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        “Love is like a friendship caught on fire.”

        Bruce Lee
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      With an exhausted sigh, Clara took a cautious seat behind the nurses’ station to call Charlie to tell him she would be late getting home.

      Her husband cursed a wild streak from his end of the call. His worry about her increased each day that she continued to work.

      “You shouldn’t be on your feet so much, Acushla.” His voice sounded pained, shamed that his job didn’t pay more.

      But they couldn’t get around the fact that it didn’t. They needed her income. Better she work now so she could stay home some after the baby was born.

      She tried to calm him, tried to hide the exhaustion from her tone. “I’m feeling fine. I’ll come home as soon as May gets here. She got a flat. You know that takes time to fix.”

      Clara hung up the phone in the middle of another of his colorful curses, shaking her head.

      Charlie would have to learn to watch his language. Unless he wanted his mouth washed out with soap. He knew she’d do it. She’d threatened him before. The thought of attempting it made her smile.

      Beside her, another nurse, Nick, raised one dark eyebrow. Her husband’s words would have carried to his ears.

      “Charlie’s upset.”

      “I got that.”

      With one hand pressed to her lower back and the other on the counter, she stood, attempting to rub circles through the fabric of her maternity scrubs to ease the ache. The weight of her protruding stomach didn’t help. Not that she blamed the baby growing inside her. Carrying wasn’t easy.

      Nick studied her, his blue eyes sharp with assessment. “Roadside Assistance is with May now.” He twirled a pen between his fingers. “When’s your maternity leave? Not to piss you off, but you don’t look so good.”

      She grimaced. “It’s a hard thing, growing a child. It’ll be worth it, though.” Just a bit longer. She pushed herself away from the counter and walked around to the other side of the desk. The maternity ward doors swung open.

      An intern wheeled a woman in, her dark hair mussed, her eyes full of terror. Her pants clung to her legs, soaked through. Her hands clung tightly to the arms of the wheelchair. Pain etched the lines of her pale face.

      Her voice came out breathy with fear. “It’s coming. I can’t stop it anymore.”

      Nick was already in motion; he took over pushing the chair.

      Clara moved toward a birthing room, and they went to work.

      An hour and a half later, the woman’s new daughter lay asleep in the nursery. The baby had come fast, less than fifteen minutes after they got her in a gown and took her vitals.

      Luck was with the woman. Dr. Schroeder had been asleep down the hall and delivered the child. Clara had delivered plenty of babies on her own, but with her own three weeks to full term, her belly in the way, it would have been awkward.

      The newborn had been difficult to soothe. Clara understood too well. The world was a harsh one. Sometimes, a new life needed a bit more care than others. Clara rocked and swayed the little one while the mother slept. In a soft voice, she sang lyrics from a lullaby until the babe’s tiny eyelids drifted closed.

      She kept rocking.

      Adoption. This baby was up for adoption. Her future parents would be here in the morning to meet her.

      The birth mother held the infant for a brief time. She’d needed extra care as well. She’d torn badly in the process of delivering her daughter. With tears on her cheeks, she said, “My situation. She’ll be better off without me.”

      Clara wanted to offer the woman a hug. Sorrow wept from her eyes. She’d seen it on too many faces—that wish that things could be different. This woman hadn’t been the first to want something more for her child.

      Pain moved through Clara’s back, enough to make her catch her breath, to make her stop rocking.

      Charlie was right. She needed to be off her feet. Maybe he could rub her back before bed.

      The pain dissipated when May entered the nursery.

      Clara’s heart ached as she moved toward the nurses’ station. She’d tried not to watch the mother as she studied the newborn’s face, the hand that smoothed over the wisps of dark hair gracing her head. How she held her breath when the woman pressed her lips to the babe’s forehead.

      She shuffled toward the nurses’ station to clock out, the last of the patient’s files in her hands. Nick stood as she approached. “Take my chair. It’s more comfortable.” He moved, held out a hand to help her. “I called your man to come get you. You shouldn’t be driving.”

      She didn’t argue. With a nod, she moved one foot forward and then stopped.

      Pain. Sharp. Ripped through her.

      It slashed through her back, across her middle. A harsh cry tore from her throat. Papers fell from her hands as she reached for Nick.

      Her eyes met his as he took a firm hold of her. Another pain. Fluid rushed out of her. A cry came from deep inside her.

      Nick’s voice was sure and calm. “Clara, I’ve got you.” He held onto her with strong hands; his arm came around her for support.

      Her baby was coming. “I’m in labor.”

      He gave her a gentle smile. “I noticed.” He turned his head and hollered at the top of his lungs. “I need a nurse and Dr. Schroeder now!”

      The contraction lessened, but another one would come soon. It hurt more than she expected. No wonder some women screamed.

      She couldn’t wait to meet her son, hold him in her arms, but she was scared too. Her baby was only thirty-seven weeks. “It’s too early, Nick.”

      “Trust us, Clara,” he said. “Breathe. Scream if you need to. I’m not leaving you.”

      She felt the rise of the next contraction. “Charlie⁠—”

      “—On his way. He’s going to get one hell of a shock when he walks in.”

      She focused on her breath, Nick’s calm blue eyes, and the strength of his firm voice as she heard the sounds of rapid steps on the tile floor.
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      Rose ran her fingers around the edges of her latest Criminy Mystery novel while she waited. The squeak and scoot of seats being taken and murmurs amongst the audience filled the front section of Brick Wall Books. Rain pattered on the storefront windows while she studied her book cover, marveling once more at the artist’s rendering. A boy with straggly red hair and a girl with two black braids down her back perched on the branch of a tree. Above them, on a higher branch, sat a raven.

      From beside her on the makeshift stage, Alec Kincaid cleared his throat. She looked up.

      “You ready?” His eyes held questions.

      She glanced at her audience. Eight rows of middle-grade children sat on metal folding chairs between her and the new release tables. Every pair of eyes was on her, including the adults, waiting for her to start. Her stomach flipped.

      He’d already introduced her to the crowd. She hadn’t noticed.

      “I’m ready.”

      “Good luck.” He stepped off the stage. He’d be nearby if she needed him.

      With a nod in Alec’s direction, she read the first pages of her latest book aloud. Each of her words brought Ruby and Jed to life.

      Within minutes, her audience sat on the edge of their chairs, their eyes and ears caught as she gathered them into her character’s latest adventure. Fingers trembling, she turned a page, the twist inside her loosening as she continued.

      There were no whispers or mutters among those seated. Even the parents and guardians accompanying the children kept quiet. Not a fidget among them.

      That was a good sign. She took a slow breath and continued.

      With the turn of another page, the feel of paper beneath her fingertips became the texture of tree bark with crevices wide enough to stick her fingers in.

      It had been some years since she’d climbed trees, but writing these stories, reading them aloud, made her remember how it felt to do so. A glance at the adults around the room told her they might remember, too.

      As Ruby and Jed perched on the favorite branches of an oak tree with a set of binoculars, the very image the artist captured on the front cover, she ended her reading, setting the audience up for the next chapter. A warm feeling moved through her as she closed The Mystery of Lost Time.

      The rain hadn’t eased. A gentle drumbeat tapped against the windows. Alec, the new owner of Brick Wall Books, appeared beside her once more, looking as transfixed as the children.

      In a low voice, just for her ears, he said, “That was incredible.”

      Then he turned to the audience. “Thank you all for joining us this evening. Let’s hear it for the first chapter of the latest Criminy Mystery by Miss Everson Briar.”

      The children cheered. He cupped his hand over one ear and raised his voice. “I can’t hear you. I heard some of you think this is a library.”

      The children stood, jumping up and down in front of their chairs. The volume of their voices tripled.

      “That is more like it. Who’s ready to ask Miss Briar some questions?”

      Hands raised.

      Rose thanked all of them. She called on a tall, gangly boy with spiked hair in the back row.

      “Which of the Criminy Mysteries is your favorite?” He spoke slowly, as if he were sounding out each word from a card he held in his hand.

      She held up her latest. “The Mystery of Lost Time.”

      “Why?” he added.

      “I climbed trees in the woods as a child. I forgot how much I loved it until I started this book.”

      What she shared was the truth. Coming home to Evers Hollow two years ago, back to the house she’d grown up in, had sent her imagination into the trees, onto the forest paths of her childhood.

      The boy gave her a thumbs up and sat down as she motioned to another child. A younger reader with light blonde pigtails and hot pink glasses stood up. “Why is there a raven on the book cover?”

      Rose shook her head and laughed. “Nice try. You’ll have to finish the book to find out.”

      The girl flopped into her seat with a frown.

      “Anyone else?” A few hands went up.

      Rose called on a redhead in the front row. She looked like a high-school student.

      The girl stood, her posture ramrod straight, as if readying for battle. “Colette Cooper, Weekly Warbler, Evers Hollow High. Are Ruby and Jed getting married someday?”

      Rose curled her fingernails into her palms. It never failed. This question was asked at every reading.

      She forced a smile. “Ruby and Jed are eleven. They’re not old enough to date yet.”

      The redhead folded her arms, glared, and spoke in a defensive tone. “I think they get married when they’re older.” She flipped her hair as she turned and sat down. Her statement caused a reaction. Some of the other girls nodded in agreement. A few of the boys scowled.

      “What’s your next book about?” asked a dark-haired Black girl from the fourth row.

      Rose winked. “A mystery.”

      The children groaned. Pleas for hints followed until she held her hand up for silence.

      “You are a fantastic audience. I love answering your questions.” Except for that romance one. “How about I share something from the next book?”

      The room quieted. Many of the children leaned closer.

      She said, “Ruby and Jed need something different for their next mystery.”

      The questions came all at once.

      “A real magnifying glass?”

      “A ladder?”

      “A metal detector?”

      She held her hand up again. The sound of shushes filled the space.

      Rose said, “Ruby and Jed need a sidekick.”

      Exclamations burst out of the children. It took more than one effort to calm them back down. There were at least a dozen hands in the air. She called on a few.

      “Is it a copperhead snake? Jed could carry it in his pocket.”

      Another voice. “Or around his neck.”

      “It’s not a snake.” A poisonous snake as a sidekick would not go over well with the parents of her readers. Many snakes in North Carolina were poisonous.

      “Is it a dragon?”

      She shook her head. Children often asked if she could add a dragon to her books.

      A child off to the side with a tiny voice asked, “What about a bear? They like berries. I like berries.”

      Rose couldn’t help but grin. “I like berries too. Blackberries especially. It’s not a bear, though. Ruby and Jed’s new partner is a dog, a brown one.”

      As the children celebrated this reveal, her gaze connected with Alec’s. He held up two fingers. Time for one more.

      She called on a young woman, perhaps a college student, who stood off to the side.

      “How do you get your ideas?”

      Rose rubbed her wrists together and tilted her head.

      “I grew up with a forest behind my home. The trees were my playground. When I started college, my imagination returned to the forest. I started writing. Ruby and Jed’s stories came to life on the page. My dear friend, Mr. Munstead, encouraged me to publish them.”

      A small whisper of a voice came from the front row. “Like magic.”

      Rose smiled down at a little boy with missing front teeth and nodded. “It is.”

      Alec moved to stand beside her and spoke again. “Thank you again for attending our book reading. We have a special treat for you. Miss Briar brought Ruby and Jed’s favorite mystery solving snack. If you could all make your way upstairs, we have everything set up.”

      Excited voices and the scramble of footsteps up the staircase filled the bookstore.

      With her fingers, Rose traced the threads of the new patch her sister Willow had sewn over the latest tear in her favorite tartan plaid skirt, a hazard of walking in the woods and working in the garden alongside her grandmother, Magnolia. The patch had small pink flowers on it. Her fingers fluffed her long hair before she followed everyone upstairs to the coffee loft. Halfway up, she pressed her hand against the infamous three-story brick wall that inspired the store’s name. It felt cool against her palm, almost damp, like the weather outside.

      She loved the bookstores she visited for her readings, but this one held a special spot inside her heart.

      Brick Wall Books had been a treat to visit as a child. Magnolia made a point of shopping here for books back when Alec’s grandparents ran the store.

      Rose moved about the loft, talking with her readers. A black pen stayed between her fingers so she could sign copies of her books as she wound through tables and chairs. Some children hugged her; others had more questions. She posed for photos when asked.

      Alec made his way toward her from the other side of the loft. He was an attractive, lean man with piercing blue eyes, dark hair, and a light amount of facial scruff. Rose watched as he answered every question from each potential customer. It was the way his grandparents ran the store. Since he’d taken over, he did the same.

      He pushed his black-rimmed glasses up his nose when he reached her, a look of astonishment in his eyes. “I can’t believe you brought the actual cookies.”

      She nudged him and smiled. “Only for your store, Alec. I’ve got a special bond with Brick Wall Books. I’ve told you that.”

      “They’d never know the difference.”

      “But I would.” She glanced around the cheerful space, at young faces with cookie crumbs stuck to the corners of their mouths. “That matters.”

      “My gran is going to lay into me all over again.”

      “Because your gran loves me.”

      “And wants you to have her great-grandchildren.”

      “That’ll never happen.” There was no regret in her voice. One date had made that clear.

      “It’d be easier if it could.”

      She shrugged.

      He folded his arms, a serious expression on his face. “Someday, I want to meet Jed. Give him a solid fist to the face.”

      She had to fight a smile. “Jed is an eleven-year-old fictional character.”

      “Bull—”

      She smacked him on the arm. “Language.”

      He offered a quirky grin. “Like they haven’t heard it before.”

      She lightly smacked his arm again.

      An hour later, Rose rubbed the ink stains on her fingers as she waited for Alec to lock up the store. They always went to dinner together after her readings. The store smelled of paper and wood now that all the customers were gone. Beneath the dimmed lighting, she could make out the comfortable chairs set throughout the first floor.

      She heard Alec’s shuffling gait moving toward her.

      “All set?” He jangled his keys while his fingers hovered over the final light switch for the downstairs.

      Rose nodded and lifted her canvas messenger bag over her head and shoulder as they stepped into the night. Rain coated the sidewalks and streets.

      Alec slung his arm around her shoulders as they crossed the road. “Tell me again why you won’t give us a second chance?”

      “Because you can’t kiss worth a damn.” She poked him in his side. He flinched and let go.

      “You’re the only one who’s complained. I’ve got skills and really long fingers.” He held up one hand to demonstrate.

      She laughed and brushed past him when he opened the door into Mad Dogs Brewery. A cheerful hostess bedazzled in suspenders and Hello Kitty badges seated them at a high-top table. Steel-gray light fixtures lit the place. A wooden bar ran the length of the closest wall. Customers filled the row of round red barstools.

      When the server came by, Rose picked a beer off the menu, along with chicken fingers and sweet potato fries. After her pint of porter arrived, she took an inch off the top of the frosty mug.

      Alec said. “We’d be perfect together, Rose. An ideal relationship.”

      She wished he would let this go. It was never going to happen. “Without love? Without chemistry?”

      It was his turn to shrug. “Less complicated.”

      She tapped one pink-painted fingernail on the table. “I told you—I want chemistry. I want love. Our one kiss said everything. We have no spark.”

      “Damn. That’s not a cool thing to say.” He drank two inches off the top of his own beer.

      “Not to mention—you’re chaos—how many piles of books do you have in your apartment now?”

      He ran a hand over his scruff and narrowed his eyes. “Sixty-two?”

      “Case closed.”

      “I own a bookstore. I’m a writer.”

      “Buy some bookshelves already.”

      He stabbed a French fry in a circle of ketchup. “Fine. Tell me about Jed.”

      “There is no Jed.”

      “I’ll figure it out. Nobody writes stories like that without having inspiration from real people. Ruby is you through and through.”

      She ate another chicken finger.

      “What about your dedication in every book?” Alec said. “For my best friend, a little boy who once thought girls were disgusting.”

      She may have growled at him. Her words sounded corny coming from his mouth. So what if she dedicated all of her books to the same person? The stories wouldn’t exist without him.

      Her cell phone rang. A quick glance at her watch made her frown. It was after nine o’clock. She slipped her phone out of her bag’s front pocket. She sucked in a breath when she saw her phone screen.

      Four missed calls. Multiple texts. All of them from her siblings.

      Hands shaking, she slid off her chair and said. “I’ll be right back.”

      Her fingers touched the screen to call her brother, Broome.

      He picked up immediately. “Rose?”

      “What’s wrong?”
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      Finn raked his fingers through his hair as he left his bedroom. He shuffled barefoot into his tiny, outdated kitchen. One streetlight lit up the small space through the window over the sink. All else was dark. He glanced at the oven clock. Three-thirty. Only four hours since he’d left his shift at the hospital and crashed on the rectangle he called a bed.

      He pulled the pot out from the coffeemaker. At least a cup’s worth of yesterday’s sludge sat at the bottom. He tilted the pot toward the streetlight. Nothing floating. He grabbed a mug from the cabinet. Ninety seconds later, he removed a steaming mug from the microwave.

      Finn took the few steps from the kitchen into the area that management called a family room in their floor plans. The space barely housed the green loveseat he’d taken from his parents’ house and the darker green recliner he’d purchased when he’d moved in. A twist of his fingers clicked a crooked twenty-dollar floor lamp on. He should have left it off.

      Cardboard boxes filled the space in front of him, stacked two and three high. All were from the attic of his childhood home, most of them his mother’s. He pressed one hand to the back of his neck as he drank from the steaming mug.

      Three months ago, his pa decided to move into a retirement community. His reasons were smart ones. He’d struggled back home in Evers Hollow after a broken hip didn’t heal right. Finn lived an hour away and was in the middle of his medical residency. The neighbors had helped, but it hadn’t been enough.

      Beau from Pa’s old bowling team had been the one to pitch the idea. Great food, no home repairs, and no cleaning. The kicker—he could play cards all day, Pa’s favorite pastime.

      More recently, Pa brought up the idea of selling the old house. He asked Finn to handle it.

      “I’ve got it all worked out. You can take care of everything.”

      Lucky Finn. As if he had free time.

      Ridding the house of its remaining contents to get it ready to put on the market took what little he had. Finn was an only child. He’d spent days off driving to Evers Hollow to empty and sort what was left in the old place. Multiple runs to local charities had rid him of his pa’s car magazines, paperbacks, and old clothing. He found an awards shop that recycled shelves of dust-ridden bowling trophies. The attic, though, was full of his mother’s things.

      His last trip, he’d brought back a load of her boxes here to his small apartment.

      Each box waited its turn.

      “It’s up to you to decide,” Pa had said when Finn asked him about her things. “I’m too old to revisit the past.”

      Pa was only fifty-eight. His attitude was probably how the boxes ended up in the attic. Pa was an emotional sort—his grief still too painful to deal with in the years since his Clara had passed.

      The faded black of his mom’s handwriting beckoned in the lamplight. His hand returned to his neck, as if the pressure would somehow lessen the list of things he needed to deal with. So many boxes.

      Bed beckoned. The streets outside were quiet. They’d remain so for a few more hours. Instead, he sipped murky liquid until only the dregs remained, foul and gum-like on his teeth.

      Finn brewed a fresh pot and poured himself a new cup. It didn’t taste much better. He turned a second lamp on before setting the mug on the old wooden trunk centered in the room, another relic from the old house. He grabbed his pocketknife off the top and directed the blade through the tape on the closest box.

      Nursing books. He took them all out, then put them back in to be sure. He labeled it and put the box by the door. The next one held his soccer trophies and his old soccer jerseys. He left it open, moved it to an empty corner of the room.

      He opened another. A single piece of newspaper lay on top. Beneath it sat a stack of photos, a red ribbon tied in a knot around them. Caught by the top image of himself as a baby in his mom’s arms, he lifted the bundle out. His fingers slid the ribbon off as he moved to his recliner. A smile lit up her features, her strawberry blonde hair secured by a knotted headband. Even in a photo, her brown eyes sparkled. Her smile, her love, and pride rang clear in every line of her face.

      She’d carried a subtle beauty that drew people to her, especially in her work as a pediatric nurse at Hollow’s Hospital. Everyone who’d met her loved her. He trailed a fingertip around the edges of her face. Fourteen years since they’d lost her to stage IV breast cancer. It still twisted his heart.

      Finn shuffled through the next prints, came across one of him and his pa beside an old Chevy truck, his motorized blue baby. He’d spent hours working on that truck. Finn and his mom took turns bringing him glasses of sun tea and handing him tools on long ago weekends.

      The last photo was a family one, taken before she got sick. Finn carried a worn copy of this one in his wallet and kept it as his screensaver on his laptop. They’d been a happy family of three.

      He tied the ribbon to secure the photos and reached for the next item in the box.

      Another bundle of photos, also tied in red. His fingers froze when he saw the top one. He sank farther back into his seat as a different sort of ache squeezed his heart. The image of his own gangly, mop-headed self next to a dark-haired little girl with two long braids.

      His best friend.

      In the picture, his own freckled face faced the camera. The girl looked sideways at him. She often had.

      Emotions assaulted him—the good, the bad, and the part of him he still considered broken. He hadn’t figured out how to put himself back together. Had she?

      He took a long sip of coffee.

      Six years old. They’d become friends at his first Memorial Day barbecue at Briar House.

      Finn and his folks had just moved to Evers Hollow. Locals told them the barbecue was tradition to honor the soldiers who’d fought in the wars of long ago. He’d looked for boys to play with among all the pine, cedar, and oak trees. He’d only found Rose.

      Friends with a girl—as a six-year-old—the idea had been disgusting. Dressed in a frilly pink dress and shiny black shoes, Rose sat on the top stair of her grandmother’s porch and stared at him. Her two braids framed her face as she propped her elbows on her knees.

      He’d looked everywhere but at her until she’d marched down those steps, grabbed his hand, and shook it like a cooked noodle. It felt like fireworks inside his arm. He wasn’t sure he liked it, but she held on tight.

      Her older frilly sisters sat in chairs, also in pink, with sour frowns. He could still hear the oldest one’s voice in that tone that said she was better than everyone else. “Rose, you promised not to get dirty.”

      Rose had flipped her braids around and glared up at them. “You promised I wouldn’t get dirty. I said no such thing.”

      Then she’d pulled him with her away from the house.

      “Come on,” she said. “We have to hide from the soldiers.”

      “Soldiers. What soldiers?” Finn looked around, seeing no one in uniform.

      “The Redcoats are coming.” She tugged on him as she crouched down.

      Girls didn’t play Revolutionary War, but…

      “I got shot in my leg.” He limped a bit. “I can’t crouch down.”

      “Criminy, we’ll have to find another hiding place.”

      Finn looked around; she still held his hand. “What about that big tree over there?”

      Rose popped up like a jack-in-the-box. She nudged him, offered a toothless grin, and whispered, “Great choice, quick, let’s run for it.”

      “I can’t run; you go ahead. I’ll catch up.” Maybe he could still find some boys to play with.

      “I won’t leave you behind. Here, lean on me.” Rose wrapped her arm around his waist.

      He tried to back away; his clothes were covered with dirt. “I’ll get your dress dirty.” He didn’t like girls, but he didn’t want her getting in trouble.

      “There’s no time to argue. Our lives depend on it.” She put his arm across her shoulders. “Let’s go.”

      Once behind the tree, she let go of him, and they sagged against the foot-wide trunk, breathing hard.

      “I’m Rose Everson Finch.” Her voice was soft, cheerful as she looked him up and down. “This is my grandmother’s house. What’s your name?”

      “Finn. Finn Murphy.” He peeked around the tree. His parents were talking with other folks. His mom was holding a baby.

      “I never heard that name before.” Her face scrunched up like a dried prune.

      His face felt hot. “My pa picked it. It’s Irish.”

      “My mom gave me my name. She’s not here anymore.”

      “Oh.” He knew that from Mr. Hal, but he didn’t know what to say, so he looked at his shoes. Streaks of mud ran across the tops, caked the sides. “How do you know about Redcoats?” He tilted his head and studied her. Her face looked different, like her tummy hurt.

      “My dad told me stories—he was a history teacher. He’s gone too.”

      “Mr. Hal told me about your folks. It’s a sad thing.” It’s what his pa would say.

      “Thanks.” Rose gave him a gentle smile. “You know Mr. Hal?”

      “I do. Met him last week.” He hoped he sounded important.

      Rose sat down against the tree, folded her legs like a pretzel. He did the same.

      “Mr. Hal’s a vet. He takes care of Grandmother’s horses. Want to meet them? Lady is beautiful. You have to see her.”

      Finn met the horses that day. He and Rose ate homemade strawberry ice cream and hot dogs. Then they’d caught frogs in the creek that ran through the woods.

      Rose’s grandmother had been angry about the mud on her dress. Ms. Magnolia’s words and tone rang clear in his ears even after all this time: “Young ladies do not play with frogs.”

      The mud on Rose’s dress proved otherwise, but a warning look from his mom kept him from talking back.

      Finn moved to the next photo, another of the two of them, a little older. The porch swing at Briar House on a rainy day, Rose with her floral rain boots and her two braids. She’d always worn floral rain boots. His were dark blue.

      He shuffled through the rest of the stack. Their entire friendship sat in his hands as a stack of two-dimensional photos. He reached into the box again to discover a second identical set with a note tucked beneath the ribbon.

      
        
        For Rose.

      

      

      Clearly, his mother intended to give these to her.

      Mom was sweet like that every day of her life. She treated Rose as if she were one of her own. Called the two of them inseparable adorables, a name she’d coined that he found a bit embarrassing and difficult to say.

      Finn picked up the duplicate stack, set it away from the other. His mom would want her to have them, even if his last conversation with Rose formed cracks between them. They hadn’t spoken since.

      Today was a day off. He’d made plans to visit his pa around lunch and meet with a real estate agent in Evers Hollow around dinnertime. He could find time to drop by Briar House and figure out how to give Rose the photos.

      Surely someone knew where she lived. He hadn’t been to the house in years, not since the day after the last Everson New Year’s Eve party he’d attended.

      He reached into the box again. His baby book. He’d forgotten about it. His mom had added his school photos and awards to its pages through the years. It would take a while to go through. He set it aside for later.

      A couple of leather bound journals lay at the bottom. He flipped through them. Mom’s handwriting filled the pages along with photos stuck in between. He set them on top of his baby book. They would have to wait as well.

      If he was going to drive to Evers Hollow today, he needed to get a run in, shower, and get on the road. He’d call Pa to remind him he’d be dropping by Wylder Ridge Community.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      It was late afternoon when Finn turned his SUV onto the straight gravel drive of Briar House.

      He climbed the few wide steps to the wraparound front porch and knocked on the large, faded maroon door. His last visit, he’d been turned away. That had been six years ago.

      A young woman he didn’t recognize answered the door. Was it possible the battle-axe housekeeper had retired? With a soft Southern accent, she welcomed him in and then showed him to the morning room. The late afternoon sun came in through all five windows in the octagonal-shaped space.

      Furniture seemed randomly placed, with chairs, small tables, and a strange yellow couch that reminded him of a kidney. He’d never sat in this room. He and Rose spent their time outdoors, in the kitchen, or in the house’s library.

      He heard voices and turned back towards the door. Magnolia Everson-Brooks, matriarch of the Everson family and Rose’s grandmother, walked into the room with the help of a cane while the young woman stood watchful behind her before leaving them alone.

      As a boy, he feared this woman. As an adult, she looked frailer and smaller than he remembered. She wore black slacks and a white silk shirt. Silver jewelry decorated her throat and wrists. Her hair still looked like that of a sorceress, dark like Rose’s, but with silver streaks throughout.

      She paused in front of him. Her eyes, green like Rose’s, narrowed. “You.”

      Her voice was exactly as he remembered—crisp, sharp, and a tad scary.

      He nodded. “Good morning, Ms. Magnolia. How are you?”

      She took a seat in a blue upholstered chair, both her hands on top of her cane as she looked him up and down. “It’s been a long time.”

      “Yes, ma’am, it has.” He stood still, waiting for her to finish her appraisal. Her eyes had always been like a bird of prey’s. They missed nothing when he was a child playing with her granddaughter. He suspected that ability hadn’t gone away with age.

      “How are your studies?”

      The question shouldn’t surprise him. His recent trip into town had fed the gossip vine. “Going well. I’m in the middle of my residency.”

      He’d avoided the town he’d grown up in. For some time now. Only his trips to visit Pa brought him close. Until recently, those visits had been rare. The retirement community Pa lived in sat on the southern outskirts of Evers Hollow, eleven miles from the town center.

      With Pa’s sudden decision to sell the old house, they’d needed a real estate agent. There was no better source of info than the small group of men and women known as The Elders. Finn had driven in, stopped by their usual table at the Cracked Egg Cafe last week. Although Ms. Magnolia was one of them, she’d been absent.

      She laid her cane against her chair, one hand still on it. Her lips pursed as he shuffled his feet.

      “You’re too tall.” She motioned towards the odd-shaped couch. “Be seated. Tell me what brings you to my door.”

      He dropped himself onto the piece of furniture she indicated. It felt like a brick. Her tone reminded him of long ago lectures on journeys into misconduct, as she’d termed his and Rose’s childhood adventures. He still had the scars on his right hand from when they decided to capture a raven to train as their own. Not their smartest idea.

      “Well,” she prodded.

      “Ms. Magnolia⁠—”

      “You’re an adult now. Call me Magnolia.”

      He nodded and continued. “I’d like to get in touch with Rose.”

      She turned her gaze towards the five windows.

      “It’s important.” He caught the wince she gave as her head turned back. He pressed his hands to his knees to keep them still. What if she said no?

      “I know you and she had a falling out of sorts a bit ago.” There was a hardness in her eyes when she looked at him, a biting edge to her tone.

      “That’s true.” He had to be honest.

      “Did you know, the summer I took her to England, after her high school graduation, Rose mailed you a postcard from every village and city we visited? She spent more money on postage for you than on souvenirs for herself.”

      That was likely true as well. Every postcard and letter she’d sent still lay in a metal tin inside a drawer of his nightstand. When she’d returned, she’d sent regular letters, along with cookies, throughout his military training, his first assignment, and his first deployment. He had not been as good a correspondent.

      He tightened his jaw and met the older woman’s gaze.

      There was something unreadable in her expression. Her next words were softer. “You still have them.”

      He didn’t look away. “Yes, ma’am.” The letters meant something to him. As did Rose. There was no point in denying it.

      His answer seemed to satisfy her.

      “Your mother was a wonderful woman. Cancer is an elusive evil. I imagine this is why you study medicine.”

      “It is.”

      “Clara did something significant for me once. I hoped I would have the opportunity to return the gesture.”

      She stood. He did the same.

      “Rose is more of a private person now.” She offered an apologetic smile before she moved toward the faceted array of windows. “I’ll take your information down. I’ll make sure she receives it.” She paused in front of a large writing desk.

      His shoulders slumped. He knew this might happen. After all, Rose was married. Her husband wouldn’t like Finn reaching out. Especially after their last conversation.

      “Take heart, young man. I’ve always liked you. Even that scandal causing father of yours. I’ll make sure she sees your details. I suggest patience. She hasn’t forgotten you, but contacting you will be up to her.”

      He should have expected this. He took in the view, saw one of many paths that went into the woods along with the rose garden. How many times had he walked over while Rose worked amongst her namesake, a large straw hat shading her face?

      The older woman rummaged through the shallow desk drawers, muttering. “Where’s my box of pens?”

      Framed photographs sat on the corners of the desk. Wedding ones. He couldn’t help himself. He moved closer.

      He recognized the family one from Broome and Simi’s wedding. He’d attended that one, stood and waited for Rose while the family posed for a ridiculous number of photos. Rose was beautiful in a pale pink dress, her happiness for her oldest brother and his new wife infectious. They’d danced together more than once that night. He’d wanted to kiss her.

      It hadn’t happened.

      His gaze moved to the next frame. The bride had dark hair. He held his breath as he took in the image, then let it out.

      It wasn’t Rose. Instead, her oldest sister Aspen stood in a frilly, fluffy, white dress, her hair swirled on top of her head, a bouquet of yellow and orange flowers in her hand.

      The scent of floral perfume and cherry cough drops drifted towards him as Magnolia straightened. “Do you remember my oldest granddaughter? Aspen married the oldest Roche son, Gavin. Do you know the family?”

      “I do.” He didn’t elaborate. His acquaintance with the Roche’s wasn’t a nice story. She looked at him as if she expected more.

      He forced a nod. “Congratulations. I hope their day was a happy one.” He meant what he said, despite the fact that he’d never gotten along with Rose’s oldest sister. Of all the Finch kids, Aspen had always been the one to look down her nose at him.

      The older woman touched the top of the frame. “They had a May wedding. They’re expecting their first child.”

      She picked up another of the whole family and handed it to him. It would be rude for him to refuse. He forced himself to take the frame. Rose stood at one end in a dark yellow dress, her hair up. He couldn’t hold back a slight smile at the memory of her hatred of yellow clothing. She must have been furious, yet she still looked beautiful. He could admit that to himself, even if it felt like a torn hamstring.

      He realized Ms. Magnolia was talking, likely had been for the last minute.

      “Simi is pregnant again. She told me last night. Hard to believe.” She took the frame from his hands and set it back in place. “Due in April.”

      “Glad to hear it.” His eyes found Broome, Simi, and three children in another frame attached to the wall. Two girls and an infant boy, each a blend of their parent’s features. Simi’s straight black hair adorned their heads. He looked at the other pictures on the wall, but didn’t see⁠—

      Ms. Magnolia gasped. He turned and narrowed his eyes. She stood unmoving in front of the windows. She’d been so animated a second ago.

      “Ms. Magnolia?” Her face had paled. She didn’t respond. Her stillness, her lack of color, forced him closer to see what affected her so. Out the window, beyond the rose garden, a man moved along the edge of the surrounding woods. He had white hair. Finn didn’t recognize him.

      He looked back at her. She hadn’t moved. He heard a rasp of words from her lips before she swayed.

      “Ms. Magnolia!” He caught her as she slumped towards him and carried her towards the kidney-shaped couch. Her eyes fluttered as she looked up at him, tried to speak.

      “The lights—in the woods.” Her voice strained with effort, more of a rattle, with a tone that made his skin crawl.

      “What lights?” He set her down gently. His fingers moved to her wrist as he glanced at the second hand on his watch, counting. Her skin felt hot, feverish. “Ms. Magnolia—who was that man? Talk to me. Tell me about the lights.”

      Her eyes drifted shut. He called her name again. She didn’t respond. He hollered for help. The young woman who’d shown him into the room rushed in.

      “Call 9-1-1. I need an ambulance.”

      She pulled out her cell phone.

      Finn cursed under his breath.

      “Ms. Magnolia!” Her eyes fluttered, came open again. Wheezing sounds came out of her as if each breath was a struggle.

      “He’s back.” Her hand swung up, grabbed hold of his arm. Her eyes held a desperate look. “Promise me.”

      Finn nodded.

      She blinked and took a rattling breath. Her grip lessened. “You—have to—protect Rose.” Her head fell back as she lost consciousness.
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      Rose rushed through a pair of sliding doors just after ten pm, pushing her hair out of her face. The smell of antiseptic and sterile air hit her as the doors whooshed closed behind her. This wasn’t her first trip to Asheville Community Hospital. Two years prior, Magnolia suffered a stroke, which instigated Rose’s move back to Evers Hollow.

      A text came in from Broome. They were on the fourth floor. Rose hurried to the elevator bank, tapping her fingers on her bag as she waited.

      One bay dinged as its doors slid open. Rose stepped aside as people unloaded. She adjusted her canvas messenger bag on her shoulder and looked up as the last person stepped out.

      Her heart stuttered when he glanced in her direction. With a breathy gasp, his name slipped out before she could take it back.

      “Finn?” She gripped her bag a little tighter.

      The man stopped. When he turned around, a jolt went through her.

      Finn Murphy stood six feet away. His eyes were the same as she remembered—dark pools of brown that drew her in, like her favorite brand of chocolate. His reddish-brown hair had darkened a tad over the years, but still carried that unkempt, windswept look. Her fingers itched. Was it as soft as she remembered?

      He wore faded jeans and a navy sweater, its sleeves pushed up short of his elbows. A backpack rested on one shoulder.

      It felt like forever since she’d seen him. A forever that shattered her heart. Otherwise, she would have hugged him. She couldn’t decide if that was wise. Something twisted inside her, an odd sort of pressure in her chest.

      She wasn’t sure which of them moved first, but she found herself within reach of him. It would be easier to look the other way, pretend the man who stood before her meant nothing. She needed to get to Magnolia.

      Manners though, they were in her somewhere. Ingrained by the woman who lay upstairs in a hospital bed. She should say something. Anything. Before she rushed to the fourth floor.

      Her thoughts faltered. What could she say? The last time, words had broken everything.

      He spoke first, with sympathy in his eyes. “Broome, the rest of your family, they’re upstairs. They’ll tell you what you need to know.” He shifted on his feet. “I’m sorry. I can’t stay. Got to get home—I have an early shift.”

      She couldn’t help it; the exhausted part of her questioned if he was even real. She reached out to touch his forearm, found it warm and muscled. Again, her insides twisted.

      “It’s good to see you, Finn.” There. She said words. Courteous ones. Whether she believed them, whether he would, she’d think on that later.

      He didn’t move, merely looked back at her with unreadable eyes. “It’s good to see you, too.”

      She let go. The elevator had left. She turned and pressed the button to call it again. She wouldn’t watch him leave. Or think about how she felt seeing him after so long.

      Her goal: get upstairs, see her grandmother, and ignore the somersault extravaganza inside her. A glance told her he hadn’t moved. Hadn’t he said he needed to leave? He stood close enough to rub against if she wished. His attention was on his backpack, his hand inside, as if searching for something.

      She tried to focus on the closed elevator doors, willing them to open.

      Finn pulled a small rectangular parcel out of his bag and held it out to her. “Here. This is for you.”

      Rose hesitated. Talk about weird. “What is it?”

      “It’s how I ended up here. I found these this morning. Take them, please. My mom wanted you to have them despite⁠—”

      Despite what happened between them. Her throat felt clogged. She took the package, but he didn’t let go. Instead, he moved his other hand over hers and squeezed. “I hope your grandmother will be okay. I’ll see you soon.” He stepped back.

      “How do you know about—” But he was gone.

      The elevator opened. She stepped inside and looked down at the parcel. Rectangular, flexible, and close to the size of her hand. Whatever was inside—she couldn’t deal with right now, not when she knew nothing of Magnolia’s current condition. She slipped it into her bag.

      Rose pushed the circular number four as the doors slid closed. She leaned her head against the back wall as the elevator moved upward.

      Finn Murphy. Here. The last person she needed to think about.

      When she stepped out, Rose spotted Willow pacing up and down a tiled hallway in front of an ivory and light blue wall. Clad in yoga pants and a faded green hoodie, Willow had one thumb shoved just inside her lower lip, her nail likely bitten down to the quick with the amount of worry on her face.

      In a loud whisper, Rose said her name. Her sister looked up.

      Willow rushed towards her and threw her arms around her. “You made it.”

      Rose hugged her back. “What happened? Is she okay?”

      Willow eased away. Her eyes were glassy, concern prominent in her expression. “She had another stroke. She has a fever. They’re running tests.”

      “Is she awake?”

      She shook her head. Rose followed her to the waiting room, where most of the family sat.

      Broome stood first and hugged her. His voice was low when he spoke. “Glad you made it safe. I won’t sugarcoat things. She’s not well. High fever. They’re trying to bring it down. I sent Aspen and Gavin back to Briar House to sleep in her old room. She’s too close to her due date to sit in these chairs. She spent some time with Grandmother, though. Thorne’s in with her now.”

      Rose pulled away from him, a knot of disbelief formed inside her. “But I just saw her. I had tea and scones with her this morning. She looked tired, coughed some, but insisted she was fine. Sassy and stubborn. She practically kicked me out the door to go to my readings.”

      “I only know what the doctors have told me,” Broome said. “Grandmother’s a stubborn little warrior. She’ll fight as best as she can.”

      Rose stepped back, wiped her fingers beneath her eyes before she took a seat near Willow. This was all wrong. Magnolia had to be okay. There was no other option.

      An hour later, she traded places with Thorne. His hug conveyed his worry, his fear. Hers, concern and panic.

      She stepped inside the room as quiet as she could. The whir of machines filled the room. Magnolia looked small in the hospital bed. Her dark, silver-streaked hair had been brushed to one side, and each of her arms lay atop the blankets covering her. They had her on supplemental oxygen through her nose, and there was an IV in one arm. Hesitant and frightened, Rose took a seat in the chair beside the bed and wove her fingers gently between her grandmother’s.

      This wasn’t her first stroke, but seeing her here like this, something felt different.

      She didn’t wish to wake her, but wanted to let her know she was here. In soft tones, she said, “Hey Gran, it’s Rose. I’m going to sit with you for a bit. We need you to wake up and give us some sass.”

      There was no response. She watched her for a bit, comforted by the sight of her chest rising with each breath. A nurse came in to check her vitals. When she left, Rose leaned her head on the side of the bed and kept her hand intertwined. “I’ll be here when you wake up.”

      Finn’s image came to mind. She willed it away. All her mental strength needed to go to Magnolia. She needed to concentrate in order to do that.

      But it had been a long day. Rose read at two school libraries in Asheville before coming back toward Evers Hollow. She drifted off with the memory of how warm Finn’s arm had felt beneath her hand.

      A kink in her neck woke her. A hint of sunlight lit the room enough for her to see that Magnolia’s eyes were open and blinking. Rose stood up from her seat, wobbly from rising so fast.

      “Magnolia? Can you hear me?”

      “Of course I can hear you. I’m not deaf.” Her voice sounded raspy and frail, yet still carried the bite she was known around town for. “Where the hell am I?”

      “Asheville Community Hospital.” Rose wiped away the tears that filled the corners of her eyes. “It’s good to see you awake, Gran.” She emphasized the last word.

      “Impertinent child. You call me Magnolia.”

      Rose smiled through her tears. “I know. I’m checking to see if you know your name.”

      She gave her one of her infamous glares that said her humor was not appreciated.

      Rose didn’t ask how she felt. She was a woman who despised such questions. The doctor would have a hard time when they dropped by next.

      She squeezed her hand gently. “I need to tell the others you’re awake. We’ve been so worried.”

      “They can wait.” She coughed and winced, accepting a sip of water from a nearby cup with help.

      Rose said, “It’s beautiful out—sunny. When you’re better, we’ll get you back to the rose garden, get you some fresh air. I’ll just be a second.”

      “Rebel.” Her nickname for how often Rose had gotten into trouble as a child. “Sit down.”

      With the words came that look, one that made her sit immediately.

      “We need to talk.” Magnolia paused, sent her a look of regret.

      Rose swallowed. The fear she’d felt when she walked into the room came back.

      Magnolia’s gaze settled on hers. “First, Clara’s boy, Finn. He dropped by.”

      The twisty feeling inside her returned. “He came by the house?”

      “Yes, he caught me.”

      “Caught you?” Clearly, she was missing vital information about what happened yesterday.

      “Brigette saw him last week, spoke with him…”

      “I saw him. Downstairs.” Rose’s fingers curled in her lap, twisting into the fabric of her skirt.

      “Excellent.”

      She shook her head as if she were a small child. It had been six years since she’d laid eyes on Finn Murphy. Days, months, years had gone by without an apology, with no attempt at amends for how he’d acted the night of her family’s New Year’s Eve party, after Caleb had proposed.

      Finn should have been happy for her. He was her best friend. Instead, he’d been the opposite. His actions, his words that night—no one had said his name in years.

      As if sensing her turmoil, Magnolia reached out. Rose placed her hand in hers.

      “Did you never wonder why you broke your engagement to Caleb?”

      She couldn’t answer. Magnolia knew well why she broke things off.

      The hand around hers tightened. “You care for Finn Murphy; you always have.”

      Rose looked down, an attempt to hide the truth from her discerning gaze.

      Magnolia squeezed gently. “I’ve read your books. All of them. It’s in there, this last one especially—love letters, every single one.”

      Rose’s next words came out tight, pained. She could not allow her to think⁠—

      “My books are not love letters. We were friends.”

      Magnolia gave her a wane smile before she continued, her voice still raspy. “You broke your arm after climbing that tree to find the raven’s nest, just like the girl in your book. The blanket sling the boy made—that yellow blanket is still in your closet upstairs.”

      “Inspiration from real life—that’s all. You would do the same if you wrote books.”

      After another cough, this one sharper, Magnolia said. “Do not get me started—” She coughed again. “—your previous four.”

      “He’s never apologized for the things he said to me.”

      “He will.”

      Rose wouldn’t say his name. Once tonight was enough. Instead, with calm, she said, “I haven’t seen him. Not since⁠—”

      “I know.” Understanding hung between them.

      Rose let go and leaned her head on the bed. She felt the brush of Magnolia’s fingers on her hair, just like the night she’d finally shared what happened between her and Finn.

      They hadn’t spoken of it again until now.

      Magnolia’s voice sounded off, but her words were clear. “Not everyone gets a chance to fix their misunderstandings, Rebel. I want you to have your happy ever after.”

      Her fingers tightened on her scalp. She coughed again. Rose sat up. It stopped after a long sequence, but the sound concerned her. There was a wheeze and a rattle to it that hadn’t been there yesterday. Surely a stroke couldn’t aggravate a cold.

      Rose helped her with more water, raised the head of her bed some. “Do you want me to get the nurse?” Her finger hovered over the call button.

      She shook her head. “No.”

      Her grandmother was one of the strongest women she knew, the head of the Everson family. A woman who’d lived through more sorrow than most yet still raised five grandchildren to adulthood.

      When she met Rose’s eyes with her own, tears gathered in her eyes. “I’m not ready.”

      Rose wasn’t sure if she meant getting the nurse or something worse, something she didn’t want to think of.

      “I have things—to take care of. Promises. Confessions. My own apologies.” Her face was serious, as if her words meant something.

      They made little sense. They were, in Magnolia’s own words, dramatic. Unlike her.

      “Rebel. Be careful. The woods—stay out.” She coughed. “Lights, evil, you must be⁠—”

      The next cough stopped her words. Rose helped her with more water, fear and dread filling her. Evil? Lights?

      When Magnolia spoke again, her voice sounded even weaker. “I need⁠—”

      “Anything.” Rose took hold of her hand again. Her fingers felt so cold. She looked at the monitor, alarmed. Her temperature was 103.4 degrees. She needed to get the nurse.

      “Call Brigette and Jeremy. I need—” Another cough broke her speech. She wanted her closest friends. Rose moved her hand to her back as she curled upward, with the hope it would help.

      The door to the room opened. A nurse entered. “Ah, our patient’s awake.”

      Broome followed close behind.

      Rose held her till the coughing stopped, then leaned over her. “I’ll call them. In the meantime, I—we—need you to get better.”

      Magnolia held fast to her hand and gave a slight pull. Once more, she struggled to get her words out. Rose leaned closer to hear better.

      “Get me some proper⁠—”

      Rose finished for her. “Tea—I’ll take care of it.”

      But she wasn’t done. She still wouldn’t let go.

      It was clear the nurse needed to step in, do something for her, but stubborn as Magnolia was, she held on while she tried to catch her breath and her strength to speak again.

      Rose glanced at Broome and didn’t like what she saw there. His expression was grim.

      She liked nothing she saw in this room. If only there was a wall of windows she could open and bring in the fresh air her grandmother loved to take in every morning after breakfast.

      Magnolia gave a scratchy exhale, her words hard to hear. “Rebel—I love you. Remember.”

      Her words sent tears down Rose’s cheeks. She tried to blink them back. She had to be strong. And follow through with what Magnolia asked. She leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead. “I love you too.”

      The nurse spoke. “Miss, I need you to step away from the bed. I need to see to my patient.”

      With one more kiss to her forehead, she eased away from Magnolia. Her hand felt empty as she stepped back.

      With a nod to Broome, she slipped out. The waiting area, its soft light and uncomfortable chairs, stood quiet ahead of her. She walked past her dozing sister and other brother. When she found an empty space down the hall, she pulled out her phone, took a breath, and dialed Brigette and Jeremy Conroy, two of Magnolia’s closest friends.

      It took less than two minutes for her to tell Brigette what happened.

      “I’ll bring the tea. Jeremy will bring the other Elders.”

      Rose didn’t know what to say, but Brigette must have heard it in her voice. “You hang in there now. If there’s a way for Nola to beat this, she will.”

      Rose hung up the phone, leaned against the wall, and wiped her eyes with her sleeves.
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      The man in the mirror bore little resemblance to the face he remembered. He ran a lean hand through his sparse shock of white hair. Noted how loose his clothes hung.

      He’d dreamt of her again, his redheaded fire-girl.

      She’d been there, his first time, at seven years old. An accident.

      It had been the start of a lifelong love. The lure, the beauty, the striking figure the flames made.

      Fire-girl’s face was smudged with soot. She removed her helmet, her curls a cascade of red against her yellow-striped black uniform. She looked beautiful, much like his mother. He told her so.

      She snorted, “Yeah, kid—I look like a frigging princess.”

      He nodded. “A Princess of Fire. Your hair, it’s pretty.”

      She cocked her head and studied him. “Princess of Fire, huh?”

      He swallowed and nodded. “Your castle’s built of fire. I’ll build it for you.”

      She squatted down. Her tone was no longer playful. Instead, it was serious, like his mother’s.

      “I’d rather be a Wizard of Fire. I could control the flames then, keep them from hurting and scaring the animals that lived here.”
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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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