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      “This is page-turning, non-stop suspense at its finest. Shayne brings the characters to life for her readers, who will not be disappointed with this fabulously entertaining story.” ~RT Book Reviews on Innocent Prey

      

      “One of the strongest, most original voices in romance fiction today.” ~New York Times bestselling author Anne Stuart

      

      “Maggie Shayne is a wonderful storyteller. Creepy, chilling, and compelling, her entries into the world of the occult are simply spellbinding!” ~Heather Graham, New York Times bestselling author

      

      “A moving mix of high suspense and romance, this haunting Halloween thriller will propel readers to bolt their doors at night.” ~Publishers Weekly on Gingerbread Man.
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      “I need you to kill someone.” Rhiannon stood on the leaf-strewn path where Reaper had agreed to meet her, long hair and longer dress dancing on the night wind, and she wasted no time on preliminaries.

      As greetings went, it wasn’t the warmest one he’d ever received. But it was the most common.

      “Of course you do,” he replied. “Why else would you have asked me to come?”

      Her smile was slow. Her eyes held a dangerous gleam. “Normally, of course, I would prefer to do this sort of thing myself,” she told him, moving closer. Her sleek black panther moved beside her, each step slow, sinuous, silent, its head level with her hand, bumping against it every now and then. “But the circumstances forbid it, I’m afraid.”

      “And what circumstances are those?” Reaper asked, curious. He began walking, remaining close to her, but not touching. He didn’t like touching.

      The hem of her velvet dress stirred the gold and russet leaves that lined the footpath. It was a trail that wound through a secluded park, high in the hills of Virginia, a wilderness tucked between cities, and a popular route among runners, cyclists, walkers and nature lovers. Right now, though, in the deepest part of the night, the park was deserted. The only sound to be heard was that of the wind, crackling across the few brittle leaves that still clung to the surrounding trees.

      She didn’t answer him, just kept walking at his side, her fingers scratching the top of Pandora’s huge head every few steps, eliciting a rumble from the panther that sounded disturbingly like a growl.

      Reaper probed more deeply, using a tactic certain to work with the arrogant Rhiannon. He knew her well enough to know how to bait her. She was, after all, his maker. “This rogue you want killed must be the most heinous in history, if he has you too afraid to face him yourself.”

      She stopped walking and swung her head around, a sharp, swift movement that brought her long raven hair snapping over one side of her face. “I fear no one, my friend. And you know it. I’d like nothing better than to break his bones one by one, while bleeding him in between.”

      He nodded, knowing she was fully capable of carrying out the threat, and furthermore, would likely enjoy it. “So why call me?”

      “Because he’s not just a lone wolf, Reaper. He’s the leader of an entire pack—a pack who will turn on anyone who threatens their precious alpha male. And as much as I hate to admit it, I’m not a lone wolf, either. Not anymore. I have a mate, Roland. I have friends, family, now. Precious children—important children—are a part of that family.”

      He lifted his brows. “You speak of the mongrel twins born to the half-breed vampiress they call the Child of Promise.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Be very careful when you speak about those children, Reaper. I love them as if they were my own.”

      He held up a hand, understanding. “I get it. You can’t risk bringing the wrath of a pack of killers down on them. Well, you were right to contact me. I’m the perfect man for the job.”

      “You sound awfully sure of that,” she said, calmer now. She pushed her hair behind her shoulder and resumed walking, staring upward as she did.

      He followed her gaze. It was a moonless night, crisp and clear. Stars glittered like ice chips from a cold, black sky. The chill air tasted of apples and smelled of rotting leaves.

      “You haven’t even heard the details yet, so how can you know?”

      “Because I am a lone wolf. I have no family or friends to worry about. Nothing is precious to me, and there is no one that I love.”

      “Liar.”

      He shot her a look. “It’s the absolute truth.”

      “Rubbish. There’s the boy.”

      He averted his eyes, looking anywhere but at her. “What boy?”

      “Reaper, honestly. The mortal, with the baggy jeans and bad video-game addiction. Seth, isn’t it?”

      “He’s hardly a boy anymore. And as you’re aware, he’s one of the Chosen. You know perfectly well that we vampires have no choice where those rare humans who possess the Belladonna antigen are concerned. They can be transformed, can become like us. It’s not affection, Rhiannon. We’re compelled to protect them.”

      “Yes, I do know that. And I also know that for each of us, there is one of them with whom the bond is far stronger. Seth is that one for you.” She stared at him until she made him look back. “You care for him,” she accused.

      “I care for no one. He’s a nuisance. If I weren’t forced by nature to look after him, I’d stay a thousand miles from him at all times, I promise you that.”

      She thinned her lips, shook her head. “If that’s true, then I pity you.”

      “Don’t waste your energy, Rhiannon. I’m an assassin. I was a killer in life, and I remain one in death. It’s what I do.”

      “And you do it well.”

      “Better than anyone.”

      She studied him for a moment longer, then sighed and nodded. “The details, then. He calls himself Gregor, and he hunts throughout the Southeastern states—here in Virginia, the Carolinas and Georgia, that we know of—taking the innocent, the young, any victims he desires, and encouraging his gang to do the same.”

      “How old is he?”

      “No one knows. The trail of corpses—the victims he doesn’t bother trying to hide—started appearing about a decade ago, as near as I can trace.”

      “And who made him?

      “No one seems to know that, either.”

      He frowned at her. “That’s unusual.”

      “He’s an unusual criminal, Reaper.”

      Reaper rubbed his chin. “I like to know all I can about a mark before I go after him, Rhiannon. Without knowing his age or the identity of his sire, there’s no way for me to begin to calculate how strong he might be.”

      She looked away momentarily. “Well, if it’s too much of a challenge for you⁠—”

      “I didn’t say that.” He barked the words without thinking, then went silent, seeing the mischief in her eyes and the slight smile tugging at her full lips. She knew how to get a reaction out of him, too, he reminded himself. “Tell me what you do know, then.”

      She nodded. “I have no idea how many are in his gang. Rumors run the gamut from ten to fifty. His apparent right-hand man is known as the Jack of Hearts, and slightly more is known about him. Probably because of the trail of broken hearts and empty bank accounts he tends to leave behind him wherever he goes.”

      “A con man,” Reaper said.

      “And an excellent lover, or so I’ve been told.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Yes, and this is...disturbing. Part of his gang—the bulk of it, in fact—is rumored to be made up of creatures unlike any I’ve heard of before.”

      He stopped walking, frowned at her. “Creatures?”

      “Vampires—only...not.”

      “Then...what?” he asked.

      She blinked rapidly, scratching her cat’s head more slowly as she considered her answer. “Bear in mind, this is second- and third-hand information. I only have rumors and reports to go by. But it’s said these creatures are large, powerful blood drinkers, who seem to have no thought or will of their own. They obey Gregor mindlessly—even to the point of self-destruction.”

      He lifted his brows. “Does such a creature exist?”

      “I’ve heard of vampires who’ve learned to make slaves of ordinary mortals. They do this by drinking their blood and giving them a drop or two of their own in exchange. This leaves them weak and increasingly dependent upon the vampire, much as a drug addict becomes dependent upon his chemical of choice. But they’re still mortals. Weak, eventually mindless, yes, but only mortals. Gregor’s creatures are said to be strong, large and, apparently, immortal. An entirely different breed. No one, not even the oldest among us, can guess how Gregor made them.”

      Reaper nodded. “Clearly, we’re dealing with a brilliant mind. I hate clever villains. What else do you know, Rhiannon?”

      “Not much, I’m afraid. Only that Gregor and his gang are dangerous, a pack of rabid animals. They murder innocent mortals. They bring the danger of discovery—and the wrath and hatred of those who already know about us—down on the heads of every vampire in existence. They must be destroyed. But you’ll need to be very careful.”

      “Not to mention very well compensated.”

      She pursed her lips and tugged a drawstring bag from her sash. He hadn’t noticed it there, and no wonder. It was black velvet, like the gown itself. Holding it up so it dangled by its strings from her long, dagger-tipped fingers, she said, “Very well compensated.”

      He took the bag, which weighed at least two pounds and jangled musically when he shook it. He didn’t bother opening it. He trusted her. If she said it was fair, it was fair.

      “One hundred thousand in gold. These krugerrands are only the down payment. You’ll get the rest when the job is finished.”

      “A hundred grand, huh? You must really want this Gregor dead.”

      “Not just me,” she told him. “The oldest, the most powerful and the wealthiest among us have contributed to this cause, Reaper. You have their blessing.”

      “The blessing of the damned. That’s rich.”

      She tipped her head to one side, frowning. “You’re exceedingly bitter, aren’t you?”

      “Am I?”

      “I’m only trying to tell you that if you need assistance, there are many of us waiting to offer it.”

      “I won’t need help.”

      “But if you do⁠—”

      “I work alone.” He turned and walked away from her.

      “Contact me when it’s done,” she called after him, that air of command in her voice a note that was familiar to him and natural to her.

      “I won’t need to,” he said. “You’ll know. I will be in touch all the same, though, to collect the rest of my payment.” He tossed the pouch of gold coins and caught it again as he moved out of sight.
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      Seth Connor was cornered and low on energy, crouching on the top of a crumbling crypt in the middle of a cemetery. Toxic sludge had seeped in, covering the ground on all sides, so getting down and running for it was not an option. He wouldn’t last long if he stepped in that muck. Besides, he was surrounded by zombies—half-witted, yeah, but still dangerous. The sludge didn’t seem to bother them, or maybe they were just too zoned out to notice. Still, between them and the bubbling green chemical cocktail down there, he wouldn’t stand a chance.

      He was going to have to try to jump the gaping distance between where he was, and where he needed to be—the roof of the caretaker’s cottage. And it was a long jump. He wasn’t sure he had enough juice left in him to make it.

      But standing still wasn’t an option, either. He shouldered the shotgun, emptied it into the mob of zombies, who were already trying to climb onto the roof themselves, just to clear himself a path, then pushed off hard. His body somersaulted through the air, once, twice, three times, poisonous muck flashing beneath him with every flip, and then it seemed to be getting closer. Hell! He stretched, straightened, reached—and just barely caught the edge of the cottage roof with his fingertips.

      His legs dangled. Zombies were reaching for him, grabbing on, trying to tug him down. He kicked at them, then managed to draw his handgun. Hanging by the fingers of one hand, he peppered the bastards with lead.

      They fell away. He dropped the handgun—a hell of a loss, but he might be able to find another at the next level. Tugging himself up onto the roof of the caretaker’s cottage, he took a look around and saw the path to safety: a power line suspended from the roof’s far side. He headed for it, hopped on and tightrope-walked his way to Level Nine.

      Blowing a relieved sigh, Seth dropped the game controller onto the coffee table, stood up and stretched the kinks out of his back. It had taken a while to get through that last level, but the feeling of triumph, though bright, was only fleeting. It was a game. A fun distraction from the constant waiting that had become his life. He didn’t even know what he was waiting for. But the sense of nervous anticipation, that electrical charge just before a lightning strike, that feeling that something big was about to happen, had come on stronger today than it ever had before.

      He was destined for something important. He’d always known it. But he was getting awfully bored waiting to find out what it was.

      His phone rang. He jumped, that was how tightly wound he was. Then he grabbed it with the half-formed notion that this might be the call that would start him on his way toward whatever it was he was supposed to be doing. A glance at the caller ID wiped that notion away. It was only J.J. calling from The Hole, the local sports bar where Seth had been promoted to manager.

      Sighing, he picked up the phone. “Yeah, pal, what is it?” It was always something.

      “Seth, I don’t know what to do, man. Tommy’s supposed to be on grill, but he went home sick. We’re out of grenadine and the dishwasher’s acting up again. And we’re packed tonight and short on staff.”

      “Dude, you call me every time I have a night off.”

      “It’s a crisis, Seth.”

      “No. It’s normal. A crisis is when things are unusually bad. This is stuff that happens all the time. Normal, JJ. You gotta learn how to handle it.”

      “I’m trying, but there’s only one of me.”

      Seth lowered his head, then sighed and figured what the hell. It wasn’t as if he had anything else to do. Maybe go to bed early. Maybe dream about her again. The beautiful little redhead with the eyes that looked right through to his soul. The one who had something to do with his destiny. The one he’d never met, but had dreamed of for as long as he could remember.

      He sighed. She would be there waiting in his subconscious, no matter what time he went to sleep. “I’ll be right over, okay? Meanwhile, call Bobbie to come in and handle the grill. She’s closest, and she always loves picking up extra hours. Call Tanya in to wait tables. She goes right by the liquor store on her way in, so have her pick up a couple of bottles of grenadine on the way, and that’ll tide us over until the truck arrives tomorrow. I’ll be there in five minutes.”

      JJ sighed audibly. “Thanks, Seth. You’re a freaking hero, you know that?”

      Yeah. Some hero. Master of broken-down dishwashers and missing waitstaff, he could leap stumbling drunks in a single bound. He closed his eyes and shook his head, before grabbing his hoodie off the hook by the apartment door and yanking it over his head on the way out.

      Four hours later, the bar was closed, stools upside down on the mahogany counter, chairs upside down on the tables, floor freshly mopped and filling the place with the scent of pine cleaner. Seth was heading out for what was left of the night, which wasn’t a hell of a lot.

      JJ was beside him, carrying the money pouch, which they would dump in the bank’s night-deposit box on their way to the parking lot on the corner. His out-of-control brown frizz was being held hostage underneath a stained, worn-out Yankees cap. He shuffled his feet when he walked, and he slouched too much. Seth thought the kid needed a lot more than just on-the-job training if he ever wanted to get ahead in life.

      Then again, Seth thought, who was he to talk? Okay, maybe he didn’t have JJ’s lack of self-esteem. But he was still in a job that was going nowhere, in a life that was nothing but filler, waiting for the big fat hairy deal he’d always believed was his destiny. He was meant for something big. He knew it. And tonight it felt closer than ever.

      One block to the bank. JJ was whistling the theme song from the newest Rocky film. Traffic was nonexistent, and the pavement gleamed.

      “Can you believe it rained and stopped again while we were in the bar, and we never even knew it?” JJ asked.

      “Yep. The Hole is like its own self-contained world.”

      “World?” JJ echoed. “Nah. Small town, maybe. Better yet, it’s a self-contained soap opera. It’s got all the characters down. There’s the dirty old man, Henry, who can’t think about anything but his dick and gets away with sexually harassing every female in the place because he’s a hundred and two.”

      “Henry isn’t thinking about his dick. He’s trying to remind himself he’s still a man. Patting a waitress on the ass when she passes close enough for him to reach is about the only way he can still manage to do that. I think he’s wishing one of them would smack him, instead of smiling and patting him on the head as if he’s cute and no real threat.”

      JJ lifted his brows. “I never thought of it that way. What about Mrs. Brown?”

      “Shauna?”

      “Yeah. Everyone knows she’s married, but she comes in every night, drinks until she’s messed up, then hits on every stranger who walks into the place.”

      “They never hit on her back, though.”

      “So?”

      “Think about it,” Seth said. “She’s a good-looking woman, JJ. If she really wanted to get laid by some stranger, she wouldn’t have any trouble. She’s not really trying. If anyone shows any interest, she backs off like mad, until they take the hint and leave. Then she keeps drinking until she starts crying, and then she has me call her a taxi.” Seth shrugged. “She’s miserable and just wants to be loved. If her husband doesn’t wake up, I imagine she’ll eventually work up the strength to leave him. Until then, she’ll just keep being miserable, I guess.”

      “You really see things about people,” JJ told him. “What do you see in me, Seth?”

      Seth shrugged and didn’t look JJ in the eye, because it was such a sappy and un-guy-like conversation to be having. “A kid with a lot of potential. You can do any thing you want to, JJ. You just have to grow a pair, you know? Like tonight, you could have made some decisions, solved some of those problems on your own, and taken the consequences, good or bad, yourself. But instead, you called me, to save yourself from having to take any chances.”

      “Why take chances if you don’t have to?” JJ asked.

      “You know how I got promoted to manager, JJ?” Seth didn’t wait for an answer, just went on. “There was a major crisis at the bar one night. Manager had a heart attack and got rushed to the E.R. Bartender was his wife and went with him. Head waitress had to drive her there. And there I was. But I jumped in and handled it. Made some calls, got some people to fill in for the bartender and waitress, managed the place myself all night, and kept things going like clockwork. Next thing I know, I’m getting a promotion and a raise. That’s why you take chances when you don’t have to. No risk, no gain, pal.”

      JJ nodded. “I think I get it.”

      The streetlight was flickering. Later Seth would think that flickering streetlight had almost seemed like a warning. But right then, he paid it no more attention than he did the little shiver that tiptoed up his spine for no obvious reason.

      Then, in the next second, someone crashed into his back, slamming him to the sidewalk so hard his chin split. Fists started pounding on his head. Pain exploded behind his eyes. Shock and surprise made his heart hammer, but he reacted anyway, rolling and flinging the bastard off him, then scrambling to his feet to take a quick look around.

      JJ was lying on the ground, face-up, with some big SOB kicking him in the ribs. Seth hurled himself at JJ’s attacker with everything he had, and the two of them sailed bodily into the alley.

      He landed on top of the guy. Another one jumped on him before he could even draw a breath. But he managed to shout, “Run, JJ! Get the hell out of here! Run!”

      And that was it. One of the bad asses picked him up, spun him around, then knocked him flat again with a fist to his jaw. As he lay on his back in the alley, he caught just a glimpse of JJ running for dear life, already a block away. Then the strangers—there were four of them now, and he was damned if he knew where the other two had come from—were all around him, blocking his vision. He couldn’t see anything except legs in faded, torn jeans and the front ends of their shoes.

      “Gimme the money bag, asshole,” one of them said.

      Seth smiled slowly, but it hurt, so he stopped. He figured his lip was split, and maybe his jaw was busted, too. He wasn’t going to tell these bastards that JJ was the one carrying the bag. Not just yet. Give the kid time to get clear. He figured his own ass was grass, either way. “Why don’t you take it from me?” he asked.

      “My pleasure.” The beating really began then. And there wasn’t a hell of a lot Seth could do about it. He tried to get a few blows in, tried to block the punches and kicks with his arms, but eventually he was hurting too bad and bleeding too much to do more than curl up like a boiled shrimp and wait for them to get tired.

      He wondered, after a while, if this was it, the big shining moment he’d always known he was meant for. Maybe his entire purpose in life had been to be here tonight, to take the heat off JJ. So maybe it was JJ who was truly meant for something big. Maybe he would end up being president or something. And Seth was just a pawn, a sacrifice for the greater good.

      Damn. He had always thought it would be something more. And his biggest regret was her—the girl he’d been dreaming about for so long. Could he really die without ever once meeting her face-to-face? It didn’t seem possible, but it looked pretty damned likely.
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        * * *

      

      After thoroughly tapping the vampiric grapevine, Reaper’s only lead to Gregor was a spoiled rich vampiress who called herself Topaz. She lived in a mansion on Emerald Isle, in North Carolina, and rumor had it she’d recently lost a substantial portion of her wealth to a vampire con man who’d broken her heart.

      No one had heard the man’s name, but his description matched that of Gregor’s sidekick. The M.O. was right, the location was right, and Reaper was pretty sure his gut instincts were right, too. The con artist must have been the vampire known as Jack of Hearts. And if he could find Jack, he could find Gregor and the rest of the rogue band.

      So he was on his way to Emerald Isle when the sensation hit him. First it was a sense of nervous energy, a clenching of his stomach, a twitching of various muscles, a surge of epinephrine. Fight or flight. But it came for no reason. He wasn’t in danger.

      No, but someone is.

      He felt pain, then. Excruciating pain. Not his own. And then he sensed the essence behind it, the aura that came whenever one of his kind came into proximity with one of theirs. The feelings were coming from one of the Chosen.

      And not just any one of the Chosen. But his. Seth Connor. The young man was in trouble. And the bottom fell out of Reaper’s stomach in spite of himself.

      The kid was always in trouble of one kind or another, but the pain he was feeling now... This was no minor scrape.

      “God, now of all times?” Reaper rolled his eyes and told himself that Seth was proving to be exactly the kind of nuisance Reaper had told Rhiannon he was. He told himself that, even as he stopped everything he was doing to race to Seth’s aid. He reminded himself that there was no choice. He hadn’t been lying when he’d told Rhiannon that he was compelled, as were all vampires, to protect and watch over Seth’s kind. If he could have ignored the call, he thought deliberately, determinedly, he might very well have kept on driving.

      Yeah. Right. And just who do you think you’re kidding, Reaper?

      So he obeyed his instinctive need to go to the younger man, and go fast. He took an exit, following his senses, his intuition, and as he got nearer, he realized it was a damn good thing he had.

      Reaper felt the cold breath of his grim namesake nearby and knew that Seth, his own charge, was near death. He skidded the car to a halt, leapt out, turned and ran, moving so quickly that he was invisible to human eyes. Moments later, he was at the mouth of an alley, where four upright men were kicking and beating one who lay on the ground, curled loosely in on himself.

      Reaper didn’t speak, he just moved. His first blow sent one man smashing into a wall, where his head took a chunk out of the cinder block it hit. He grabbed the second one by his nape and hurled him through the air, not bothering to watch where he came down, though he heard glass breaking. He grabbed the third by his hair and slammed his face into the ground. And then he delivered a kick to the solar plexus of the fourth that probably split his intestine apart. And all of it in the space of two seconds, possibly less.

      Finally he knelt beside the young man, his cast-iron stomach churning as he bent closer. Seth’s face had been badly beaten. His eyes were swollen and purple, his nose broken, lips split, jaw unhinged or broken. His own mother wouldn’t have known him. Reaper knew him, though. He knew his scent, his essence. His restless, frustrated energy.

      As much as he disliked physical contact, there was nothing else for it right then. Reaper slid an arm beneath Seth’s shoulders and lifted his head up from the concrete floor of the alley where he lay. His body was as broken as his face, but it didn’t show as much to the naked eye.

      “Did JJ get away?” Seth asked. His voice was coarse and soft.

      Reaper narrowed his eyes, then probed the younger man’s mind and saw the scene unfolding through Seth’s memory. The attack. The other, even younger, man, JJ, being beaten. He saw what Seth had done, taking the attackers on himself to give JJ the chance to escape. He could easily have gotten away himself, but he hadn’t.

      Reaper sensed that JJ had. “Yes, he’s safe,” he said.

      Seth sighed and closed his eyes. “I’m glad.”

      Seth was dying. Or else he wasn’t. The decision was his. “Open your eyes, Seth,” Reaper said. “I need to talk to you.”
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        * * *

      

      Seth wasn’t sure if he was alive or dead. The pain was fading, and so was everything else. He felt as if he were falling farther and farther away from everything real. And then an insistent voice, a man’s voice, one that was oddly familiar to him, made its way through a long and winding pathway from his ear to his brain.

      “Open your eyes, Seth. I need to talk to you.”

      He tried to obey—something about that voice made him want to—but he couldn’t. And really, he didn’t want to, not all that much. He was dreaming about her again. She was so real, so freaking real, this time. He could feel her when he touched her. Soft skin, masses of coppery hair he couldn’t stop stroking. Her petite frame, her soft voice, the uncertainty that always seemed to linger behind her eyes.

      “I really don’t have time for this, you know. If you don’t wake up and give me an answer, I’m just going to have to do it without your consent.”

      Consent? Do what without my consent?

      “Seth, honestly, I’m nearly out of patience.” The man sighed, and when he spoke again, his voice was different. It held some kind of power that hadn’t been there before. “Hear my voice and obey, Seth Connor. My will is yours. Do as I say. Open. Your. Eyes.”

      Seth realized he was alive after all. He had to be, to hurt this bad. He supposed he had to wake up and pay attention if he wanted to keep it that way. He hated leaving his dream girl behind, but maybe this way he would get the chance to meet her for real. Yeah. It could still happen. That hope was what drove him to gather his strength, what little remained of it, and open his eyes. Barely.

      They were swollen and sore, and his vision wasn’t any too clear. But the form that took shape, very slowly, before him, was that of a man, probably no more than a few years older than he was himself, and yet way, way older in some unnamable way.

      “I…know you,” he managed to mutter. “I’ve...seen you before.”

      “Yes, you have. I pulled you out of the river when you fell in, back when you were ten or eleven. And I dragged you out of the car wreck that killed your parents when you were sixteen, just before it went up in flames. There were countless other times when I helped you out of one scrape or another. None quite this serious, though.”

      Seth’s mind was spinning, because all of a sudden he did remember. “How come I didn’t remember—I mean, until now?”

      “Because I didn’t want you to.”

      The guy hadn’t aged, Seth realized. Of course, he’d been beaten senseless, and his vision was blurry and it was dark, but somehow he didn’t think it was a mistake. The guy looked exactly the same as he had those other times. Dark hair, brooding features, deep-set eyes that almost looked haunted. “Who are you?” he managed to ask.

      “Your protector, for lack of a better term.”

      “Why?”

      “Not by choice, I’ll tell you that much. The rest will have to wait, Seth. You don’t have a lot of time.”

      Seth nodded, and it hurt when he moved. “I’m dying, huh?”

      “Yes, I’m afraid so. Your mortal life is ending. There are internal injuries. A ruptured spleen, I think, though I can’t be sure. You’re bleeding inside. It won’t be long.”

      “I didn’t think it would be over this fast.” Seth tried to look around, but there were only out-of-focus shapes in the darkness now. His vision was narrowing, shrinking inward, so he squinted at the man again. “What is it you want me to do, before I…go?”

      “I’m a vampire, Seth. I wish I had time to tell you all that entails. But I can only give you the barest of basics. I’m one of the undead. I live by night, and blood, not food, is my sustenance, though I do not need to kill in order to live. That’s a myth. I never age. I’m powerful, strong, fast. My senses are heightened beyond anything you can imagine, and there are extra ones, as well. All of this can be yours, too, if you choose to become what I am. You need only tell me.”

      Seth stared at him and wondered if he was hallucinating.

      “The alternative is death, and whatever waits beyond,” the man went on. “The choice is yours. But you need to make it soon, Seth. You won’t be able to remain conscious much longer.”

      And in that moment, everything became crystal-clear to Seth. Everything in his life fell into place, all the pieces interlocking, to form the outline of a jigsaw puzzle. There were still pieces missing, almost the entire inside of the thing. He couldn’t see the design, the picture, only that outline, that form. For the first time he could see its shape, see that it was real. This was the destiny he’d been sensing all his life. This was the first step on the path of the life he was meant to live—the path that was going to lead him to her, at some point along the way. He was sure of it. This was the beginning of something big. And as it turned out, it was something far bigger than even he had ever imagined.

      “I want to live,” he said. “I’m supposed to. There’s something I have to do.”

      “Is there? And what would that be, Seth?”

      The man sounded almost amused. Didn’t matter. Seth knew it was real. “I don’t know all of it yet. There’s a girl—a woman. God, she’s something special.”

      “Really?” Amusement was shaded by something far darker now. “She have a name?”

      “I don’t know it...yet. But I know I have to find her. And I know there’s more—something major I have to do. So I’d better take you up on this...this vampire thing. ’Cause the alternative is to die, and I’ll never get it done that way.”

      “You’ll never get anything done that way. So be it, then,” the vampire replied. And then he leaned over, and even as Seth told himself there would probably be some far less dramatic way to accomplish the thing than the one so common in pop fiction, the man bent closer, tipped Seth’s head back and sank his fangs into Seth’s throat.

      He felt them pierce the skin, pop into the vein. There was pain, sharp and somehow good, and then there was the most incredible sense of release—not orgasmic, but more like a pressure cooker suddenly letting off steam. It rushed out of him, this pressure and tension and frailty, and pain, too. It rushed out of him with the blood that was rushing out of him, into the vampire’s hungry mouth.

      He tipped his head back farther, willing the stranger to take it all, and he felt his life ebbing away, flowing out of him with every swallow the vampire took. And then the creature lifted his head away, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and lowered Seth to the ground.

      Seth’s vision cleared, and he lay there on his back, in that alley full of trash, staring up at the glittering stars far, far away.

      “You’re dying now. Just as you begin to do so, Seth, I’ll bring you back. Don’t be afraid. Just relax and let it happen.”

      Seth tried to nod, but he sensed that nothing moved. Then, just before it all went black, he glimpsed her. Just for an instant. Her long, thick, copper-red hair hung over one shoulder, and her huge brown eyes pleaded with his in a way they never had before. He saw her more clearly, felt her more clearly, than he ever had. Her eyes were darkly lined, exotic and slanted. Her body was small, lithe but incredibly powerful. She was wild, he sensed, and then he sensed something else. She was caged.

      She was begging for someone to help her—for him to help her.

      It wasn’t a dream. Not this time. It was real. He was really seeing her, somehow, in his mind. It wasn’t a dream Everything inside him reached for her, yearned for her, and then everything in him simply stopped. There was darkness, silence, no sense, no feeling, and then...

      Bam!

      Sensation slammed into him like an electric jolt. He went as rigid as a flat-lining patient when the paddles were applied. But there were no paddles. There was only a wrist, which he was holding to his mouth with both hands, and from which he was drinking just as greedily as if he were dying of thirst.

      He felt beyond feeling. He sensed beyond belief. He tasted and saw and heard and smelled a million, million things all at once, and knew them all.

      Jerking the wrist away from his mouth, pulling his head back, he sat there, blinking, reeling.

      “It’ll be all right,” the vampire said. “It takes some time, but you’re going to get used to it.”

      Somehow, Seth doubted that. “God, she’s real. I mean, I always knew it, but I doubted—I wondered. But she’s real. She’s so real, and she needs me.”

      The man frowned at him. “Who needs you?”

      “The girl,” Seth told him. “We have to find her. We have to go to her. But I don’t know how. I don’t know where she is, or⁠—”

      “Okay, okay, you take it easy now. We’ll get to the bottom of this, all right? Don’t worry. Right now, you just need to...rest. Just rest and let your body adjust to the change. Okay?”

      Seth nodded, lowered his head, closed his eyes and muttered, “Okay.”
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      Vixen paced from one end of her cell to the other without breaking stride. Her steps were small and light and smooth, and she tended to walk on her toes. She didn’t like it here. She didn’t like the people who were holding her. She didn’t like the bars that held her captive or the fact that she couldn’t simply squeeze out between them. She could have, once. Before they made her into whatever sort of demon she had become. But she hadn’t been able to change since.

      “Vixen, is it?”

      The one called Briar leaned against the cage from the outside. Her hair was wild, wavy, thick and mink-brown, like her eyes. She was very young, must havebeen made into one of them at an unreasonably early age.

      Then again, so had Vixen herself.

      “What do you want?” Vixen asked. She gathered her hair, pulling it around to the front of her, so it hung over one shoulder, and stroked it. Whenever she was nervous, she tended to stroke or play with it—her way of touching her own nature, reminding herself of who and what she truly was. Not one of them. Never one of them.

      “It’s not what I want,” Briar said. “It’s what Gregor wants.”

      Vixen shrugged. “What does he want, then?”

      “He wants you to help him. After all, he’s helped you.”

      “He caged me. In this body. In this cell.”

      Briar shrugged. “In the cell, maybe. Not in the body, though. You can still change.”

      Vixen lowered her eyes, shaking her head slowly. Her throat felt tight, and odd, warm fluid filled her eyes. “I was in human form when he...bit me and drank my blood as if I were a chicken. He made me...whatever I am now. I tried to shift back, but⁠—”

      “You were newly made, and you were weak and frightened. That was six months ago, Vixen. You’re stronger now. You have to try again.”

      Vixen looked Briar in the eye and shivered. She always shivered when she caught the scent of the darkness that lived in that one’s soul. It was cold and frightening.

      “Try, Vixen.”

      Vixen sighed and shook her head side to side.

      “Try, Vixen,” Briar said again, but she said it differently this time. There was anger in her voice. “Try, or go to sleep hungry again.”

      “I don’t mind going to sleep hungry.” Briar sighed and reached up to the wall, where the long metal prod rested on a hook. Vixen flinched, and backed up as far as her cell would allow.

      “Fine,” Briar said, “I’ll just play with you for a while, and then you can go to bed hungry. How’s that sound?” She stuck the rod between the bars, and no matter how Vixen twisted away, she couldn’t get beyond its reach. It touched her belly, and jolted her so hard her head snapped back and her knees buckled.

      She curled on the floor, trembling. “Please, don’t.”

      “But I enjoy it so.” Briar poked her again, in the neck this time.

      Vixen jerked away, and her head hit the floor.

      “Now, you’re going to try for me. Aren’t you, Vixen?”

      Vixen opened her mouth to answer, but she couldn’t get words out. Briar stabbed the rod in the small of her back, and she arched and cried out, forming the word yes on her agonized scream. When it died, she lay there on the cold stone floor, shaking uncontrollably. “Yes,” she whispered. “I’ll try.”

      “Good. I’ll give you an hour to recover. And if you make me torture you again, Vixen, it’s going to be something a hell of a lot worse than the prod. Understand?”

      Vixen nodded, the motions jerky and tight.

      “One hour.” Briar turned and walked away down the echoing stone hallway, taking the light with her.

      Vixen heard her feet ascending stairs, and then the slamming of a heavy door. She was alone. Her senses wouldn’t deceive her about something so simple. She was alone, here. The only prisoner of these cruel sapiens.

      And yet, she wasn’t alone.

      There was a mouse family living on the other side of the room. They’d made a nest in one of the deep chasms in the stone, and they huddled there out of sight whenever one of them came into the dungeon. But they would come out for her. Oh, they wouldn’t get too close. After all, she’d spent a good many hours of her life as one of their natural predators. But despite that, they sensed her animal nature, and her pain and distress. They were curious.

      They came out now, though she’d felt them coming even before she saw them. She heard their little squeaks as they conversed and began hunting the floor for any crumbs, shooting looks her way as they went.

      You won’t find any crumbs around here. Those ones don’t eat food. She thought the words at them, as images and ideas, not as a language. And she knew they understood. They hurried across the floor, to the loose board in the bottom of the door that led outside, and squeezed their tiny bodies through it.

      She hoped they would gnaw it some more as she had tried to convey they should. If she could shift, she would need the board to give a bit more to allow her to squeeze through easily—though she might be able to fit even now, if only she could change.

      Even when the mice were gone, she still didn’t feel entirely alone. There had been someone else. She’d sensed him all at once tonight, when one of the drones had taken her outside for a well-guarded and far too short walk.

      Gregor wanted her healthy—weak, and half-starved, but basically sound—until he figured out whether he could use her or not. So she was granted a nightly walk.

      And tonight, she’d felt him. A male. A kind one. He had seemed so very real, and so near that she had even lifted her head, sniffing the air and feeling with her senses to try to locate him, even identify him. Human or animal or vampire—she couldn’t be sure. And then she had realized that he wasn’t close to her, not physically.

      But in some other way, he was. Incredibly close. And he was coming—coming to help her. She had felt it, known it.

      He had told her so, somehow. She had closed her eyes and focused on that feeling with everything in her. “If you’re coming to me,” she’d whispered, “please hurry. If I have to stay here much longer I’ll die. Please hurry. I need you.”

      And just as suddenly as it had arrived, her sense of that other person, the male, faded entirely the moment she was ushered back inside, through the cellars she thought of as dungeons and into her cold cell.

      She hadn’t sensed him again since then. She wondered now if she had only imagined him, and she sank to the cold floor, lowering her head as despair crushed her.

      But she didn’t allow it to hold her in its grip. She lifted her chin, and she vowed that she would escape these creatures who held her. She was smarter than they were, more cunning, and more in tune with her senses and her instincts. If they were right, and she could shift back, then it would not take her long to make her way out of here. She would slip away at the first opportunity.

      And then she would be free. Free to run and play and live again.

      But even then, it would never be the same. She could never go back to what she was before. She knew it, sensed it. In a very real way, her life was already over.
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        * * *

      

      Seth opened his eyes and lay very, very still, because damn. Everything was different.

      “Ah, you’re awake,” the vampire said.

      Seth blinked, amazed, because, yeah, the guy was a vampire, and it was real and now he was...he was...

      “What’s wrong, Seth?”

      “Your voice. Dude, it’s like I can hear every vocal cord vibrating when you talk.”

      “I know.”

      “I can feel the air touching my skin.”

      “You can probably hear the grass growing, if you listen for it,” the vampire said.

      “So I’m either tripping on acid, or I’m...”

      “You’re a vampire. Your senses are heightened. Magnified. Everything is impacted. You’ll feel both pleasure and, unfortunately, pain, at levels almost beyond endurance.”

      Seth closed his eyes. “What a trip.”

      “An endless one,” the man said.

      Seth lifted his head, realizing he was in a car, and that the other man was driving. The road was dark before them, the lines flashing by at an alarming speed.

      “Where are we going?” A little voice deep inside told him he knew damn well where he was going. He was going to her. He didn’t know how, or exactly why, but he felt it. He was getting closer to her with every mile.

      “North Carolina. I was on a mission when you interrupted me, Seth. I don’t have any more time to waste.”

      “I interrupted you? By what, almost dying?”

      “Exactly.”

      Seth searched the vampire’s dark face, awaiting an explanation he seemed reluctant to give.

      Finally, the man nodded as if he’d decided on something. “There are a lot of things you’re going to need to learn in a very short time, Seth, and this isn’t the most important among them. But I’ll try to sate your curiosity all the same.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “You don’t need to thank me. I’m your maker, your sire. Your father, in a way. It’s my duty to educate you.”

      “I was being sarcastic, pal. You don’t have much of a sense of humor, do you?”

      “I’ve never seen the need for one.”

      “You ever…make any others?”

      The vampire frowned at Seth briefly, before returning his gaze to the road. “You have a rare blood type. It contains an antigen called Belladonna. Humans with this blood type tend to grow weak and die young. They also tend to bleed excessively.”

      “I’ve always had the bleeding thing. I knew about the antigen—makes transfusions tough to come by. I didn’t know I was gonna get weak and die young, though.”

      “You would have, eventually. Now you won’t. But you know that. What you don’t know is that only humans with the Belladonna antigen can become undead, Seth. Such mortals are known among us as the Chosen. All vampires had the antigen as mortals. And all vampires sense mortals with the antigen, and are compelled to aid and even protect them.”

      “You’re kidding me. Hell, that’s why you’ve shown up before. Helped me out when I got into trouble.”

      “That’s why.”

      “But...why you, why not any others? I mean, there are others, right?” He sat up straighter in the seat, surprised that the movement didn’t hurt him. Last he remembered, he’d been beaten within an inch of his life. “How many of them—of us—are there? And where are they? Are we going to meet them? Is there some kind of a⁠—”

      The driver actually smiled, and it was such a stunning thing to see that Seth went silent. That dark, morose expression faded for just a moment. But then it returned so swiftly that Seth almost wondered if he’d imagined the change. “May I continue now?” the vampire asked.

      “Yeah. I just... There’s so much I want to know.”

      “And you’ll learn all of it, in time. For now, I’ll continue with the part I’ve begun. For each vampire, there is one mortal with whom the psychic bond is particularly strong. For me, that mortal is you. That’s why you’ve seen me before. That’s why I’ve helped you when you’ve been in trouble in the past. And it’s why I could not do anything but come to you again when you were near death.”

      Seth nodded slowly. “I appreciate it.”

      “If I’d had a choice in the matter, I’d likely have continued on my mission and left you to live or die on your own.”

      Hell, this guy was one cold son of a bitch, Seth thought.

      “Careful. I can hear your thoughts, you know.”

      Seth’s brows rose high. “You⁠—?”

      “But you aren’t wrong. I am a cold son of a bitch.”

      “Damn.”

      Again the vampire smiled, just slightly this time. “I’ll teach you to block your thoughts. It’s just further evidence I made the right decision in bringing you along with me. Initially I intended to transform you and leave you behind. I only realized after the deed was done that a fledgling vampire as clueless as you wouldn’t last a week on his own.”

      “Hey, ease up there, pal. I think I could have managed just fine on my own.”

      The vampire looked at him briefly, brows raised, a look of skepticism in his dark eyes.

      “I’m not kidding,” Seth told him; then he turned to gaze out the window, amazed that he could see for miles, and that everything was as clear as day to him, despite the fact that it was dark outside. “I’ve been waiting my whole life for this. I mean, I didn’t know it was this, but it has to be. I always knew I was meant for something big, something important.”

      “The girl,” the vampire said. And Seth shot him a look. The man shrugged. “You mentioned her, earlier.”

      He nodded. “She’s part of it. But there’s more. Maybe this mission of yours. What is it, exactly?”

      “I’ve got to kill someone.”

      Seth shivered and looked down at his hands in his lap. “Hell.”

      “Don’t worry. He’s in dire need of killing. And I have no intention of letting you become involved. I work alone.”

      “Well, you did. But, uh, I’m kind of here now, so⁠—”

      “I work alone.”

      Seth nodded. The vamp was a cranky bastard. He realized, as the man shot him a look, that he’d heard that thought, too. Seth attempted a sheepish grin. “Sorry. This is gonna take some getting used to.”

      “Mmm.”

      “You know, I don’t even know your name.”

      “Reaper,” the vampire said. And that was it, nothing more.

      “Reaper. Huh. Well, hell, I guess it fits.” Seth was quiet for a moment; then he sent the guy a smirk. “So can I call you Grim?”

      “No.”

      Not even a smile. Seth sat back in the seat, realizing that joking wasn’t going to go over real big with this guy. He flipped on the radio and began looking for a decent station. “Reaper, you saved my butt back there. I owe you, you know. So if you decide you do need some help with this mission of yours, you just say the word, okay?”

      Reaper looked at him with one brow higher than the other.

      “Don’t look like that. You don’t know me, pal. There’s not a lot I can’t do.”

      “I don’t doubt it. And I’d lay odds your friend JJ will never forget what you did for him last night.”

      Seth looked at him, because that statement had almost sounded...approving. But there was no sign of it in Reaper’s face. So Seth looked away, saying nothing.

      “If there were few things you couldn’t do before, Seth,” Reaper told him, “then believe me, there are considerably fewer now. There are some things you should know immediately, however.”

      “Shoot,” Seth told him.

      “You’re extremely flammable. Stay away from fire. Sunlight will kill you, slowly and painfully. That part of the mythology is true.”

      “How about a stake through the heart?” Seth asked.

      “A stake through any part of you could kill you, but not because of the stake. We tend to bleed excessively, and bleeding out is one of the ways we can die. However, if you get cut and can stanch the bleeding until the day sleep, you’ll heal with the sunrise. Always remember that. If you can stay alive until daylight, you’ll survive.”

      “Okay. How about a crucifix? Will that hurt me?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. We’re not devils.”

      “Sorry.” He’d offended the guy. Hell, who knew vampires had pet peeves?

      “You need blood to survive,” Reaper went on. “You can get it from blood banks. You don’t need to take victims. You’re going to feel pain a hell of a lot more than you did before. It’s one of the things that can lay you out. It can be that debilitating. But the balance to that is you’ll feel pleasure more intensely, as well. The older you get, the more acute your senses become, and your other powers, as well.”

      “What other powers?”

      “Running with great speed, leaping incredibly high, telepathy, mind control, sheer strength.”

      Seth smiled. He thought of his latest and most impressive feat to date. Besides saving JJ’s life and becoming a vampire, that was. “I wonder if I could leap off the top of a crypt, somersault three times and land on my feet on a roof a dozen yards away.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised,” Reaper said.

      “Could you do it?”

      “Of course.”

      Seth smiled a little. “Yeah, but could you do it over a toxic swamp full of zombies?”

      Reaper frowned at him briefly, then shook his head as if puzzled and returned his attention to the road. Seth found a radio station he liked and cranked the volume. He was surprised that Reaper didn’t reach out and snap it off again, and even more surprised to see the cranky bastard’s foot tapping in time every now and then.

      They rode that way for three excellent songs in a row; then the station launched into a block of commercials, so Seth turned it down. “So where in North Carolina are we going?” he asked.

      “Emerald Isle. Rather near Wilmington.”

      “Uh-huh. Is that where the guy you have to kill is?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Seth waited. Reaper didn’t say more, though. “Hey, come on, fill me in. You seem like a decent guy. You wouldn’t be after this dude if there wasn’t a reason.”

      “I’m a killer, Seth. An assassin. It’s what I did as a mortal, and it’s what I still do. I’m very good at it, but there are...there are things about me that make me as dangerous as hell. You’re not safe with me. No one is. Keep that in mind, and keep your guard up. Don’t trust me. Don’t trust anyone.”

      Seth frowned, studying Reaper’s profile. “Is that my first lesson on being a vampire?”

      “That’s your first lesson on being alive. It should be everyone’s.”

      “You’re intense, you know that? Are you always this serious? This freaking...dark?”

      “Yes.” Reaper glanced sideways at Seth, and then sighed. “There is a gang of rogue vampires, led by a man called Gregor, who’ve been murdering humans at will. Young, old, innocent, it doesn’t matter. They leave bloodless bodies, with fang marks in their throats, lying around where they can be easily discovered. They have to be stopped.”

      “Damn straight. You can’t just go around murdering innocent people.”

      “I’m more concerned at their lack of discretion. It exposes our existence to people who might otherwise never know of it. And that puts us all at risk.”

      “Oh.” Seth nodded. “So what’s in Wilmington?”

      “A vampiress who might know something of the gang’s whereabouts.”

      “What makes you think she knows?”

      “She’s beautiful, incredibly wealthy, and it’s rumored she recently had her heart and her bank accounts broken by the same man. That sort of game is one Gregor’s right-hand man is extremely fond of playing.”

      Seth nodded, and wondered if this vampiress with the broken heart was the woman he was looking for. He was still full of questions. But he decided to give Reaper a break. Then he reached up for the rearview mirror and tilted it down to check out his face. Sure, the pain was gone, but he had to be bruised pretty badly.

      However, when he looked in the mirror, there was no reflection. A wave of nausea rose up in him, and he pushed it down.

      “That’s another one of the myths about us that are true,” Reaper told him. “And your bruises are gone. They healed with the day sleep. Everything did, just as it always will.”

      Seth licked his lips, leaned back against the seat and closed his eyes. “One more question, okay?”

      “Only one?” Reaper sounded skeptical.

      “For now.” Seth opened his eyes, wanting to see the guy’s expression for this one. “That stuff you told me about the Chosen, and about every vampire having one special one that he’s more connected to than any other?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, I’m a vampire now, too, right?”

      Reaper nodded.

      “So do I have a bond with one of the Chosen, too?”

      “Yes. One of the Chosen—or, possibly even one who’s already become a vampire. The bond remains even after the transformation. You may not know who it is right away, but yes. There will be a powerful connection, a pull. You’ll know when that one needs you. You’ll feel compelled to help.”

      “Could I have felt that bond even before I was changed over?”

      Frowning, Reaper glanced at him. “I don’t see why not.”

      Seth was pretty sure he already felt it. Had felt it all his life, and then, more potently than ever, just as his mortal life had ebbed away. The beautiful girl with the coppery red hair and the huge brown eyes. She was a part of his destiny. He’d never been more sure of anything.

      For just a moment he started to panic. What if he was supposed to be helping her right now? What if he couldn’t find her in time? What if...?

      And then he felt it. Just as surely as day followed night, he knew it. They were going the right way. He was doing exactly what he was supposed to be doing. The fate he’d been waiting for was at hand. He’d never felt this way before and knew it was dead-on-balls accurate, so he sighed and tried to relax. He was on his path, on his journey, doing what he’d been meant to do his entire life. And he was going to do it right.
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Software, subject to the following conditions:

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

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
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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