to adore Mel.

      Mel found her way to their table about an hour into the event.

      She placed one hand on Shelby’s shoulder. Shelby knew Mel well—and liked her. Shelby’s brother had been good friends with Mel’s family for a long while now. Mel was nice—but a bit pushy when she felt she knew what was best for someone. She and Izzie were trying to make Shelby their pet project lately—and it was interfering with Shelby’s own plans.

      Shelby had some very definite plans. She just hadn’t shared them with her brother yet.

      Izzie was almost as fiercely overprotective of Shelby as Allen was. Not what Shelby wanted, but Izzie was taking her cues from Allen. Shelby didn’t know how to tell them to back off without hurting their feelings—and that was the one thing she would never do.

      Hurt her brother again.

      Allen was looking at Shelby with that particularly worried look in his gray eyes that told her he was sure to say something to her later. She bit back a sigh.

      She loved him, but…it was time he stopped hovering over her all the time.

      He had his own life to think about now.

      Her big brother had taken his stand-in parent duties seriously. It had been twelve years since they’d lost their parents. Shelby was almost twenty-seven now. It was time he just accepted that he couldn’t make everything perfect for her. 

      Let her do what she had to do to get through. To live the life she was trying to build for herself. That was all she wanted.

      To move on. To find the answers, and then move on.

      Into the life that was far different than she had ever imagined it would be. Her parents had been reasonably well off, but they’d still had to work for a living. They’d made wise financial decisions—her mother had particularly enjoyed investing—and Shelby and Allen had both had small inheritances. Allen had turned them into a decent portfolio for both of them.

      Logan had changed everything. For both her and Allen.

      Every penny had been money Logan had earned through his hard work and dedication. Every penny—no matter what people said about him. People said a lot about him—most of it not good. Shelby hated that. He had hurt people—but he had loved her and Allen a great deal.

      She was still trying to reconcile that.

      Allen looked beautiful in his tuxedo. Happy. Shelby hadn’t seen her brother that happy in a seriously long time. Izzie was all Shelby could have wanted in a sister-in-law. 

      Too bad Izzie had a Jake attached.  

      She shot another look at Jake, where he sat trying to charm some woman who had mysteriously found her way to their table. It took Shelby a moment to place the woman underneath the garish, ash-blond hair and thick makeup. When she did, Shelby bit back a smirk of her own.  

      Perfect.

      It took everything she had not to tell Brianna Claireson that Jake’s annual salary wouldn’t be enough to keep her in the diamonds and champagne she was accustomed to. Brianna built her friends list based on how much they had in their pocketbook. If she wanted more from Jake, that woman would literally call it slumming. And it would involve one thing.

      Of course, Jake probably wouldn’t mind. He was such a dog at times. Women came at him like he was Hunter Louis Clark, hottest guy in Hollywood, or something.

      Brianna liked hunting blue-collar men and bending them to her will.

      Shelby and Brianna had tangled before. Viciously.

      Brianna had despised Shelby from the moment they had met, even though the woman was a good six or seven years older than Shelby, and far more experienced.

      It had gotten worse, especially five years ago.

      Over Logan.

      Brianna had wanted him, desperately.

      She’d seen Shelby as the primary rival to all her future plans.

      For a while there, Shelby had been.

      Even if only Shelby and Logan had known that. She missed him so much. She’d far rather have had Logan tonight than…Jake.

      Jake shot her a look. One that told her what he was thinking.

      He was measuring Shelby against Brianna—and finding Shelby lacking. 

      Well. Jake deserved what he got. It wasn’t Shelby’s job to protect him. Far, far from it. She sent him a smirk and turned away.

      Jake got what Jake deserved.

      Someone touched her shoulder, and Shelby fought the instinctive urge to jerk away. Strangers coming up behind her would always throw her off. Always.

      She looked up into the gorgeous face of Daniel McKellen. Head of the Major Crimes unit at the TSP. 

      Jake’s boss.

      One of the very few TSP men that Shelby even halfway trusted. She released the breath she’d been holding and smiled up at him. “Jake, Izzie. Allen…Shelby. It’s nice to see you.” He touched her shoulder again lightly. Looked right at her. Gave her the shivers—the man had dark hair and beautiful eyes, too. There was appreciation in Daniel’s brown eyes when he looked at her. “You and Izzie both look gorgeous. Far too gorgeous for these two. Shelby, why don’t you leave Jake to his…new friend…and join me for the next dance? My date has abandoned me already.” 

      Daniel held out a hand to her. Shelby couldn’t resist. He was offering her a few minutes of distance between her and Jake—and Brianna Claireson. 

      That was worth far more than Daniel’s weight in gold. 

      She took his hand and stood.
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      Jake barely listened to the woman sitting next to him. Brianna Claireson wasn’t a woman he was interested in knowing, not even for a moment. Brianna had been shooting looks at Shelby since she’d stopped by their table to introduce herself to him all breathlessly and flirty.

      For the third time. 

      Brianna didn’t remember him when he was flashing a badge instead of wearing a tux. He’d purchased the tux on Shelby’s orders, for Izzie’s wedding almost eight months ago. Shelby had demanded to know his sizes and had told him where to be for fittings—as if he wasn’t capable himself. She’d printed him up a fitting schedule. Circled the address of the shop in red. Then called to confirm he was where he was supposed to be. Each time. As if he wasn’t capable at all.

      The woman just irked him to his toes.

      Brianna was jealous. That was painfully clear. Either that, or she felt intimidated by Shelby. 

      He could see why. Brianna was nothing like Shelby. Not by a long shot.

      Shelby was the most gorgeous woman in the room. He might not like her much personally, but he would never deny that she was beyond hot—especially in that dress that made her look too damned expensive for a mere mortal man to even look at. 

      She was way out of Jake’s league.

      Shelby Grace Jacobson was hot enough to have him waking in a sweat some nights, after some of the steamiest dreams he’d had in a long, long time. He’d just about gotten used to it—every time he saw her, he had fantasies for a week after.

      Allen said something, flirting with Izzie again. Jake got that they were still in the newlywed stage, but did they have to shove their relationship in his face like they did? Allen pawed at her all the time. Izzie was pawing right back.

      Izzie was doing it on purpose—because she knew how Jake felt about Allen. She was rubbing it in Jake’s face on purpose just to goad him. His niece was rather wicked like that.

      Jake turned back to see Daniel McKellen, his damned friend, staring down at Shelby like she was the star of his own hot dreams. To his shock, Shelby accepted Daniel’s request and took off across the dance floor with a man Jake had until that very moment considered a good friend. 

      One of his closest friends, actually.

      That traitor.

      “Shelby and Daniel look so gorgeous together,” someone said from behind Jake, as the Claireson woman took off, finally. Jake turned. There was his second-favorite girl, dressed in jade green—with the lovesick mayor trailing after her like a total goon, like Turner Barratt always did. “I can see that she likes him, too.” 

      Jake turned back to the pair in question. Daniel was just as tall as Jake’s own six three. Shelby was around five eight or so, but with the three-inch heels, was only a few inches shorter.  

      Shelby’s hair, warm chestnut brown, had been twisted into one of those fancy twists he despised. He loved it when it was down and wild around her shoulders. Made a man’s fingers curl to touch. To bury in that hair and hold her still while he kissed the hell out of her. Daniel turned her on the dance floor. Jake’s tongue almost hung out of his mouth as the drool doubled.

      The back of the damned dress was missing. Nothing was there, not even a bra strap. How was that even possible? Shelby was curved in all the right ways—things were defying gravity in ways he was so stupidly curious about.

      He wanted to know what was under that dress.

      All that creamy skin was right there under Daniel’s hand. Someone needed to punch Daniel’s lights out. Daniel’s hand rode low. Far lower than it should. Surely Daniel wasn’t about to cop a feel right there for everyone to see?

      If the man even tried it, Jake would rip his face off. As a friendly warning.

      Anger tightened his gut. Daniel wouldn’t be that stupid. 

      “Jake, Allen, you both look great. Izzie, red so suits you,” Annie said. “Love how you’ve tamed the troll hair.”

      His niece didn’t have troll hair. She had natural curls just like Jake’s mother had had. Beautiful, even if Izzie hated them and had forever.

      “Thanks. How are you feeling?” Jake barely looked at the mayor’s pretty little wife.

      He’d had a hand in raising her and her sister, too. If he could call riding herd on her, Josie, and Izzie raising them.

      Wrangling them had been more accurate.

      That, and transporting them wherever they’d needed to go. He’d spent several years just playing taxi to three young girls.

      He hadn’t done half bad a job raising them, he didn’t think.

      Jake barely heard what they were saying, all his attention on Shelby and Daniel. Shelby was laughing at something Daniel and Daniel’s date, Haldyn, were saying. Laughing. A genuine laugh.

      He hadn’t known she could laugh like that.  

      Damn, she was the hottest woman in the damned county. He’d bet a million on it—if he had that kind of money.

      Maybe he could borrow a million from her brother and make that bet. Bound to be a substantial return.

      No other woman in the room held a candle to that one.

      “So what’s Jake scowling at now?” Annie asked. She nudged his shoulder, and then followed his gaze. “Seriously? You and Shelby into it again?” 

      “He’d better not be into it with her at all,” Allen said, a clear warning in his tone. “Shelby’s already nervous enough as it is. This…kind of event is not easy for her, whatsoever.” 

      “She’ll be ok. She has us to help her get through,” Annie added, real compassion in her tone as she patted Allen’s hand. It had Jake’s attention sharpening. Had the questions building. “Daniel is a great place to start. He won’t do anything to overwhelm her too badly. He knows how tough this is for her. And she’ll have her family on stage with her.”

      Jake had the feeling they were speaking over his head.  

      He had yet to figure out just what about the TSP freaked Shelby out so completely that even the mention of it would be enough to have her paling before a man’s eyes. Jake hadn’t been able to find her name in the database anywhere—except for one speeding ticket when she’d been twenty-two years old.  

      Nothing. He’d searched more than once.

      Yet something had happened. He would almost guarantee it. No one would tell him just what it was. And that wasn’t good enough.
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      Rescue came in at the strangest place. Before the worst part of the evening, when she was to be paraded on the stage for the world to see, a small woman in a black dress marched right up to their table, shot a cranky look at Daniel and Jake’s friend Dom—who had somehow shown up at their table—and grabbed Shelby’s hand. Charlotte looked at Daniel’s date and sniffed once. “Haldyn, come on. You and Shelby need to keep much better company than these lunatics. Let’s salvage the rest of your night.”

      Charlotte tugged on Shelby’s hand. Shelby and Haldyn went quietly. Just like that, Shelby found herself at a table with a handful of women she called her friends. She gave a real, genuine smile as Charlotte hassled Haldyn about her choice in dates.

      “What…what…what are you all doing here?” They hadn’t been invited, but she was seriously glad to see them all.

      “Powell said you needed some emotional support from rational women like us. We’re the rescue squad. She blackmailed her brothers into being our tickets in. Oddly enough, they didn’t protest too much. I do think Madison has to kiss one of Powell’s brothers later. Something to do with a bet between the brothers? I’m not clear on the details,” Charlotte Fields said. Shelby had known her for about a year and a half now, through the children’s choir Charlotte had organized. Daryn had put Shelby in contact with Charlotte—who worked in the same department as Daryn at the TSP—when Charlotte was having trouble funding the project. Shelby had been glad to help.

      Even if it had just been with Logan’s money at first.

      She’d ignored the TSP part of things. Deliberately.

      Through Charlotte, she’d met Madison. To her surprise, her closest two friends in the world were right there at the table next to Madison, too. She’d known Daryn would be there with her husband Mike, but…Zoey had been scheduled to work. “Zoey?”

      “Powell rounded up some brothers. Char and Madison are their plus-ones tonight. I already had an invite, but I came with one of her brothers as well. I traded shifts with the Incredible Blond Hulk to get tonight off.” Zoey hugged her quickly. “You look gorgeous.”

      “I don’t feel it. I-I-I hate these kinds of things.”

      “I grabbed us a table,” Powell said, looking like a little fairy in her silk dress. “Had my brothers run interference. Now we can sit down and enjoy ourselves.”

      “As if anyone would mess with Powell,” Haldyn said, quietly. She rarely spoke, something she and Shelby had in common.

      They were an odd group, Shelby thought.

      They had made room for her and Zoey.

      Zoey’s sister, Pen, was a part of the choir, too. When the choir had needed a pianist, Pen had volunteered Shelby, and then convinced Shelby to do it. Badgered her, actually.

      Pen was a bit of a steamroller when she wanted to be.

      “Where’s Pen?” Zoey and Pen were related to many of the people here tonight. That did explain Zoey’s presence. She had had an invitation. Trading shifts with her co-sheriff—that was a tough one for Zoey. The two didn’t exactly get along.

      They made Shelby and Jake look like best buddies.

      “She’s around with her friends. They are having a good time. Mel has a security guard around to make sure they aren’t…bothered.”

      “Bothered by what?” Charlotte asked.

      “Some of the men in this crowd,” Powell said with a frown. “Don’t always handle not getting their own way well. And they like the younger girls.”

      “Mel is aware,” Zoey said. “And I’m watching them, myself.”

      “Probably a good idea for none of you to go anywhere alone, just to be on the safe side.” Powell usually was the most serious, cautious one of the group. “And I think Victor Scott may be drunk. He’s asking a lot of strange questions. Just be prepared.”

      “I’m glad you are all here,” Shelby said impulsively as she ordered another water from the server. She settled in the chair between Zoey and Daryn and slipped her shoes off beneath the table. “I-I-I do not like the idea of being the entertainment.”

      “I’ll be up there with you,” Daryn said. “Darrell and Mike, too.”

      “And Jake and Dom,” Madison said, leaning forward with a wicked expression on her face. “Just stand behind those two. No one will be able to see you behind their massively broad…egos.”

      “Ignore her,” Charlotte said. “But she’s right. Those two cavemen will get all the attention up there, as gorgeous as they both are. You just stand there to one side, and no one will notice you.”

      “They’ll notice her,” Powell said wryly. “Shelby’s flat out stunning. And she is in so many of the photographs from after the storm. People were intrigued by her. Rich Lady Rescuer. We all know that.” Powell sent her a significant look. “Probably would be a good idea for you to stay between those two, though. Limit exposure, if you can.”

      Shelby’s breath caught a little. Powell was her attorney. She knew exactly why Shelby didn’t want to be the center of attention right now.

      Shelby got to spend a good hour with her friends, laughing and actually enjoying herself. She had always had Daryn—they’d been friends since they were in high school. Zoey had joined them in their first semester at FCU, though she’d only been a part-time student and older than them by a few years.

      They’d stuck together since then.

      Now, they were adding friends to their circle. Growing.

      Shelby liked to think she had finally grown up and was ready to let more people into her safe little world. Even if they were with the TSP.

      Only Zoey was an actual cop. Haldyn, Charlotte, Madison, and Daryn were all forensic scientists. Shelby had friends who she cared about. And who cared about her in return.

      Shelby was starting to get herself back now. Finally.

      It had only taken five years to do it.

      Shelby looked up to where her brother had just taken his seat after helping Izzie into hers.

      It drove Izzie crazy when he did that. The old-fashioned manners their mother had insisted on. Shelby had seen Izzie’s cheeks turn bright red when Allen’s hands would stray just a little.

      A small smile hit her lips. Her brother was finally happy with a woman who adored him. Daryn was happy with the detective she’d snagged after the storm, as she put it. Zoey and Pen were doing ok, happy now that Zoey was doing better financially with her promotion to sheriff and they had found a wonderful family that they had been separated from years ago.

      And Shelby…Shelby was becoming happy.

      Nothing could take that away from her again.

      She wasn’t going to let it.

      Her eyes met devil-dark ones across the empty tables.

      Jake was watching her.

      Shelby wouldn’t let herself look away first.

      “You keep challenging him like that, and that junkyard dog is going to turn on you,” Powell whispered in her ear.

      “That’s Jake. Izzie’s uncle. His bark is worse than…than…than his bite.”

      “I see. I thought that was him. He cleans up very, very nice. Doesn’t like rich ladies though.”

      “I know. He’s made that clear.”

      “I’ve met him a few times. Got the feeling he didn’t respect my bank account. Some guys are like that.”

      “Jake is.” And it was best to stay far, far away from him. “He…he has issues with money. Rather, women with money.”

      “Sometimes women with money intimidate the old-school “me provider” types. I’ve learned to just go on by that kind of man, personally. I have money. I like making more money. I love the challenge of it. Nothing wrong with that. Is he going to cause problems now?” Powell asked as four tall men who Shelby recognized as Barratts showed up at the table—followed by a fifth that she knew was Powell’s twin brother.

      He held out a hand to her. “I have been waiting all evening to ask this of the most beautiful woman in the room. Would you do me the honor?”

      Shelby almost hesitated. She was having an actual good time with her friends. But there was a kind look in his eyes. Powell had brought her friends here for her—that mattered. She wasn’t going to be rude to Powell’s beloved twin now—and Powell adored him. She spoke of him so often. “Of…of…of course.”

      “Excellent. I am Brandt Barratt, by the way. The best of the Barratts.” He gave a confident smile that made him even more gorgeous. Wow. Barratts were very good-looking men. That this one was five-foot-nothing Powell’s twin was just crazy. He had to be six and a half feet tall.

      His name caught Charlotte’s attention. “You were in Masterson. With Marin and Maggie, that day.”

      He turned toward Charlotte. Studied her for a moment. “And you would be the infamous Chuckie Talley? I think we’ve met before.”

      Charlotte laughed. “Only the TSP idiots call me that. I go by Charlotte. Plan to return to Masterson soon?”

      He spoke with Charlotte for another moment, and then he led Shelby to the dance floor. He was a beautiful dancer. He didn’t hold her too tightly. She liked him—Brandt had the same eyes as his twin sister.

      “What do you have planned in Masterson, Mr. Barratt?”

      “Please, it’s Brandt.” He shot her a gorgeous smile. “There is a woman there. And just between us, she is Charlotte’s younger cousin. They have the same green eyes. I have been too shy to tell her how I feel. Powell freaks every time I mention returning to Masterson, considering that I was almost killed there recently. I’d be out of her control there, you see. She so loves to boss me around. And she’s afraid, after what happened up there before.”

      “I remember the news. Are you better now?”

      “Fully recovered. With a new lease on life and a bullet fragment sitting in my collarbone forever. And plans. I have great plans for my future. That woman in Masterson? She terrifies me. Some women are just like that.”

      Shelby enjoyed the rest of the dance with him. He told her all about the woman he had a thing for.

      Love.

      It was beautiful to even think about.
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      Victor Scott had everything. Correction, Victor Scott had once had everything.

      Now…now, he had nothing. Not since the moment when he had buried his thirty-two-year-old son and realized that he had nothing left. 

      He was sixty-five years old now, and he had nothing.

      No children, no loving wife, no grandchildren. 

      But he did have an expiration date.

      He’d learned of that very thing two weeks ago. Now, now he had to face what his life had become. And what was left of it.

      Victor had no one to leave his legacy. The only relative he had left in the world was his younger half sister’s daughter somewhere along the northeast coast. Victor didn’t even know that young woman’s name.

      He had his attorney tracking her down, just in case his final plan didn’t come to fruition on time. Her mother had walked away from the Scott fortune more than twenty years ago.

      He essentially had no one.

      No one to train in how to manage the millions he had amassed since his father had sat him down as a ten-year-old and explained the basics of economics to him.

      He was a Scott. 

      Scotts were made to make money.  

      He had done that, many, many times over. 

      He would have been proud the day he turned it over to Kyle. 

      Kyle was in the ground. Gone forever. It was time for Victor to stop looking toward regrets, toward the past, and plan for the future.

      His very line depended on it. He had much he had to do now.

      That saucy little upstart wife of Houghton Barratt had some of the best events in Finley Creek. Her benefits and galas were often filled with attractive, intelligent young women moving around. 

      From all socioeconomic levels in Finley Creek.

      They were perfect, and thanks to his fortune, he would find one to do exactly what he needed.

      Victor studied his options now. One of them had to fit his needs. He just needed one—the perfect fit.

      There were many who weren’t of his socioeconomic background, but they were well connected. Some were even connected to the governor of Texas, the heads of two local hospitals, Carrington Medical Group, plus the mayor of Finley Creek. 

      That was an important distinction.

      Finley Creek was a small city of fifty thousand or so. There weren’t a great deal of women who would meet his needs. 

      Not as quickly as he needed. 

      He could overlook a less than stellar pedigree if the woman he chose fit all his other requirements. He was willing to see the woman he finally chose was well compensated. For life. That could be an important factor in his plan.

       Victor would start his hunting tonight—then, tomorrow, he had other business that would demand his attention. 

      It was time he cleaned house. 

      The legacy his next son or daughter—he could not be choosy at this point—inherited would be as perfect as Victor could make it. 

      He would leave no room for mistakes. 

      He had some mistakes of his own to clean up—and some of his late son’s. Then…then, everything would be perfect for the next Scotts to come.

      His child’s mother would have to have intense training to ensure she could preserve his child’s legacy until he was old enough to take it on for himself. 

      There was no room for mistakes now. 

      Victor would make his list tonight. Victor’s gaze roamed the room as he made note. He would start with the beautiful young women at the tables near the rear. He would start there.

      He studied them for a long moment, impressed by what he saw. They were the type to grab a man’s attention, certainly.

      He would learn of all of them that which he could, and then he would decide.

      If the shoe fit, the woman would be blessed beyond measure. He had to choose tonight.

      Victor’s time was running out.
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      Allen had gotten called in for a partial amputation less than an hour after the benefit had started. He had taken off, leaving Jake with both Izzie and Jake’s “date” for the evening.

      And a warning to behave himself with Allen’s sister. Or else.

      Jake didn’t mind seeing the back of Allen. Izzie was disappointed, but she covered it. There was no accounting for the girl’s tastes. She always had been a perverse little creature. Izzie and Annie both.

      Shelby returned to their table, but it was obvious she didn’t want to.

      Not that she stayed long.

      Izzie and Shelby were led away from the table by two of the mayor’s cousins. Both women went willingly, Izzie laughing at the Barratt’s crestfallen face when she told him she was perfectly happy with her husband and not about to run off with him. Barratt kept making jokes. 

      Jake had to say that most of the Barratts he’d met weren’t that bad for a bunch of rich guys. Not as bad as Allen. The Barratts seemed genuine as a family. A little cocky, but most rich guys were.

      So were a lot of cops, in his experience.

      He could tolerate the Barratts, but that attorney Mac Barratt had his hands too low on all that silky skin of Shelby’s.

      The man should know better. 

      If he didn’t move his hands soon, Jake was going to go break his fingers.

      She was his date tonight, after all. Even if she seemed to have forgotten that fact.

      Jake sat there alone and glowered at the pair. Shelby just ignored him. Like always.

      Someone said his name and people settled in the chairs next to him. 

      He looked up and there they were—men he could actually stand to spend time with. Finally. They had an actual purpose for being there tonight, after all. And it wasn’t just for photo ops.

      They were hunting. Like always.

      Jarrod Foster pulled a chair from the next table over. “Girls tell you to shove it, yet?” 

      “Allen got called in, thankfully. Was ready to punch the guy.” Allen really needed to keep his hands off Izzie in front of Jake. “I’m in charge of babysitting his sister tonight.” 

      “I can think of far, far worse things. In fact, you take Izzie on home and read her a bedtime story and tuck her in, Daddy. I’ll see to it that Shelby makes it home just fine,” Jarrod said, smirking. “She half likes me, and I’d love to get close to her. Real close.”

      “So who did you bring tonight then? All alone? At least we all have dates.” Jake would not knock Jarrod’s teeth out. That just wasn’t done around this place.

      “Haldyn did me the honor, so when you see her, Jarrod, don’t be an ass,” Daniel said, settling into the chair next to Jake.

      Daniel had been known to throw a punch where his date was concerned.

      The most recent blow had been directed at Jarrod after a particularly vicious discussion between Jarrod and Haldyn on a crime scene one day. Jake had threatened to arrest both Daniel and Jarrod on assault charges if they didn’t behave themselves.

      He’d only been half joking. Jarrod and Haldyn would never get along. That was rather a given around the TSP.

      “Haldyn is here?” Jarrod asked, looking around. “I must have missed her. Pity.” 

      “Or she was avoiding your ass,” Jake liked Haldyn just fine—she was quiet and reserved and damned good at her job. Hot as hell, too. “Leave Hal alone. I did see her already, and wow. She should always wear tight, short, little green things like that. Make’s a man’s heart pound, right, Dan?” Jake asked.

      Jarrod coughed. “I’ll make a point of saying hello to her, then. Since we’re on the same team and all.”

      Daniel almost growled.

      Haldyn, Charlotte, and Madison made up a portion of the forensics lab at the TSP. They all looked damned good tonight, too. He bet that ate at Dom—who’d had a thing for Madison a hell of a lot longer than his father had for Madison’s mother. It was getting complicated around here.

      Dom took the empty chair across from Jake. Sean Callum showed up out of nowhere, surprising Jake, with Mike Evers in tow. 

      Hell, Callum shouldn’t even be there—his wife had just had the baby three weeks ago.

      He questioned the other man. Callum shuddered. “I’m here representing the wife and me. We were the most special rescue, after all. And I’m here for Shelby. Photo op and moral support. So what do we know now? Anything new? I think most of the task force is here, tonight. Even saw the Addys near the rear of the ballroom wrapped up in each other like a pair of squid.”

      Jake studied all the high-class assholes around him. Making mental notes and trying to ignore burgundy silk and creamy satin shoulders as she was twirled around and around again.

      All the men wanted to dance with her. All of them—damn them all.

      “Well. Look at us now. We’ve moved up in the world,” Gunnar Erickson said, shooting a glance at the now empty tables around them, as he was the last to join them. “Anybody got a list of names to add to the suspect pool?” 

      Jake hadn’t been looking at the people around him as potential leads. He’d spent most of the evening trying not to stare at Shelby. 

      He kept that to himself.

      “Been busy. I’m on guard duty tonight,” Jake said. “Keeping an eye on Izzie is a full-time job—and I got her sister-in-law to babysit, too.” 

      “You weren’t paying the least bit of attention to your niece. Not that I blame you,” Callum said. “Shelby…Wow. If it wasn’t for my wife…”

      “If she’d ever look in my direction, I’d already have asked her out myself,” Daniel said. Jake half thought Daniel was serious, even with Haldyn right there and available. Hell, what was Daniel thinking? He didn’t think his friend was that much of a dog. “She’s too afraid of any man with the word TSP associated with him for that to ever happen.” 

      “Someday, I’m going to find the bastards responsible,” Mike said, tightly. “For what happened to her and Daryn that day. And I’m going to make them pay. With my fists.” 

      “When you do,” Callum added. “I’ll hold your coat while you kick their asses.” 

      “Agreed,” Daniel turned back to the reason Jake’s buddies had all crowded Jake’s table. “I heard back from my contact in Mexico City.” 

      Just like that, talk turned to the case none of them would ever admit they were working on.  

      Jake tried to concentrate on what they were saying. He could see Shelby, wrapped up in the arms of some older rich guy who was looking down at her like Shelby was the answer to all his prayers. 

      Shelby had a slightly panicked look on her face. He wanted to storm across the ballroom and rescue her. A totally stupid, dickhead idea.  

      It wasn’t his place to coddle Shelby because she hated crowds. Hell, most sane people hated crowds. Why should she be so special? 

      Because it was her?

      The other men knew something about her that Jake didn’t. Something had put that expression on Mike’s face when he’d spoken about his wife, Daryn.  

      Like Mike knew exactly what had happened to Shelby. 

      So did Callum. And Daniel. 

      Hell, Jake was starting to think that he was one of the few that didn’t.  

      Damned if he didn’t recognize the rich guy holding her now. He was at the top of Jake’s suspect list, after all.

      The man had his hands all over Shelby. Jake barely kept himself from growling and storming over there, just in time.
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      Jake grabbed his favorite female of all time by the hand, five minutes after she and Annie and Turner returned to the table, ending the case discussion instantly. “Come on and dance with me, kid. Make me look less like a fool. I can’t have McKellen looking better tonight than I do.” 

      He wanted to get closer to Victor Scott, too. The old goat was looking down at Shelby like she was his own personal Cinderella. Like he was ready to carry her right out of the ballroom to his…pumpkin.

      Izzie just snickered. “As if that were possible.” 

      Izzie had always been into dance and gymnastics as a kid. She’d made him learn ballroom dancing when she was all of twelve years old. He wouldn’t look like a fool out there. And it would be one way for him to ask his niece about Shelby once again. 

      Jake waited until they were clear across the dance floor from their table—and from that disloyal ass, Daniel—before he asked. “What’s going on with Shelby and the damned TSP that has everyone at that table knowing more than I do? Just what happened to her that was so bad? She get arrested and big brother have to buy her way out of it?” 

      Pain went through Izzie’s eyes in an instant. Jake tensed.  

      “It wasn’t like that at all, Jake. Not at all.” 

      “Then just what exactly was it?” 

      Her attention shifted. He followed with his own. Daniel was dancing with her again. Victor Scott was stalking off the dance floor, looking disgruntled.

      Jake hadn’t forgotten what Daniel had said. Daniel wanted Shelby?

      Hell, of course he did. Jake did—and he didn’t even like the woman.

      “It’s not my story to tell, Jake. But…she was hurt. Badly. When she was twenty-one or so. Her attackers were off-duty TSP. She barely escaped being assaulted. Logan Lanning rescued her just in time. Shelby and Daryn Evers. They were just kids, really. Sheltered, especially Shelby. From what I’ve been told the four men responsible stalked her for a few months after. They nearly ran her off the road one time; they almost killed her that day. They ticketed Allen twice, too. Harassed him. Allen called in some favors with someone—I think it was Turner’s uncle, or something—and the men were transferred to Houston. That she’s here, in a room full of cops…Her friends are here to help her get through it. That’s Powell and Zoey’s doing, I think. Just give her a break; Shelby is extremely shy, and she’s terrified of the TSP. Tonight, a benefit for the TSP, it’s a literal nightmare for her. So just…be kind. For me?” 

      There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for Izzie. She knew that. 

      Jake felt lower than a slug. Izzie wouldn’t lie to him, and she believed what she said. Completely.

      “I didn’t know. Did anything…happen to those SOBs?” 

      “Not a thing. For all we know, they’re back in Finley Creek or Wichita Falls by now. That’s her biggest fear, I think. That they’ll come back. Find her again. Shelby doesn’t trust the TSP to protect her if they do. How can she?” Izzie’s eyes were filled with worry. She cared about her husband’s sister a great deal. He knew that, too. Now, he felt like that stupid dog shitting on the sidewalk. “Who could she call for help?” 

      As he imagined Shelby’s experience, Jake fought the nausea Izzie’s whispered words brought. “Why didn’t you ever tell me?” 

      “Frankly, it’s none of your business. If you would just quit snipping at her so much, I wouldn’t have told you at all. She could lock herself away forever. She just hasn’t yet.”

      The dance ended. He had a lot of questions—but now wasn’t the time to go digging. He would. He wouldn’t stop until he had proof—and names. “I’ll stop being an ass to her, Iz. I swear.” 

      “Good. Because…I think you’re getting in the way of her healing now. Making it worse for her. She doesn’t need to be fighting with Mr. TSP every time your paths cross. It isn’t fair to her at all.” 

      Hell, that was the last thing he wanted. He looked for Shelby again. He found her, with Daniel practically wrapped around her, in the center of the dance floor.

      Looking cool and calm as always. Like nothing rattled her. Who was the real her? The woman in front of him or the one Izzie described? “Who were they, Iz? Get me their names, and I’ll find out exactly where they are right now.” 

      “Allen’s never told me. They were never charged, never prosecuted. Only Shelby and Daryn know who they are now. Maybe. I don’t know. They might not have even known the attackers’ last names. Or first names, for that matter.” 

      “And Allen won’t give me that information?”

      “Not in a heartbeat. He would never betray her trust like that.”

      Well, hell. He should have expected that. He hadn’t exactly played nice with the Jacobsons, after all. He’d have to find his answers somewhere else.

      If there was truth to what his niece said, he’d find the sonsofbitches and make them pay. As soon as he possibly could. No one should betray the badge like that.

      It damned near destroyed him just thinking about Shelby being hurt.

      He’d kill for that woman, if he ever had to.

      Without hesitating.

      That was just the way it was. Of course, that was not something he would ever tell her. A man had his pride, after all.
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      She was a beautiful woman, with brown hair just hinting at fire. The eyes were big and beautiful. Soft.

      Intriguing.

      But if she was dating that fish-shit from Major Crimes that could be a major problem. 

      She had come as Jake MacNamara’s date for the evening. That was definitely a concern.

      One he did not need to face now. 

      He paused near a column for privacy. Studied his prey. 

      There was a young redhead, around the age of twenty. She looked very much like his hostess for the evening.

      One of Melody Beck’s sisters, he believed. 

      He considered it for a moment. A connection for his future heir to Houghton Barratt would be fortuitous. And after he was gone, Barratt would protect that child. That could not be discounted.

      But the girl was at least forty years younger than Victor. 

      He wanted a woman with a bit more maturity, so that he could be guaranteed she was experienced enough to manage the responsibilities his wealth would bring with it.

      If she was a Beck, the youngest perhaps, then she was not accustomed to this type of life, nor mature enough.

      No. That girl would have to be marked off the list. 

      But he watched her as she joined three other beautiful women near the back of the tables. They were incredibly young.

      They were quite beautiful. Would be stunning and intriguing when they matured.

      He would not be around to see it. Nor did he have time to nurture such growth. He needed a woman already established in this world.

      He would be best served by turning his attention elsewhere.

      The first table he had focused on had his best potential. He would have to try harder.

      Open himself up a bit more. Delve deeper into the women on his chosen list.

      Victor was naturally more reserved. It was easier to keep secrets that way.
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      She’d made it halfway through the evening without running out, screaming into the night. Shelby considered that a win. After she’d danced with Daniel again, he’d joined their table completely. Putting himself and Haldyn right between her and Jake, thankfully. Protectively.

      That was her—the woman random men decided to protect.

      Yay.

      Apparently, they thought she needed it.

      Jake was better behaved after that. Probably because Haldyn would call him a stupid frog again if he didn’t.

      The latter half of the evening was going to be the worst. That’s when the honors ceremony and the personal stories would be presented. Accounts of so-called heroism. And, to her dismay, photos. Thanks to cell phones, there was documentation of the horror of that day. 

      She would be in some of those photos. It made her want to vomit just thinking about them. The last thing she ever wanted was the attention of the TSP coming in her direction. 

      Ever. Especially now.

      Annie—plus her shadow, the mayor—and Izzie were off visiting with friends of theirs at other tables. They were good friends with the Barratts and the Becks, Mel’s and Turner’s family.

      She had no idea where Jake had slithered off to. Probably flirting with Brianna or someone of her ilk.

      Shelby was glad; she needed a moment or two to decompress before the hard part of the evening began.  

      She settled back at the table and sipped her water slowly, watching an obviously annoyed Zoey fend off the advances of an older businessman on the prowl and watching Madison and Charlotte enjoying themselves with Powell’s older brothers, Alex and Mac. Right before her eyes, Alex scooped a laughing Madison off her feet and kissed her in front of dozens of people.

      Madison turned beet red, but everyone was laughing.

      Powell was in a serious discussion with her twin, Brandt, in one corner. Shelby laughed aloud when he reached out and patted Powell on the head obnoxiously before walking away.

      There was one more person she looked for—Zoey’s younger sister, Pen. This crowd would be more than Pen was ready for, too. Pen and her three friends were easy to spot—next to Pen’s brothers and other sister over at their table. Protected.

      The sight of her friends and family helped Shelby relax a little. She wasn’t alone. She was safe.

      Shelby slipped her heels off under the table. Shelby forced herself to breathe slowly. To calm herself. She had strategies in place. She could deal with this. She could. It was just a few hours longer.

      She had friends here tonight.

      Even among the TSP. Daryn was still here somewhere, along with her husband Detective Mike Evers.

      They’d stopped fighting each other—and the attraction they’d felt for one another—right after the storm. Mike had basically never left Daryn’s side after that.

      Poor Mike had been searching the rubble for his friends—and

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
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.


OEBPS/images/image-2023-limited-festival-edition-shelby-grace.jpg





OEBPS/images/leaf-black.jpg
LOSTRNGRUT BLISANG,LLC






