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      Coffee & Ghosts is a cozy paranormal mystery/romance serial told in episodes and seasons, much like a television series. Think Doctor Who or Sherlock.

      

      I’ve recently consolidated the episodes into three season bundles. This makes the episodes easier to find and—I hope—more enjoyable to read.
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      IT’S TWO WEEKS before Christmas, and I’m crouched in our storefront display. Morning sunlight shines through the gold lettering on the glass and casts the words K&M Ghost Eradication Specialists along my arms. The velvet beneath my shoes makes it tough to gain purchase. My thighs ache. My palms sweat. The scalding cup of coffee I’m holding threatens to spill.

      Passersby stop and stare, mouths open. I catch sight of Police Chief Ramsey, but all he gives me is a smirk. He doesn’t believe in ghosts, not even when they’re right in front of him. If I had any sort of presence of mind, I would’ve thought to print out a sign, something along the lines of: Demonstration in progress.

      But that would be a lie. This is no demonstration. The sprite careening around the display window really is agitated. I really need to catch it. I’m really not certain this single cup of coffee will do it. Not this time of year.

      There’s something about December that brings out the worst in ghosts.

      I’m about to admit defeat. The coffee’s cooling too rapidly to tempt this one much longer. The sprite shoots back and forth, whipping around the samovar and percolator we keep on display, nestled in the velvet. It slips inside the samovar. The whole thing shakes, then teeters off its perch.

      I pitch forward to catch it. My fingertips skim the metal. The coffee in my other hand sloshes, soaks my sleeve, and splatters the window. I’m flat on my stomach in the middle of the display. The sprite does a victory lap around my head and I glance up into the perplexed gaze of my business partner.

      He’s standing on the other side of the glass. His lips twitch. Malcolm Armand (the M in K&M Ghost Eradication Specialists) was once my rival and is now my partner—and sometimes there are benefits with that arrangement. He doesn’t move from his spot outside our window. In fact, he looks like he’s about to settle in for a show.

      “Help?” I mouth.

      I can’t hear his laugh, but I can see it, head thrown back, the way it lights his eyes. He vanishes from sight and a moment later, the chime over our door rings out.

      “Katy, what on earth?”

      “We have a sprite,” I say.

      He sticks his head into the display area. “We have a sprite?” He glances about like he’s tasting the air. “Oh … we have a sprite. Any idea how that happened?”

      “None.”

      The sprite shoots past Malcolm and heads for the conference room.

      “Damn,” he says. “Is Nigel in yet?”

      “Not unless he came in the back way.”

      Without another word, Malcolm sprints toward the conference room. I crawl from the display as quickly as soggy velvet will allow. Nigel, Malcolm’s brother, was once addicted to swallowing ghosts. Granted, there isn’t much to a sprite, but it’s better if he isn’t tempted.

      I’m at the threshold to the conference room when Malcolm emerges.

      “All clear.” He holds up a sealed Tupperware container. “Look what I got you for Christmas.”

      “Seriously? You caught it that fast?”

      He shrugs. “I’m just that good.”

      He is, actually, but I’m in no mood to admit it. I cross my arms over my chest and stare hard, waiting for the rest of the explanation.

      “And I think you wore it out,” he adds.

      I study the sprite trapped inside the Tupperware. It floats lazily about, giving me a single thump against the side in agreement.

      The chime above our door rings for a second time that morning. Nigel strolls in. His shock of white hair always takes me by surprise. Although he’s only a few years older than Malcolm, he wears the legacy of his addiction in his hair and in the lines around his eyes and mouth.

      Today a grin brightens his face. He looks almost boyish. His steps are quick and light. I think he might break into a song or possibly execute some sort of dance step. Instead, he merely nods at the sprite as he passes by.

      “Good work,” he says, and heads into the conference room where we keep the computer.

      Malcolm and I stare after him. A tune reaches my ears, the melody off key but buoyant.

      “Is he whistling?” I ask Malcolm.

      “I think so.”

      “Does he do that often?”

      I’ve only known Nigel for about four months, Malcolm a touch longer. Both brothers still hold a great deal of mystery for me. I couldn’t tell you if Malcolm whistles.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever heard him whistle before,” he says.

      Malcolm creeps toward the conference room door and peers inside. Then he whirls, eyes wide, lips pursed as if he’s trying to hold in laughter. He crosses to the far side of the reception area, gesturing for me to follow. We bend our heads close together.

      “Nigel went over to Sadie’s for dinner last night.”

      I nod. This, I know. Sadie Lancaster is my neighbor. I swept her house for sprites about fifteen minutes before Nigel was due to arrive. It’s become an evening ritual.

      “Well,” Malcolm says now. “He never made it back to the apartment.”

      “Never made it …” I trail off, the obvious hitting me with enough force I almost gasp. “You mean they … that he … he stayed the night?”

      “That’s exactly what I mean.” Malcolm grins and leans in even closer. “I think it explains his mood, don’t you?”

      I clamp a hand over my mouth so I won’t giggle or do anything else juvenile. Sadie deserves some happiness. So does Nigel, for that matter. Still, Malcolm and I are responding with all the maturity of a couple of twelve-year-olds.

      Maybe that’s because we haven’t taken that step. We’re not even close to that step. We are, by my calculation, at least five miles from that step. My gaze drifts from the conference room door to the display window. From here, I can make out the sodden velvet and the way the gold lettering makes it glow.

      
        
        K&M Ghost Eradication Specialists

      

      

      My eyes lock with Malcolm’s. His are a deep brown, close to black, like an excellent dark roast. We both know why we haven’t taken too many steps. What happens to K&M Ghost Eradication Specialists if K&M the couple doesn’t work out?

      “Katy,” he begins. His voice is soft, devoid of that earlier glee. He sounds like he might say something quite serious.

      Before he can, my phone buzzes in my back pocket. I tug it out, and Malcolm sighs. I can’t tell if I hear regret or relief in it, so I focus on the text instead.

      
        
        Sadie: Katy, can you come over

        

      

      I hold the phone so Malcolm can read the message. “I just cleared them last night.”

      “Maybe it’s time we took them farther out.”

      “Maybe.”

      Sadie’s two sprites adore her. They are, I think, like the children she never had. But they’re not children; they’re sprites. Like the one thumping the Tupperware container Malcolm is holding, they cause trouble. Sprites love to play pranks, get a reaction, soak in attention.

      “If Nigel …” He nods toward the conference room. “I mean, if this is getting … permanent, they can’t hang around.”

      No, they can’t. Nigel’s addiction makes that impossible. But something about losing them for good makes my chest ache, just a little.

      My phone buzzes again.

      
        
        Sadie: Katy please

        

      

      I tuck my phone back into my pocket and hold out my hands for the Tupperware.

      “I might as well go. I have coffee at home, and I can lose this one and the other two while I’m at it.” I give my soggy sleeve a shake. “And change. I should probably change.”

      My hands are on the container, so when he pulls it toward him, I come with it. We’re close now, with just a sprite and some plastic between us.

      “I probably smell like the Coffee Depot,” I say, and my voice has gone all breathy.

      “I’m not complaining.”

      Between us, the sprite thumps the sides of the Tupperware, and my heart picks up its beat. If I smell like the brew of the day, then Malcolm spices the air with a strange mix of Ivory Soap and nutmeg—it’s warm and exotic all at once. Malcolm’s gaze is locked on my face. I couldn’t look away even if I wanted to.

      And I don’t want to.

      My phone buzzes a third time.

      Malcolm sighs again and then gives me a grin of resignation. We are K&M Ghost Eradication Specialists and this is how we pay the bills.

      “I’d better.” I wave a hand toward the door.

      “Yeah. You’d better.”

      When I’m outside, with my truck rumbling to life beneath me, I can’t tell if it’s regret or relief that will follow me on this call.
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      Something green is hanging from my door. The wreath looks festive, like Christmas, but it wasn’t there this morning. The front walk bears the slightest imprint of someone’s boots, a pair much larger than I wear. Instead of heading around back to the kitchen like I normally would, I follow those snowy footsteps up my walk.

      A mistletoe wreath is hanging from a hook on my door. It’s an old-fashioned arrangement, the perfect complement for the old Victorian house, and the sprig of holly berries glow blood red against the white of the door. In the center, stuck beneath a plaid bow, is a card.

      I strip off my mittens and tug at the card. The entire wreath wobbles, then plunges to the ground. I balance it against one boot while I read the note.

      
        
        For one speaker to the dead from another:

        Did you know that the French once referred to a bough of mistletoe as a specter’s wand? They believed that not only could the holder see ghosts, but could induce them to speak as well.

        Of course, we don’t need those sorts of tricks, do we? Still, what would the holiday be without such ornaments as this?

      

      

      The card is unsigned. I turn it over, check the envelope, but there’s no clue to who might have sent the wreath. Malcolm, possibly? Was that why he was a few minutes late this morning? I frown at the card. It doesn’t really sound like him.

      “It’s bad luck, you know, to let mistletoe touch the ground.”

      A voice echoes around me, low and masculine. I shove the card into my coat pocket and whirl to face it.

      No one is there. Not on the sidewalk or the street. No one has crept up behind me on the walkway, although my heart is thudding like someone has. I scan the area, my back to the door. Without taking my gaze from the street, I bend down and pick up the wreath. It takes three clumsy tries before it lands on its hook once again. Then I decide the best place to be is inside the house.

      Without shrugging off my coat, I brew a quick pot of Kona blend. If Sadie’s sprites are back so soon, I’ll need extra enticement to get them to leave. They’ve been stubborn lately. Maybe it’s the holiday. Maybe it’s because they’re lonely.

      Maybe I don’t blame them. I haven’t climbed the stairs to the attic yet to bring down the decorations. I haven’t bought a tree. Whenever my mind drifts to this first Christmas without my grandmother, I force myself to think of something else.

      Like now. I’ll go catch some sprites and breathe in all that is Sadie’s house at Christmastime—sugar cookies and gingerbread houses, strings of popcorn and cranberries, spiced apple cider.

      Although first I take a quick look around outside, but the street is late-morning quiet with children at school and people at work.

      The door to Sadie’s house is ajar. Warm, scented air greets me when I push it open all the way.

      “Sadie?” I call out.

      I stop at the threshold, pulling in a few deep breaths, tasting the air. Sprites have such a slight presence that sometimes it’s hard to tell if they’re in residence at all.

      Something otherworldly is here. That much I can tell. Normally, when the sprites act up, Sadie will be somewhere they are not. I call out again.

      Nothing.

      I pull out my phone. On the screen is one final message.

      
        
        Sadie: he

        

      

      He? Is there someone—or something—else in the house? Or is it the start of a word—a word like help? I don’t think, don’t question what I should do next. I dash up the stairs to the second floor, taking the steps two at a time. I call out again, my voice ragged.

      “Sadie, are you okay?”

      I don’t want to barge into her bedroom, but that’s the most logical place to search. I push open the door, the sight that greets me freezing me in place.

      Sadie, on the floor, clad in a silk robe of deep gold. Her face is far too pale. She is far too still. My thumb is on the phone, ready to dial 911. I step into the room, but before I can cross to Sadie, a force surges into me.

      The cold envelops me first. This is no sprite. Its presence fills the bedroom with resentment and dread, the air so stale and sharp it pricks the inside of my nose. A hot trickle of blood runs down my lip and the quicksilver taste fills my mouth.

      The thing shoves me against the shuttered doors of the closet. The flimsy wood buckles under my weight. I grip the frame and try to regain my balance, my breath, cursing myself for walking into an ambush.

      This ghost is fierce and angry. It moans, the sound like an accusation. Then the room is silent.

      In the quiet, I glance around. The thing is still here; that much I know. With my coat sleeve, I wipe away blood. My phone is where? I can’t fight this ghost on my own. In fact, I haven’t encountered one this aggressive for a while. I need Malcolm. Sadie needs an ambulance. But first, I need to cross the room to where my phone has landed, next to the vanity.

      I’m halfway there when the air shifts behind me. It feels like a gathering storm. I launch myself those last few steps. All I need to do is send a text. The ghost slams into me, the force propelling me against the vanity and its mirror, with all its glass.

      The room explodes in shards. My head slams against something hard. I crumple to the floor, lungs searching for air, fingers groping for the cell phone. The moment I reach it, an icy blast sends it skittering away.

      My vision blurs both with tears and an approaching darkness. I need my phone. I need to tell Malcolm about this ghost.

      But it’s too dark and too cold and my phone is too far away. I close my eyes. I tell myself it’s only for a second so I can catch my breath. But my eyelids are heavy, and the dark washes over me. I taste regret along with the blood in my mouth. What I want is to hear Malcolm’s voice. That feels like the most important thing of all.
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      The insistent sound of the ringtone penetrates my skull. This is the fifth time someone has called my phone. However, it’s only the first that I’m coherent enough to do anything about it.

      My world is still very much a black tunnel. I crack open my eyes, wincing against the sun streaming through lace curtains. I don’t dare move too much or too quickly. If this ghost is still here—and I suspect it is—I don’t want to alert it that I’m now awake—or mostly so. Not that my head, in its current state, will let me move too much or too quickly.

      I crawl, a slow, agonizing trek across the hardwood. Beneath me, I leave a trail, a smear of blood, I think.

      My phone stops ringing.

      I sag against the floorboards in defeat. But with my ear pressed against the floor, I hear the rumblings in the house. A scraping, a crash, a shattering of glass. It’s the sound of a Christmas tree toppling over.

      If the ghost is downstairs, then he can’t keep tabs on me, not if I’m quiet about it. I renew my journey across the floor and toward my phone. When my fingers graze its edge, it rings.

      My first impulse is to answer the call, cry out, but I still my hand. This ghost is too aware, too calculating. I feign unconsciousness, enduring each ring and praying that the caller has patience.

      On the seventh ring, I answer.

      “Katy? Where on earth are you?” Malcolm’s voice fills the room and my head. My heart beats hard with hope and reassurance even as a spike of pain travels my skull. “Did you drive out of cell phone range? It’s been hours.”

      Hours. I crane my neck but can only glimpse Sadie’s feet. Malcolm’s voice is so strong and sure—and loud. I feel the buzzing, that otherworldly static, fill the air before the ghost flows into the room.

      “Sadie’s,” I cry out, but my voice is rough, the word slurred. The ghost plummets and sends the phone careening against the wooden footboard.

      This time I know it won’t ring again.
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      SINCE MALCOLM’S CALL, I’ve drifted in and out of consciousness. I know I must move, crawl if I can’t walk, stay awake if I can’t do either.

      But my eyelids are so heavy. The icy dread that fills the room makes it difficult to breathe. The ghost isn’t letting down its guard this time around. Forming complete thoughts is a challenge, never mind forming a plan to escape this thing. My head aches every time I try.

      I know my grandmother faced such ghosts during her life. I remember a showdown in an old barn on the outskirts of Springside when I was barely eight. I remember that particular ghost lifting my grandmother as if her bones were hollow and tossing her into an empty stall.

      We hadn’t even used coffee to defeat it, although we’d started there. We always started there. All ghosts want something. Sometimes that something is to simply feel human once again, which is why coffee works so well to catch them. The steam. The aroma. Maybe it’s simply nostalgia. I never questioned my grandmother on why it works.

      But sometimes ghosts want more.

      That particular ghost wanted forgiveness, something my grandmother figured out by lighting a bit of hay on fire and shutting the barn doors. The ghost whirled and swooped, pushing open the doors and urging nonexistent horses to escape. Then it charged my grandmother as if it could smother the flame with its ethereal form. I caught it with one of our extra-large Tupperware containers.

      But what this ghost wants? I can’t begin to say.

      Panicked voices fill my head long before I can make sense of any words. Footsteps pound, the vibration traveling through the floor, along my jaw, around my skull.

      “Sadie!”

      I squint. Behind me, Nigel crouches, touches Sadie’s forehead and brings his cheek to hers while his fingers travel her neck in search of a pulse.

      “Thank God.” He scoops her up into his arms and stands. “I’m going to take her next door to Katy’s.”

      “I’ve called 911,” someone else says, the voice familiar, but I’m certain it isn’t Malcolm.

      I push against the floor. I should help. I should at least walk out of here under my own power. My arms tremble and I collapse against the hardwood. Then a hand is on my shoulder and that voice is in my ear, a tenor with just a hint of a southern drawl.

      “Katy? Katy Lindstrom?”

      I push against the floor again. This time, two strong hands hold me steady. Slowly, I inch upward until I sit. I blink and the man who’s holding me comes into view.

      “You’re not Malcolm.” It’s the only thing I can think to say.

      The man gives a soft laugh and shakes his head. “No, I’m not. Sorry to disappoint. I’m a friend of his, though. Carter Dupree.”

      “Do I know you?” My head swims and Carter’s face distorts. He has four blue eyes, then two. He is so very blond and bright it makes me wince.

      “I’d remember meeting you.” He grins at me, and even his teeth are bright, so much so that I want to shield myself from the glare. “Here. Can you stand?”

      He offers his hand and I take it, my knees wobbly. For a moment, I sag against him, then stand on my own.

      “Where’s Malcolm?” I ask, my words mostly air.

      “Downstairs, holding off the ghost until we get out of here.”

      “Is he okay? It’s …” I touch my head. My fingertips come away stained with red. “It’s bad.”

      “I can see that. Let’s get you out of here and to the hospital.”

      We pass Malcolm on the way out. On the threshold of the living room, a samovar sits, the aromatic steam filling the air, the scent exotic and distracting. The ghost rattles about, still angry, but the aroma diverts its attention.

      Malcolm throws a worried glance over his shoulder. His gaze lands on me, his gaze stricken.

      “Christ, Katy—”

      “I’ve got her,” Carter says. “Follow as fast as you can.”

      Behind us, something shatters. Carter urges me toward the entrance.

      We step outside and into the crisp air of December. The midday sun makes me duck my head and hide my eyes. The wail of a siren grows closer. By the time I can crack my eyes open again, an ambulance has pulled to the curb in front of my house.

      Carter holds me steady until the EMTs can load the stretcher with Sadie into the back of the ambulance. Then, they come for me.

      “I—” My mind is too foggy to calculate the cost of an ambulance ride or remember if we even opted for this under our small business insurance.

      “You need to go with them,” Nigel says. He eases me from Carter’s grip and toward the nearest EMT. “If not for yourself, then for Sadie. They won’t let me ride with her because we’re not related.”

      I let the EMTs lead me to the ambulance. Carter peers in after me.

      “I hope the next time we meet it’s under better circumstances, Katy Lindstrom.” He touches his brow as if tipping a hat.

      The doors shut. The ambulance pulls forward, rocking me back and forth. I reach for Sadie’s hand and squeeze her fingers.

      She doesn’t squeeze back.
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      Despite my protests, I’m admitted to Springside Hospital for an overnight stay.

      “Observation,” the doctor intones, looking very serious right before she winks. I’ve known her all my life, and this isn’t my first trip to the emergency room. When she adds, “Your grandmother would never forgive me if something happened to you,” I know she’s sincere.

      But I’m alone in my own room. No one will tell me how Sadie is. The room phone is out of my reach. I don’t have my cell—and even if I did, it’s probably broken—so I can’t call Malcolm. The television makes my head ache even worse. Someone with a sense of humor selected my hospital gown. I stare down at the print.

      Dozens of little ghosts and jack-o’-lanterns stare back.

      I wait, worry eating away at my insides. My head is throbbing, so I shut my eyes and concentrate on the footfalls that echo outside in the corridor. Some whisper. Some clomp. Then I hear steps that have a familiar cadence, footsteps that have shadowed mine.

      I open my eyes in time to see Malcolm enter the room. Part of his forehead is covered with a bandage. I open my mouth, but before I can say anything, he waves away my words.

      “Just a graze,” he says. “Damn thing threw a vase at me.”

      “And?” I’m certain this is not a full report.

      “And maybe a few bruises.” He pulls up a chair and sits at my bedside. He reaches toward me as if to brush hair from my face but pulls his hand back. “I’m fine. It’s you I’m worried about.”

      “And Sadie? How is she?”

      He sighs. “She’s fine, physically, according to the doctors. But she’s still unconscious. They’ll run more tests in the morning, but she’s not injured—well, not like you are. They’re letting Nigel stay with her.”

      I start to nod, then my head decides that’s a bad idea. I swallow back the pain. I want to talk, not be coddled, so I school my face.

      “What do you think it is?” I ask. “I mean, is it more than a ghost?”

      It wasn’t so long ago that I freed Malcolm—and myself—from an entity. This ghost in Sadie’s house doesn’t feel as calculating or intelligent as that other being was. True, Sadie’s new ghost flavored the air, but it didn’t change it, didn’t manipulate, didn’t suck the life from everything. I remind myself that not only did I banish the entity, I’m the only one who knows how to invoke it. Even so, I feel as if I should glance over my shoulder once in a while, just to make sure it’s truly gone.

      “It feels like a ghost to me,” Malcolm says. “Completely nasty, but just a ghost. We used to get the really horrible kinds once in a while when I was living in the frat house. I used to catch them—” He breaks off, eyes widening, a look of chagrin painting his features.

      “In my samovar,” he finishes. “I had all those ghosts in there when it exploded at Sadie’s,” he says. “What if this is my fault? Nigel will never forgive me.”

      “But that was months ago. Why now?”

      “It hates Christmas? It’s holiday central at Sadie’s. Or at least, it was. The place is a mess.”

      “I don’t think that’s it, and I don’t think it’s your fault either.”

      His jaw tenses, his lips a thin line. No matter what I say, he’ll blame himself. With my eyes closed, I cast my mind back to Sadie’s bedroom. The ghost attacked so fast and so hard, I barely had time to get a read on it. But I spent plenty of time on the floor before help arrived.

      “Suffocating,” I say, testing the word for how it feels.

      “Is that what it wants?” Malcolm asks.

      “How it feels, what’s left of its personality. Suffocating.” I want to elaborate, but my thoughts are too fuzzy, my mind too dull to grasp the right words for it.

      He nods as if I’ve made perfect sense. It’s one of the things I love about working with him. He connects the dots between my random thoughts.

      “And it’s not leaving,” he adds. “We’ll have to eradicate.”

      “And clean up the mess.” Not just the one it made, but the coffee-soaked one we’re bound to create getting rid of the thing.

      Malcolm manages a short laugh. “Yes, and clean. When you’re up to it.”

      “Thank you,” I say, something else occurring to me.

      “What are partners for?”

      “Well, that, but I meant the other, for the wreath. I just saw it this morning.”

      His brow crinkles. “What wreath?”

      “The one on my door. You sent it, right?”

      He gives his head a slow shake. “No, I didn’t, but I’m thinking maybe I should have sent something.”

      “If you didn’t send it …” My mind gropes for an answer or at least a clue. Then I remember. “My coat. I shoved the card into my pocket before I went to Sadie’s.”

      Malcolm rummages in the built-in closet and pulls out an envelope.

      “For one speaker to the dead from another,” he reads before skewering me with a look. “Really, Katy? You thought I wrote that?”

      “Who else would?”

      “It’s terrible.” He makes a face. “Plus, it isn’t signed. Trust me, when I send you something, you’ll know it’s from me. This?” He waves the card in the air. “This is just creepy.”

      I let out a breath, all relief and no regret. I knew it didn’t sound a thing like Malcolm.

      “But if you didn’t send it, who did?”

      Malcolm turns the card in his hands, studying it, holding it up to the light. His features shift from grim to amused. He throws his head back, but his laugh lacks its usual warmth.

      “It seems they’re courting you already,” he says.

      “Who’s courting me … and why?”

      “You met him today. So that’s why he’s in town.” Malcolm shakes his head, self-recrimination painting his features. “I should’ve known.”

      “Who?”

      “Carter Dupree.”

      “So he’s a friend of yours?”

      Malcolm snorts. “That might be pushing it.”

      “He said he was.”

      “Yeah, well, Carter says lots of things he shouldn’t and not enough things that he should.”

      “Even without the head injury I’m not sure I’d know what that means.”

      He doesn’t laugh, but the smile he gives me is indulgent and dazzling. After a quick glance at the door, he scoots his chair closer to the bedside.

      “He’s like us,” Malcolm says. “A necromancer.”

      “I’m not a necromancer.” We’ve had this conversation. Right now I’m in no shape to have it again.

      “Whatever. Only with Carter it’s different. He’s part of a necromancer ... guild, I guess you could call it.”

      “Such a thing exists? What do they do? Go through training?”

      “Yes, but it’s more like a consortium, or maybe a cabal, a syndicate.”

      “That sounds shady,” I say.

      He raises his hands, palms skyward. “It does, doesn’t it?”

      What is he saying, exactly, and why won’t he spell it out? An awful thought strikes me, sends a second spike of pain through my head.

      “Are you part of this thing? Is Nigel?”

      He leans forward, so close I can smell the Ivory Soap laced with his sweat from this afternoon’s battle. He is both warm and safe. I’m praying he won’t say something to change that.

      “Honestly? I don’t think I ever made it onto their radar. That’s maybe just as well.” He pauses as if considering his next words. “Besides, the Armands have always been … free agents. We’ll consult with each other occasionally, but this is the longest Nigel and I have ever worked together.” This time when he reaches out, his hand does travel my forehead and sweeps strands of hair from my face.

      Shady cabals and families filled with lone wolves. Both options strike me as unbearably sad. There are many reasons I refuse the label of necromancer. I’ve now added two more to the list.

      “Why is he here?” I ask.

      “Ghost gossip.”

      “Ghost gossip?”

      “You can’t banish an evil entity without that fact getting around. One sprite told another, that one told a ghost who told another who has a … pact with a necromancer.”

      “And then that necromancer tells all the others.”

      “Well, in this case, yes. I’m surprised it took them this long, now that I think of it.”

      “What do they want?”

      “You.”

      “Me? What on earth for?”

      “Less earth, more otherworldly. You called forth that entity once, right?”

      Despite the ache in my head, I manage a small nod. Yes, I did, and we both wear the scars from that. There’s still a faint blue cast to my left cheek from where the entity marked me. Malcolm’s ebony hair has a touch of gray, especially around the temples.

      “That means you can do it again,” he says now.

      “I don’t want to do it again. That would be stupid.”

      “They don’t think so. In fact, that’s how they … work things. They find the most powerful ghosts they can and then use their membership to leverage them.”

      “That sounds awful. It sounds … cruel.”

      Again, Malcolm raises his hands. “I’m not disagreeing, just telling you how it is.”

      Dinner arrives then, in a clattering of the cart across the linoleum floor (loud … so loud) and the scent of turkey with gravy. The meal includes pumpkin pie with a dollop of whipped cream on top. I plan to skip straight to dessert.

      “That looks almost edible,” Malcolm says.

      The remark earns him a glare from the nurse entering the room.

      “I think, young man, it’s time to end your visit.”

      He turns one of his dazzling smiles on her and melts some of her ice. Her own smile in return is indulgent.

      Oh so predictable.

      “I just wanted to make sure Katy’s okay for the night,” he says.

      “We’ll be watching her.” The nurse holds up her hand, five fingers extended. “Five minutes and no more.”

      Malcolm leans close as if to give me a goodbye kiss. Instead, he says, “We’ll sort through this tomorrow.”

      I start to agree, then a panicked thought strikes me. “I left a sprite on the counter in my kitchen, and Belinda can’t stay the night with that ghost next door.”

      Belinda Barnes is my roommate. She’s also a magnet for the nastier ghosts that haunt this world. The one next door fits the profile perfectly.

      “I called the Pancake House to warn her. She says she has a place to stay and will grab something to eat before she goes off shift.”

      She does? Before she moved in with me, that place was more often than not some back alley.

      “Really?” I say, because Belinda having somewhere new to stay is a curious development.

      He shrugs. “Don’t think too hard on it.”

      With that, Malcolm leans even closer and places a gentle kiss on my forehead. I want to tell him he can do more than that—my lips are in perfect working order. But there’s so much tenderness and concern in that one simple gesture that I decide to simply savor it instead.

      “I’ll be here in the morning to pick you up.”

      And then he’s gone, out the door in five minutes as promised.
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      A hospital is an eerie place in the middle of the night. I sample the air, but nothing supernatural flavors it. All that lingers on my tongue tastes antiseptic and medicinal. I want to ask for another piece of pumpkin pie, but except for the occasional shuffle of soft-soled shoes, the hallway is silent. I suspect the cafeteria is closed for the night.

      I stare up at the ceiling, my eyes wide open, growing unease gripping my stomach. My limbs ache; I’m starting to feel the aftereffects of the attack. I reach for the call button, but I don’t know what the night-shift nurse could do except hand me some Tylenol. Still, I clutch the cord. When a voice sounds near the end of my bed, I yank it closer.

      “Good evening, Katy.”

      My heart pounds, feels as though it might shoot out of my chest. It’s a good thing I’m not hooked up to any monitors—I would’ve sent the readings off the chart. I bolt upright. My entire skull protests the sudden movement. I sink back down against my pillow, fingers searching for the call button.

      It’s nowhere to be found. Or rather, the shadowed form at the end of my bed is holding the cord.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you,” he says.

      “Yes, you did.” The accusation bursts from my mouth as my mind scrambles to assemble the pieces of the puzzle. I’ve met that slight southern drawl, recognize his voice. The light in my room is too dim for me to fully discern his features. Considering how bright Carter Dupree is, that’s just as well.

      “You’re right,” he says, his voice both quiet and filled with humor. “I did. And I apologize, but think of it as a demonstration.”

      “Of what? How to creep someone out?”

      “No.” This time, there’s a slight edge to his voice. “The power of necromancy.”

      “I’m not a necromancer.”

      “That’s not what we’ve been hearing.”

      “And you’ve heard what, exactly?”

      I’m not up to this. After that jolt of adrenaline, my muscles are sluggish, and my head throbs. Despite being wide awake moments before, I feel waves of sleep crash over me.

      “Ghosts talk. I’m sure you know that. We have a pretty good idea what happened.”

      “Great. Then you can let me sleep.”

      “Are you tired?”

      “Very. Please leave.”

      “All right, Delilah,” Carter says to the air. “That’s enough.”

      All at once, a fog lifts. My eyes flutter open. My heartbeat climbs again, and I’m certain if I lunge, I can grab the call button from Carter. I also feel another presence in the room, unfamiliar, but definitely otherworldly.

      “Delilah,” I say. “I don’t think we’ve met.”

      “She’s not much for small towns. This may be her first trip down here,” Carter says. “She’s rather sophisticated.”

      “She’s your ghost?”

      “Not exclusively, but we work well together, so for all intents and purposes, yes.”

      Once upon a time, Malcolm had a ghost. Selena. She helped him play the stock market, propelled him into being named Broker of the Year. But that was before he came to Springside, before … everything.

      “Don’t you see, Katy?” Carter says.

      “You’ve lost me. I have no idea why you’re here, in the middle of the night, and if I could call the nurse, I would.”

      “I’m here, in the middle of the night, without any detection or consequences—”

      “None yet.”

      “Because of Delilah and the power of necromancy.”

      I glance toward the nightstand. It’s still more than an arm’s length away. I could try diving for it, but I’d only catch air. Next to the phone, something glimmers, but with Carter in my room, there’s no time to investigate.

      “Okay, great,” I say. “You can sneak around.”

      “And throw my voice.”

      “Mistletoe and bad luck? That was you?”

      “It was, and I can get you out of the way of a very angry ghost.”

      Delilah’s presence is a tangible thing. She flits around the room. Strong—oh, she is very strong, and yet, at the same time, tethered, like she’s on a leash.

      “Thank you, Delilah,” I say. “That was quite a shield you created.”

      “Hm.” Carter folds his arms over his chest, the cord for the call button dangling from his grip. Any moment, he’ll start tapping his foot with impatience.

      “What?” I say. I’m in no mood to be grateful. “If you’d been there alone, that ghost would’ve thrown a vase at you, too.”

      The air vibrates, the feel of it like delight, like laughter building in the back of your throat. I think Delilah is laughing. I tilt my head because I’m not sure I’ve heard a ghost this strong laugh before. Sprites don’t count. Their default setting is laughter.

      All at once, the sparkle of the otherworldly drains from the room, as if it’s being sucked up by some supernatural vacuum. Delilah’s presence slips away, and the stale ordinary returns, the air filled with that medicinal, antiseptic odor.

      Then I know. Carter has pulled her back inside himself, and the room is lonelier for it.

      “There you go, Katy. The power of necromancy. Aren’t you intrigued?”

      “Not really.”

      “Don’t you see what this means? What you can do?”

      “I’m a ghost hunter. I separate people from ghosts.” I pause, then add, “When they want to be separated.” Lately, I’ve also brought people and ghosts together.

      “So none of this tempts you?”

      “Should it?”

      “Oh, it should, and greatly. Perhaps I’ve done a poor job in showing you just how amazing necromancy is.”

      “No, I don’t think it’s you. It’s me.” I nod toward the call button. “You can give that back to me or I can start screaming. Either way, you’re out of here.”

      Carter drops the call button on the end of my bed, then raises his hands in a gesture of surrender.

      “You win, Katy, this round. But I came to Springside to convince you, and I’m not leaving until I do.”

      I pull the cord to me and hover my thumb over the button. “Three … two …”

      Carter backs out the door. His footfalls are nearly nonexistent as he makes his way down the hall, but I catch a telltale hint of them. Delilah’s doing, perhaps? It almost has the feeling of a gift. I wrap the cord around my wrist and sink back against the pillow.

      Before I can close my eyes, that glimmer on my nightstand teases my peripheral vision. I sit up, lean across the bedrail, and inch the nightstand closer.

      A single rose in a vase is sitting next to the phone. I pluck the card free with two fingers. There is just enough light that I can make out the scrawled message.

      Katy,

      Sleep well tonight. I’ll see you in the morning.

      Malcolm

      I hold the card in my hand and do what he says. Despite my still-pounding heart and late-night visitors, I sleep amazingly well.
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      IN THE MORNING, before leaving the hospital, I visit Sadie. Someone has dragged an actual armchair into her room. It’s there that Nigel is curled, a thin hospital blanket tossed over him.

      Sadie appears serene, or nearly so. Her mouth isn’t slack, as it would be in sleep, but tight, like she’s worried about something. My gaze drifts to Nigel. I wonder if that something is him.

      I ease the bag I’m carrying onto the floor. During my short stay, I have collected an astonishing number of things: tiny lotions, fuzzy socks with sticky tread on the soles, discharge papers, and information on head injuries. In my other hand, I hold the vase and its rose. This I clutch close.

      With my free hand, I touch the back of Sadie’s. Her skin is smooth, not too cold, not too warm. Any other time, I’d agree with the doctors. There’s nothing wrong with her.

      Except for one extremely nasty ghost.

      I step back and jostle the IV stand. I steady it, but it jangles, the noise loud enough that Nigel stirs. The blanket slips from his shoulders, and he sits up. He stares at me, bleary-eyed.

      “Katy?”

      “Sorry. I didn’t want to wake you.”

      “No ... no. It’s fine. I want to be awake.” He nods toward Sadie. “I don’t want to miss anything. I really don’t want to miss it if she comes to.”

      “I don’t think she has.” I want to explain why, but before I can, his gaze moves from Sadie to my hand—or more precisely, the rose in my hand.

      A smile lights Nigel’s weary face. “I’m guessing that one is yours.” He nods at the vase. “Not Sadie’s.”

      Her room blooms with plants and flowers. I suspect the lovely fern is from Nigel himself, a replacement for the one her sprites constantly uproot. I glance at my rose. Heat washes across my cheeks, and I nod.

      “From your brother,” I say.

      “Ah, I see he decided to go with ‘low key and elegant’.”

      “There were other options?”

      Nigel gives a soft laugh. “Lots of them. We grabbed some coffee in the cafeteria before they closed last night.” He shudders. “Speaking of which, if you get a chance, will you bring me a thermos of yours?”

      “Of course,” I say, my mind half on coffee and half on Nigel and Malcolm discussing flowers.

      A rap on the door has me turning. There Malcolm stands, pressed and presentable, as always. For a moment he grips the doorframe, not moving, a smile tugging the corners of his mouth.

      “How are you this morning?” he asks, voice quiet.

      “Better.” I touch my head. “Still hurts. The doctor said that’s normal.” I hold up the vase, the rose swirling in the glass. “Thank you. It’s beautiful.”

      I should say more. I should tell him about Carter Dupree’s strange late-night visit, and get Malcolm to poke holes in my theory about Sadie’s state of unconsciousness. But at the moment all I can do is gaze at him, and he seems content to do the same.

      “I’m fine, too,” Nigel calls out. “So thanks for asking and all.”

      Malcolm peers around me and skewers his brother with a look. But when he enters the room, his expression is nothing but concerned.

      “Sadie?” Malcolm asks.

      Nigel shakes his head. “The same. The doctors have no idea why she won’t wake up.”

      “I do,” I say.

      I know I shouldn’t blurt it like that. And as expected, my declaration gets attention. Nigel shifts in the chair. Malcolm frowns, touches my elbow.

      “Katy, I don’t think—”

      “Hear me out,” I say. “Please?”

      I focus on Nigel and he gives me a tentative nod.

      “I think it’s the ghost in her house. She was unconscious when I found her, but she wasn’t injured, right?” I glance toward Nigel. “The doctor said so.”

      He nods.

      “But I was. I don’t think the ghost wanted to hurt Sadie so much as to ... have her?” I’m not sure of this last, but it’s odd that I was hurt and Sadie not at all. “I think if we can drain some of its power or even capture the thing, she’ll regain consciousness.”

      Nigel’s gaze goes from me to Malcolm and back again.

      “It’s a really strong ghost,” Malcolm says at last. “It’s possible that it has some sort of agenda and it’s causing this.” He gestures toward Sadie. “There are cases that back this up.”

      “Do you think you can capture it?” Nigel asks. “I was there yesterday. It’s not going to be easy.”

      Now Malcolm turns toward me. “I don’t even need to ask, do I?”

      “We can try,” I say. “Of course we’re going to try.”
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      We’ll try, but not right away. This is Malcolm’s only stipulation.

      “I can’t go in without you,” he says, “and you can’t go in until you’re better.”

      This gives us time to plan a massive eradication. I order special beans from the Coffee Depot—the usual Kona blend and their new fair trade holiday blend. Malcolm makes a quick trip to Minneapolis to buy spices from A Taste of Persia, the restaurant and market where he gets all his supplies for tea. For this ghost, we’ll need every trick in our arsenal.

      He even sketches a floor plan of Sadie’s house. We pore over it, looking for places a ghost might use to ambush us—and vice versa. We set a date for the Saturday before Christmas. With luck, we’ll eradicate the ghost and be able to clean Sadie’s house all before Christmas Eve.

      And maybe she’ll get to come home.
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      It’s the eve before our planned eradication, and I’ve gone over our notes so many times, I can’t stand the sight of them. I’m sitting on the sofa in the living room, playing with my new cell phone and listening for the scrape of a key in the kitchen door lock.

      I gave Malcolm one a week ago, and now he enters, bringing a blast of icy air with him. He smells like snow and cold and outdoors. There’s a sprinkle of snowflakes clinging to his dark hair.

      He shrugs off his coat, revealing a button-down shirt newly decorated with splotches of coffee and tea.

      “A rough go today?” I ask. He’s been taking all our routine calls, insisting that I must rest. Now I wonder if that was wise. He’s the one who looks like he needs a rest.

      “There’s an overabundance of ghosts at Springside Long-term Care,” he says.

      “Happens every year, especially after they show It’s a Wonderful Life or A Christmas Carol.”

      “So, the ghosts think it’s funny?”

      “They do, and the residents are highly suggestive as well. It doesn’t take much activity to get everyone in a frenzy. Plus, I sometimes think the residents are in cahoots with the ghosts.” I’ve liberated my share of ghosts of Christmases past over the years, and I’ve chalked it up to holiday tradition. “And for some of the residents, ours is the only visit they get over the holidays. I mean, not counting the ghosts.”

      Malcolm’s jaw tenses, and he gives me a terse nod. “Yeah, I guessed as much. Maybe we could go back the day after Christmas and—”

      “Bring them some sprites?”

      “Yes.” He grins now. “We’ll bring them some sprites.” He taps the papers on the coffee table and takes a seat next to them. “What about you? Any new thoughts?”

      “I just …” I shake my head, wishing that would shake in the answers that elude me. “Why Sadie? I know she has her two sprites, so yes, there’s that connection. But they adore her. If they weren’t such pests, I could leave them be.”

      “I sent this thing’s profile around to a few necromancer buddies to see if they recognized it, but came up empty.” He takes up a perch on the coffee table. “It’s not local because then you’d recognize it.”

      I would, or at least should. “I feel like I’m missing something.” I consider Malcolm’s statement, then ask, “When you say ‘necromancer buddies,’ you don’t mean Carter, do you?”

      He snorts. “No. I simply contacted a few other … free agents. It’s a courtesy as well. When we catch this thing, we’ll have to set it free somewhere. A heads-up is always appreciated.”

      There is so much I don’t know—and I’m not sure I want to know—about necromancy.

      “Malcolm, can I ask you something?”

      Maybe it’s the tone of my voice, or that I’m leaning forward, nearly off the sofa and onto the coffee table, but his eyes brighten. He gives me that smile, the one that can make you forget the next words you planned to say.

      “You can ask me anything.”

      He may regret saying that when he hears my question.

      “When you were with Selena, was she free to come and go?”

      A shadow crosses his face, douses that grin. I don’t know what it’s like to have a long-term partnership with a ghost, only that it’s an intimate thing, and this feels weird and awkward, like I’m asking about an old girlfriend.

      “Part of our … arrangement was that she’d be around during work hours. And of course, I held up my end by doing those things she wanted.” He gives a little shrug. “I think I told you art museums were her favorite. We went to a lot of gallery openings, too.”

      “But you didn’t control her.”

      A frown crinkles his brow. He gives his head a quick shake.

      “She wasn’t a pet,” I say to elaborate. “You didn’t have her on some kind of leash.”

      “It’s a mutually beneficial agreement. It’s always been that way between ghosts and necromancers.”

      “Always? With all necromancers? Even that guild thing you told me about?”

      He blows out a breath. “Katy, what are you getting at?”

      “When I was in the hospital, Carter Dupree came to visit me and—”

      “Wait!” Malcolm shoots up. “You’re telling me this now?”

      He paces the living room. His strides are long and each step holds frustration. “You’re telling me this now,” he mutters. “Seriously? Now?”

      He continues the litany, although it’s really more about me than to me.

      “I forgot,” I say when his steps and words slow. I tap my forehead. “Head injury, remember?”

      Malcolm halts, hands on hips, eyes narrowed in my direction. I take that as my cue to tell him about Carter’s visit, the parlor tricks, and the odd obedience of Delilah the ghost.

      “It was horrid,” I tell him. “Like she was a dog that he could tug along on a leash, or a servant … or worse. I felt so sorry for her, and I liked her. She was strong, but she wasn’t that sort of ghost.” I gesture in the direction of Sadie’s house. “And she did shield me from that thing over there.”

      Malcolm returns to the coffee table. He sits so close, our knees brush. He takes my hands in his, and his skin is so warm. He rubs my fingers, and the resulting heat threatens to obliterate all my coherent thoughts.

      “It wasn’t like that with me and Selena,” he says. “It’s never supposed to be like that. I don’t know what, exactly, Carter and the rest of his bunch do, but it’s a power I’ve never learned, or at least, it’s not one my grandfather taught me.”

      “Do you miss her?”

      He hesitates, his gaze drawn to the ceiling, before he speaks again. “I did, especially when I first came to Springside and didn’t know anyone here.”

      “You came to Springside and ended up the most popular guy in town.”

      “That doesn’t mean I had any friends.”

      How lonely was he during those first weeks in town? All I could focus on was how he was stealing my clients. I never considered that someone new in town, someone so good with people and ghosts, might lack friends.

      “You do now,” I say.

      He eases one hand from mine and uses his fingers to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. And even though we have things to do, things to discuss, for a moment, the two of us together, like this, is enough.

      “So, tomorrow,” he says at last, his voice quiet. “Do we risk brewing on the premises?”

      “I think we’ll have to.” I cast a glance toward the kitchen. “Even with the thermoses and the short walk, the coffee will cool too much by the time we get it over to Sadie’s. We’ll need it fresh-from-the-percolator hot.”

      “As much as I hate the risk, I agree.”

      “I’m going to use the Kona blend,” I add. “I don’t want to tackle this thing with an untested coffee.”

      He nods. “Agreed.”

      “What about your samovar? That seemed to distract it.”

      “Let’s hope I can replicate the recipe.”

      Malcolm stands, the movement so sudden, the coffee table scoots backward in his wake. “I should let you rest, and I promised Nigel I’d stop by the hospital for a bit.”

      “There’s a thermos of coffee if he wants it,” I say.

      “I’m sure he does.”

      I walk Malcolm to the kitchen and then to its door. We stand there with it wide open, snow swirling. I wonder if he might kiss me. I even rise on my toes as if my feet have anticipated such a thing. But after a moment, I wonder why he won’t.

      “I have no plans to become a necromancer,” I say to break the silence. “Especially that kind.”

      Why he might doubt this, I don’t know. But it’s like he wants something from me. My only guess is he wants to hear this. He tilts his head, but the smile on his face tells me that the message has been received.

      “I know.” He leans in and plants a gentle kiss on my forehead. “I’ve always known that.” With that reassurance—and no other kiss—he leaves.

      I hold in my sigh until the door has closed behind me.

      Really, my lips are in perfect working order.
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      Between us, we maneuver a crate with all our supplies from my backyard to Sadie’s. We have a key from Nigel, and Malcolm unlocks the kitchen door and opens it in increments.

      “At least it’s not keeping us out,” he whispers.

      There’s that. Battling this thing and a full-on ghost infestation might be more than the two of us can handle.

      Slowly and with as much stealth as possible, we lug all the items we’ll need into Sadie’s kitchen. Percolators and the samovar. Freshly ground coffee. Sugar and half and half. I’ve added in a set of twelve china cups I picked up at Goodwill. I don’t want this ghost destroying any more of Sadie’s things.

      And, of course, the Tupperware container with an extra tight lid.

      I’m standing in the middle of the kitchen when the feeling of the place washes over me. The walls have absorbed the ghost’s malevolence, the atmosphere like that of an abandoned building, of some place that is truly haunted.

      “I don’t like this,” Malcolm says, his words barely audible.

      I don’t either. “Start the samovar. That will help.”

      Once upon a time, I would’ve sworn you couldn’t catch a ghost with tea—I mean, who ever heard of such a thing? But Malcolm can and does, and some ghosts (the odd ones, admittedly) prefer his concoctions of tea leaves and exotic spices. In any case, the aromatic steam will do this place—and us—some good.

      “It’s a Christmas blend,” he says.

      “Sadie would like that.”

      Without another word, we get to work. Malcolm starts the samovar going near the kitchen entrance. If the ghost interrupts our preparations, it will need to breach the steam. That will slow it down and give us time to react.

      Or so we hope.

      I brew the coffee; we’ll need lots, so I set three percolators going at once. Between the scent of freshly brewing coffee—the Coffee Depot’s very best blend, their Kona blend—and Malcolm’s tea, the kitchen glows with steam and warmth. It feels like Sadie’s kitchen again.

      “Better?” he says, scooting past me, a hand on my waist.

      “Better.”

      “Where do you want to start?”

      While we’ve talked through the options, you really need to breathe in a place this haunted before making a final decision. I do that now, shutting my eyes and inhaling.

      “The dining room. There seems to be an abundance of …” I trail off, the word elusive.

      “Resentment,” Malcolm finishes.

      “Yes. That. That’s it, exactly.” I turn to him, and I’m certain I look as curious as he does. “I can’t imagine Sadie making anyone or anything feel resentful.” I inhale again and consider our other options. “Living room, and master bedroom. Those are the three main spots.”
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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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