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        Sci-fi and Paranormal Fantasy collide!

      

      

      

      Frost travels the star systems, bringing intergalactic fugitives to justice, and this time it’s a maximum-security prisoner who has escaped, which would require quite a bit of skill and caution to handle under normal circumstances, but this fugitive has escaped to a distant, forbidden planet inhabited by a race that has not mastered space travel yet – which means this mission will probably get…complicated.

      

      Lacey Adams is a widow who owns an animal shelter in the small town of Magic, New Mexico… an unusual town, to say the least, but she’d never encountered an alien before, at least not that she knew of, and now there are two of them in her home!

      

      When Lacey is taken hostage by the fugitive, Frost is shocked to discover that his heart is not as frozen as he thought, and Lacey is a far more formidable opponent than either the fugitive or Frost could have imagined….

      

      Internationally acclaimed author S.E. Smith brings another laugh-out-loud adventure to transport readers out of this world!
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      Frost dropped down from the upper level of the Spaceport walkway, landing on silent feet. His eyes followed the small but deadly figure of the fugitive he had been seeking for the last week. The slight lift at the corner of his mouth was the only indication of his satisfaction. His target was very predictable, returning to his old hunting grounds at the first opportunity.

      He straightened up from his half kneeling position, flickering a glance at the two men standing in the shadows of the seedy Port bar doorway. He ignored the men’s nervous glances as they moved deeper into the dark recesses of the bar. He did not have a warrant for anyone else on this Spaceport, so he didn’t bother wasting his time and energy on checking their status.

      He had barely taken a step forward to follow when the communicator at his waist vibrated. He cast an annoyed glance at it before pressing the button to silence it. Almost immediately, it vibrated again. With a silent curse, he shut it off. Whatever headquarters wanted, it would have to wait. He was too close to his mark to stop now. Besides, it was easier to take care of the needed documentation after he had captured his target, since he could take care of both things at the same time.

      He continued down the dark, narrow alleyway, turning right at the corner. Three doors to the end, the fugitive he was after paused to look over his shoulder. Frost stepped back into the entrance of a small shop dealing in herbs for medicinal purposes. The door behind him was sealed for the night, but there was enough space for him to remain hidden. The cold metal bars the shop owner used for security pressed against his back as he waited.

      He lowered his eyelids to hide the glow of his light blue eyes. As a member of the Glacian species, his body was adapted to the cold, dark environments often found in space. He could regulate his body temperature to deal with extreme temperatures that would freeze most other species and could see very well in the dim light. These features were just two of the assets that made his race excel as Star Rangers, especially since most of those wanted by the law tended to gravitate to the less than desirable sections of the Spaceports.

      Frost listened from his position as the fugitive named Gasper pounded on the door to the dark shop. From the low curses Gasper uttered, it didn’t appear whoever owned the shop was in a hurry to answer him. Frost tilted his head as the door creaked opened and the sound of metal on metal echoed as the security gate was unlocked.

      “What do you want, Gasper?” the low growl of a woman’s voice whispered. “I thought you were serving time on Jallus III.”

      “I was,” Gasper stated bluntly. “Let me in, Newmar. I have business with your husband.”

      “Not any longer. Hassur is dead,” Newmar replied.

      “Then I have business with you,” Gasper snapped, glancing over his shoulder again. “I need weapons.”

      “I don’t sell weapons,” Newmar snapped. “That is what killed Hassur. I told him it would end badly if he didn’t stop, but he wouldn’t listen. I only deal in fabrics now.”

      “Surely you have something? I need a new identity as well. You know how to do that. At least you can give me that,” Gasper rasped in disbelief.

      “Go away, Gasper,” Newmar said. “I don’t do that anymore either. I have a child to think of, especially now that Hassur is gone.”

      “I need a weapon and a new identity and you are going to get them for me,” Gasper snarled.

      Frost’s mouth tightened when he heard the female cry out and the sound of screeching metal as the security door was yanked open. The sound of flesh meeting flesh and a young child’s cry pulled Frost from his hiding spot.

      He moved swiftly down the alleyway. Gasper had already disappeared inside the small storefront. Frost could see the female lying on the floor, one hand against her mouth and the other gripping the hand of a small girl.

      “Please, don’t hurt us,” Newmar whimpered. “Please, she is all I have left.”

      “If you want to keep her, then find me the weapons I need and get me a new security pass,” Gasper threatened in a low, dangerous voice. “I know Hassur must have had some stashed away.”

      “Don’t bother,” Frost commented calmly as he stepped into the room. “He won’t need it.”

      Frost ignored the harsh curse that escaped Gasper. He was prepared for the other male’s reaction. He had studied the lizard species well. He raised his arm to deflect the long, forked tongue that shot out at him. The rough skin wrapped around his wrist instead of taking out his eyes.

      Before Gasper could swing his long, jagged tail at him, Frost dropped his fingers to the tongue and focused. Shards of frost shot out from where he touched, running up the long, rough tongue. He deepened the cold until the reddish skin turned to a faint whitish-pink color. Gasper’s eyes widened in horror and pain before his knees buckled under him as Frost wrapped his hand around the long tongue and twisted it. The sickening sound of ice breaking pulled a terrified, muffled scream from Gasper.

      “From my research, that is one part of your body that will not grow back,” Frost commented as he snapped the remains of Gasper’s tongue from around his wrist. “You are hereby remanded to the custody of the Coalition under violation of the Star Act four-fifty-two, Region…”

      Frost never finished his sentence. Gasper, choking on the remains of his tongue, reached for the knife he had in the waistband of his pants. Gasper threw the knife he had grabbed underhanded in the hopes of catching Frost off-guard. Those hopes died at the same time as he did.

      Frost, seeing the movement of the other man’s hand, shot out his right hand, sending sharp blades of ice that pierced Gasper’s neck and chest while swinging up with the sword of ice he held in his left hand to slice through the blade coming toward him.

      “… the penalty is death,” Frost finished, ignoring the screams from the woman and child. “If you should resist.”

      Frost sighed as he stared disgruntledly down at the dead male. He hated it when they resisted, which was pretty much all the time. It always involved more documentation on his part.

      Pulling the communicator off of his belt, he turned it on with a swipe of his thumb. He ignored the bored face that brightened up when the communications officer saw it was him. Instead, he quickly punched in the code for a Reaction Team.

      “Hi Frost, Passion was trying to reach you. She isn’t very happy with you right now,” Scarlet told him as the request processed.

      “What else is new? I need a cleanup team,” he bit out.

      “Like you said, what else is new?” Scarlet joked. “I’ll send one once you’ve sent your position. I’m patching you over to Passion. She said the moment you made contact to let her know.”

      “Don’t….” Frost started to say before sucking in a frustrated breath as Passion, the commanding officer of the Star Rangers, came on.

      “I could say the same thing for you,” Passion snapped out. “You know you aren’t supposed to shut off your comlink.”

      “I was busy,” Frost retorted. “The damn thing went off just as I was about to apprehend Gasper.”

      “Apprehend my ass. You mean kill the bastard,” Passion retorted. “I have an urgent assignment for you.”

      Frost glanced at the door Newmar had disappeared through with her daughter before looking down at the mangled body of Gasper. This was supposed to be his last assignment before returning to his world. He had more than enough credits saved up so that he wouldn’t have to work another day in his life if he didn’t want to. He did want to work, only this time, it would be at something he enjoyed. He missed his home world and wanted to join his older brother back on Glacier. It was past time for him to join Rime at the huge casino and hotel business they had been building over the past fifteen years.

      “This was my last assignment,” Frost growled.

      “No, the one I’m about to give you is your last,” Passion stated. “There has been an escape from Maxprime.”

      “Max…” Frost clenched the communicator in his hand. “Who?”

      “Taar,” Passion replied quietly. “This is top secret, Frost. You brought him in. I lost five good Star Rangers before that. You know how he thinks.”

      “No one knows how that bastard thinks,” Frost growled. “How did he escape?”

      “He killed eight guards as he was being transported for execution,” Passion stated coldly, looking to the side at the screen holding the details. “I’ll send you what we have. Frost, there is one more thing.”

      “Isn’t there always,” he muttered under his breath before glaring at the dark red-skinned face of Passion. “Well, are you going to make me guess or are you going to tell me?”

      Passion glanced away from the screen before returning her focus to it. Leaning forward, she stared intently into his eyes. The skin on the nape of his neck crawled. The only time that Passion acted like this was when something went wrong… very, very wrong.

      “The tracker on the ship he stole shows he is heading for an undeveloped star system. There is only one planet in the region that he is heading to that has life on it. Reports from the database state that the species living there is very primitive.”

      Frost grimaced with distaste. He hated primitive planets. They either tried to make him into a God of some sort or kill him. Either case didn’t sit well with him.

      “How primitive? Have they mastered space travel?” he asked bluntly.

      Passion shook her head. “No, not that we have any information on and there are no recorded instances of the species interacting with traders. The last reports we have indicate they had the rudimentary concepts of building with primitive tools and they believe they are the only life forms that exist.”

      “Great! Can’t you just initiate the self-destruct on the transport he stole?” Frost asked.

      Passion’s face twisted in distaste. “Taar stole the Warden’s private transport. The Warden had the self-destruct on the vessel deactivated. He didn’t want to take the chance of a disgruntled employee or one of the inmates gaining access to the coding and blowing him up.”

      “Instead, he violates a direct procedure and has now endangered a primitive planet with limited defenses against someone like Taar,” Frost snapped back.

      “I know that and you know that, Frost. This is why you must go after him. Taar killed hundreds before you captured him, including five of my best Star Rangers,” Passion said quietly. “One of the newest transports is on route to you. I’ll take care of the documentation for Gasper.”

      “When will it arrive?” Frost asked in aggravation.

      “Within the hour,” Passion responded. “And Frost, this time kill the bastard. That is a direct order from the Coalition. They do not want to take the chance on him escaping again.”

      “They should have thought about that the first time I was ordered to go after him,” Frost replied, heatedly. “I’ll go, but this is it, Passion. My time as a Star Ranger is finished.”

      “I understand,” Passion agreed with a tired sigh. “Just be careful and try to keep all knowledge of extraterrestrial life hidden. The Directors have given you permission to wipe the memories of any primitive species that you encounter.”

      “And if I can’t?” Frost asked cynically. “What do they want me to do then?”

      “Just use your best judgment, Frost,” Passion ordered. “If it becomes necessary to eliminate them as well, then do so. Out.”

      Frost growled low under his breath. He had sworn he would protect and bring justice to the Coalition. It would appear that protection and justice did not lean toward lesser species. This was another reason why it was time to get out. He was tired of doing the Coalition's, namely the elected Director’s, dirty work.

      He turned as a soft knock sounded on the outer door of the small shop. Several members of the RT, the Reaction Team, nodded to him as they entered. He quickly explained that the two females in the back were not to be disturbed. After making sure that his orders would be followed, he stepped back out into the dark alley. This time, he turned left, heading to the upper levels where the transport would arrive.
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      Lacey sighed as Ginger, the beautiful three year old Golden Retriever that had been dropped off at the Touch of Magic Animal Shelter two weeks ago, wagged her tail as she stepped into the large airy barn. The sound of puppies growling in the stall behind her brought a smile to Lacey’s lips. The smile felt stiff and unfamiliar, but at least it was a smile.

      “Hey, girl,” Lacey murmured softly. “How are your babies doing today?”

      A wet lick of a tongue and a tired sigh answered Lacey’s question. A malnourished Ginger and her litter of four puppies had been dropped off a little over six weeks ago at the gate leading to the animal shelter Lacey and her husband, Sean, had started six years before.

      Lacey sent a wave of warmth through her fingers to the tired mother. The smile on her lips widened when Ginger picked up the bright orange tennis ball she liked to carry and stood up with renewed energy. Lacey reached down and took it, ignoring the dampness. With a flick of her wrist, she tossed the ball into the outer courtyard area.

      “Go have some fun, girl. I’ll look after your babies for a little while,” Lacey told the wagging Golden before she called out to Evan, one of her part-time helpers, who had picked up the ball as it rolled by him. Lacey watched as he began to play with Ginger. “Thanks, Evan.”

      “No problem, Lacey,” Evan called back cheerfully.

      Lacey sighed again as she turned back toward the stall containing the puppies. She knew it was crazy for her to be down in the dumps today, but not even the sunshine outside could soothe her restless soul. A sense of apprehension swept through her as she thought of the unusual storm that had rolled through last night. She could smell the change in the air. Something was coming.

      “Yes, something is coming,” Topper said, leaning against the door to the stall.

      Lacey jumped, startled as her eccentric aunt’s tiny head popped up. Today her hair was a blaze of purple that matched her eyes. Lacey couldn’t stop the chuckle that escaped her.

      At almost sixty, Topper was just one of the colorful residents of Magic, New Mexico. The town, aptly named due its unusual assortment of residents, was home to a strange mixture of people from all over the world. It was a place where people could be themselves without fear of being labeled bizarre, threatening, or being hunted down for research. Topper was just one of those residents.

      “Topper, I thought you were in Bermuda!” Lacey exclaimed. “You scared the daylights out of me.”

      “I was, dear, but I could feel your sadness all the way there. I thought you might like a bit of company,” Topper said cheerfully.

      Lacey looked skeptically at her aunt. “I’m fine,” she started to say before she stopped short. Rolling her eyes, she knew her aunt didn’t believe her when her bottom lip stuck out. “Okay, so I’m not ‘fine’, but I will be.”

      “Sean wouldn’t want you to feel sad, love,” Topper commented, opening the door to the stall. “Come in and sit with the new babies. They are so much stronger now.”

      Lacey’s mouth drooped at Sean’s name. No, he wouldn’t have wanted her to be sad. He loved life and would have wanted her to embrace the beauty surrounding her and to appreciate every day for the joy it could bring. She missed him so much.

      Lacey started again as a withered hand captured the tear that began to slide down her cheek. She released the breath she didn’t realize she was holding as the glistening drop rose into the air and burst into a million tiny diamonds.

      Sean’s laughing face formed for a brief moment. Lacey closed her eyes as warmth brushed across her cheeks, eyelids and lips. When she opened her eyes, a deep sense of calm swept through her, lifting her mood.

      “Thank you, Aunty,” Lacey murmured.

      “Anytime, child. Now, look at what these darling little fur balls can do,” Topper replied, grabbing Lacey’s hand and pulling her down into the hay next to the litter of rambunctious eight week old puppies.

      Lacey covered her face as the puppies realized they had a new play toy, namely her. Laughing, Lacey couldn’t quite protect her face as the tiny mouths pulled on her hair and licked her chin. She was gasping for breath by the time they all piled onto her stomach and chest to wrestle with each other.

      Dropping her hands, she lay back against the fresh hay as all but the runt of the litter hurried over to their mother to play as Ginger came back in to check on her family. Soon, the puppies were piled on top of each other, content after their feeding and play time. Well, all of them except for the runt. Little Bit was busy working on the top button of Lacey’s red blouse. How anyone could just dump such a wonderful little family, Lacey would never understand as she ran her hands over the blondish-brown pup.

      “I felt a change in the air,” Lacey murmured as she continued to stroke the puppy that had settled down for a nap. “Something is coming.”

      “I felt it too. There will be a battle between good and evil,” Topper replied, stroking her purple hair. “But it will be more than that.”

      Lacey glanced at her aunt in surprise. Premonition was one of Topper’s specialties. She could sense things better than Lacey. If only she had been here when…

      “It would not have stopped what happened, Lacey. It was Sean’s time to go. You have to accept that, love,” Topper said gently.

      “Maybe if I had been there instead of staying here…” Lacey began as she gently picked up the drowsy puppy in her hands and sat up. Cradling it against her chest, she drew in a deep breath. “You’re right, you know. Sean told me the same thing. He knew that it was his time. I just miss him.”

      Lacey thought back to the bus accident that took her young husband’s life three years before. Sean had gone to see his parents who were visiting an old family friend in Sante Fe. His car was in the local garage so Sean had taken the bus. A tire on the bus blew out as it rounded a curve in the road. The blowout had sent the bus careening into an oncoming semi-trailer carrying a load of concrete culvert pipes.

      Eight people had died instantly including Sean. As his spirit released from his body, Lacey had awoken from a dream where she had been sitting beside him. Her screams were so loud that they had carried on the wind, drawing her sisters and aunt from their houses almost a quarter mile from the shelter that she and Sean had built.

      “He still watches over you, love. He is a pretty stubborn spirit,” Topper said with a satisfied nod.

      “I need to let him go,” Lacey replied softly. “But, I don’t want to.”

      Topper patted Lacey’s hand. “I don’t think it’s you, dear. Sean wants to make sure that you are not alone before he is ready to leave. This is not about what you want, but what he is determined for you to have.”

      Lacey glanced stubbornly up into the dancing purple eyes of her Aunt. She shook her head in determination. She would never again open herself to such pain. She would never allow herself to love someone the way she had loved Sean. She would… well, she would put a hex on any man first before she would allow herself to love again, she thought in defiance.

      “So, what do you think is going to happen?” Lacey asked curiously, wanting to change the subject. “You said there would be a battle between good and evil. What type? Is it something we should warn Theo about?”

      Theo was the local sheriff of Magic. It had taken a while after he first arrived to understand the strange residents, but after a few months, he had reluctantly begun to listen to them when they told him something was about to happen. This might be another one of those times if both Lacey and Topper were feeling the same sense of pending danger.

      “No,” Topper murmured, stroking her hair again. “No, I think this time Theo should stay out of it. There will be another law man who will deal with the situation.”

      Lacey groaned and shook her head. “Theo isn’t going to like another law man on his turf without his knowing. You know how protective he is now that he knows everyone.”

      “He won’t have much to say about this one,” Topper replied as her eyes began to glow with delight, as if she was seeing something that had surprised her. “No, he won’t and neither will…”

      “Neither will who?” Lacey asked with a frown.

      “Nothing to worry about, dear. Everything will work out for the best,” Topper said, standing suddenly. With a wink, she tapped Little Bit on her head. The puppy jerked awake in Lacey’s arms, a small growl escaping her at being startled awake. “You, you little devil, are going to be a wonderful protector.”

      Lacey carefully set Little Bit down by her sleeping brothers and sisters. Immediately, the tiny puppy pushed through the sleeping pile and settled on top of the others. Lacey shook her head at Topper’s confusing statement.

      “What…” Lacey started to say when she realized she was alone again. “Oh, Topper, what am I going to do with you?”

      Lacey placed her hands on her hips and glanced down at Ginger who lifted her head up and blinked sleepily at her. Well, there was no use wondering what was to come. Things always happened for a reason. Sometimes they were for the best, other times it was hard to see where the good could be. Still, it wasn’t a part of Lacey’s personality to focus on the bad for long.

      “Okay, I have chores to do. If she comes back, warn me next time, will you?” Lacey asked in exasperation.

      Ginger answered her by laying her head back down and closing her eyes. Lacey chuckled. She felt like doing the same thing after a sleepless night. Still, she had eighteen animals of various breeds that she needed to attend to. Evan was a great help, but at thirteen there was only so much he could do.

      Lacey quietly stepped out of the stall and closed the door behind her. A special doggy-door in it would allow Ginger to come and go while keeping the puppies safe.

      A smile, this time a little easier than before, lit Lacey’s face as she stepped out of the barn and raised her face to the sun. For just an instant, she swore she could feel Sean’s fingers running down her cheek. For the first time in three years, the heaviness that had threatened to drown her felt lighter.

      Soon, Lacey, Sean’s voice whispered as he watched over her. Soon, my love, there will be another who will make you smile and laugh again.
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      Frost settled the transport he had been given in the desert not far from the damaged vessel Taar had stolen. He quickly went through the procedures to shut down and secure the spaceship. Unstrapping, he rose stiffly from the pilot’s seat.

      Even with the advanced technology and engine system, he had arrived at least a day behind Taar. He cursed the Warden of the mining prison for the hundredth time. Not only had the male disengaged the self-destruct on the spaceship that he had commandeered from a pirate imprisoned there, the ship had been modified, giving Taar the needed power and resources to travel this far.

      Frost checked the readings on the console. The atmosphere was conducive for life. He grimaced when he noted the temperatures. It was dark and cold now, but it would heat up once the sun came up.

      “Computer, scan for surrounding life forms,” Frost ordered.

      He opened a side compartment and pulled on a vest containing the necessary tools and weapons he would need. Taar was deadly. If he was lucky, Frost hoped to catch him before he reached any of the habitats containing the local species. If not, he would have to follow the line of dead bodies. There was no doubt in his mind that Taar would leave one. It was a pattern of the Learian; find, use, kill, move on to the next food source.

      Frost checked the weapons. Blasters were useless. The energy pulses bounced off the thick, leathery skin of the Learian. The sharp explosives would stun him momentarily, but unless Frost was close, Taar would recover before he could strike. The only way to kill the beast was holding him still long enough to remove his head from his shoulders.

      He had captured him by freezing the bastard the last time. It had taken him two weeks to recover from the amount of energy he had expended during the fight. If he had not laid a trap and been close enough to wrap the energy cuffs around Taar’s neck, hands and feet, he would have been the sixth dead Star Ranger.

      “Surrounding area shows four dead life forms,” the computer stated. “Analysis indicates that death occurred within the last hour. Tracking patterns and the remains show the fugitive you are seeking continuing in a north-by-northeast path.”

      “Information confirmed. Computer, begin the comprehensive elimination of evidence of Tridbarrian transport. All evidence of vessel must be erased,” Frost ordered. “Set self-destruct of this vessel for five days, four hours, thirty-two minutes unless I give verbal cancelation.”

      “Directive confirmed, the self-destruct sequence has begun, elimination of Tridbarrian transport has commenced,” the computer replied.

      Frost rolled his head back and forth to relieve the tension before he pressed his hand against the panel to open the outer door. He stepped down the ramp as it lowered to the dry sand and gravel soil. Drawing in a deep breath, he let the cold, fresh air rush through his body. Re-energized, he glanced at the speckled landscape, documenting key formations as a reference point.

      He skimmed down through the readings on the scanner. A small dot blinked steadily. There were life forms ten clicks from his position. Taar would be hungry and would head for the nearest source of food. Nothing else showed on the close-range scanner.

      Pocketing the device, Frost glanced up at the night sky. It would be light in approximately two hours. Taar would make it to the life forms before he did.

      Hopefully, he would be able to catch him after he had eaten. The Learian would be slower and more lethargic if he was full. What would really help was if he came upon Taar while he was feeding. If he could catch the male when he was distracted that would be the best option, not to mention the safest.

      Frost took off at a steady pace across the dark landscape. He concentrated on the terrain in front of him, ignoring the beauty of it. He had a lot of ground to cover if he was to arrive at the dwellings before the sun rose too high in the sky to give him adequate cover.

      He focused on the different scenarios he might encounter with Taar as he ran. He needed to determine the most humane way to eliminate any of the native inhabitants he might come across if wiping their memories didn’t work.
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        * * *

      

      Taar’s lip curled back as he sniffed the air. His stomach rumbled, reminding him that it had been over a week since he’d had a decent meal. The few small creatures he had caught shortly after he crashed barely constituted a snack.

      The fresh fragrance of meat and blood poured through him as he drew in another deep breath. He could feel the pounding of blood as it flowed through the veins of the creatures close by.

      His dark eyes moved over the different buildings as he tried to determine which one to attack first. His mouth watered as he watched several large creatures move restlessly around in a small arena. He was about to begin with them when the sound of another creature broke through his concentration.

      A small furry mammal with golden hair covering its body was sounding a loud alarm. He snarled and stepped out from the shadows of the small clump of trees. The creature backed up toward the large brown building behind it, growling menacingly at him.

      “Ginger, what is it, girl?” a voice called out from the large white structure he had been eyeing as well.

      Taar slipped back into the shadows as another creature belonging to this strange world stepped out into the early morning light. The sweet scent of her blood danced in the wind, teasing him. Hunger burned through him like boiling acid, churning his stomach and heating his blood. This was the one he wanted to sink his teeth into last. He would savor the creature’s sweet blood as he slowly drained it from her. He would need to feed on the other creatures first. His hunger was too great to control. His eyes moved to the golden creature that was whining and growling at him at the same time. He would start with that one.
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        * * *

      

      Lacey glanced around the courtyard. Something was there; something she had never felt before. A sense of unease swept through her. With a glance at the gate to the corral, she slid the lock back and the gate slowly opened. The two horses and one mule bolted out of the enclosure. She didn’t worry about them. They would head for the open pasture area that separated her and her aunt and sisters’ homes.

      Her hand wrapped tightly around the steaming cup of coffee she had just poured when she heard Ginger’s frantic barking. The hair on the back of the Golden was standing straight up and the sound of distress in her voice told Lacey that the unease she’d been feeling was based on a genuine danger. Unsure of where the threat was, Lacey walked calmly over to Ginger and sent a wave of warmth to the young mother. She also muttered a swift protection spell for her and Ginger as a precaution.

      “It’s alright, sweetie,” Lacey murmured, glancing around the open area. “Go back to your babies.”

      Ginger sneezed and pressed up against Lacey’s left leg. Her dark brown eyes remained frozen on the shadows near the clump of Juniper trees. Lacey carefully turned her head to stare into the shadows. A shiver raced through her and she whispered for Ginger to return to the barn again.

      “I’ve got this, girl. Go take care of your babies,” Lacey ordered in a slightly harder voice and with a ‘push’ for the Golden to listen to her. “Your babies need you.”

      Lacey waited as Ginger reluctantly backed up before turning and slipping back into the safety of the barn. She never turned her eyes away from the shadows. Biting her bottom lip in uncertainty, she paused before deciding retreating was the smart thing to do. Whatever was hiding it was definitely different from anything she had ever felt before. All of her natural warning systems were going crazy.

      Dropping the cup of coffee in her hand, she turned on her heel and took off running for the house. A loud snarl, like that of a feral animal, exploded behind her as she ran the twenty feet to the house. She practically flew up the steps in a desperate attempt to get to safety. A wave of her hand had the screen door opening outward even as the front door opened inward. The moment she was through them, the doors slammed shut and locked.

      Lacey stumbled forward and had just turned to invoke a protection spell when both doors shattered inward. She cried out as small pieces of metal and wood flew toward her. Throwing her hands up to protect her face, she screamed when something hard and heavy hit her around the waist.

      She fell backwards onto the wood floors of her living room sliding several feet before coming to a stop next to the end table. The fall knocked the breath out of her as she hit the floor, leaving her gasping for breath. She instinctively raised her hands to push against the weight pressing down on her. Sharp claws threatened to pierce the soft skin of her waist even as her hands moved to push the creature off her. Lacey’s eyes widened when she got her first look at the creature on top of her.

      “What…?” she gasped in shock.
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        * * *

      

      Taar’s lips pulled back as he pressed down on the body of the alien under him. Every instinct in him demanded that he satisfy his hunger. The warm, fragrant scent of her blood and skin wetted his appetite to a raging inferno.

      He parted his sharp teeth and let his long forked tongue unwind so he could run it along the smooth skin. He jerked when he received a painful shock the moment it touched the creamy flesh. He shook his head and growled in displeasure as a torrent of bitterness filled his senses, replacing the fragrant smell.

      He pulled back, releasing the creature, as the taste continued to course over his taste buds. He needed something to wash it away. A sense of desperation filled him as the awful taste continued to build. Rolling to the side, he quickly rose and shook his head again. His eyes lit on a small bowl filled with water on the table by the female.

      Taar snatched the clear bowl up and poured the entire contents of the bowl down his throat. He ignored the small rocks as he swallowed. He tossed the glass bowl to the side, ignoring the soft cry of distress from the female and the sound of shattering glass as it struck. A dark frown creased his leathery brow as he watched the slender figure scoot backwards before she gripped the table and pulled herself up.

      “You ate Alfred!” the female cried out in dismay.

      Taar snarled and shook his head as her voice resounded through his head. The damn translator that had been implanted in his ear at the mining prison echoed loudly. He gripped the side of his head as it pounded.

      “Silence,” he ordered with a menacing voice.

      “What are you? And what are you doing here?” the female demanded, ignoring his order.

      Taar roared as the translator echoed loudly again. He reached out and gripped the front of the female’s clothing. With a rough push, he knocked her down onto the long dark red cloth-covered couch.

      The horrid taste continued to plague him. The combination of foul bitterness and the loud echo from the translator infuriated him. He needed sustenance. Twisting around, he used his tail to toss a low table out of his way when he stumbled into it. He needed food and weapons, but he also needed to remove the translator that was pulsing with a piercing shriek in his ear.

      Slicing one claw across the back of his ear, he reached the sharp tip through the opened tissue until he was able to grasp the small metal implant. Snaring it, he jerked it out, ignoring the green ooze of blood that came with it. Satisfied by the sudden silence that followed, he dropped the tiny device and stepped on it.

      Rolling his head, he growled at the female now standing in front of him with her arms folded across her chest. A frown creased his brow when he discovered that instead of quaking in fear as most species do when he was near, she was glaring at him in what looked suspiciously like anger. He started to reach for her again, but this time the jolt of electrical charge that he encountered when he tried to touch her jumped from her skin to his, searing a deep burn through his leathery hide. Surprised by the sudden pain, he roared in rage.

      “I don’t know who or what you are, but one of the kids must have really mucked up a spell when they created you! I want Alfred back,” Lacey snapped, holding out her left hand. “Now! He has been in the family for six generations. I am not about to go down in history as the one who lost him.”

      Taar snarled at the female. He didn’t understand a word she was saying now that the translator had been removed. Instead of cowering in front of him, the female impatiently snapped her fingers. This time when his mouth opened it was because his stomach was heaving and rolling. He tried to swallow the bubbling in his throat, but whatever he had just swallowed was determined to come back up. With a loud belch, a round bubble containing a strange scaled creature popped out of his mouth and floated into the female’s extended hand.

      For the first time in his life, Taar felt a sense of unease. He watched as the female mumbled a series of unfamiliar words in her language. The shards of glass from the bowl he had grabbed swirled like a small tornado until the bowl reformed. The moment it did, the bubble containing the tiny creature popped over it and it fell into the clear container that was once again filled with water.

      “What are you?” Taar demanded, gazing at the female with suspicion. “Can all your species do this?”
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      Lacey gingerly set Alfred back down on the end table next to the couch. She made sure she kept one eye on the huge creature standing in front of her. She wondered which one of the kids created the spell this time. She bet it was one of Tory’s boys. The twins were always experimenting when her older cousin wasn’t looking. This looked like one of Joseph’s pet lizards.

      Whatever they were trying to do, she needed to undo before Tory and Simon found out, otherwise the boys would be grounded for another week. With a wave of her hand, Lacey quietly muttered an enlightening spell to see if she could unwind what was done. She frowned when nothing happened. Biting her lips, she tried another spell.

      “What are those two up to now?” she growled under her breath when nothing happened again. “Not even those two are strong enough to prevent a ‘Show me now’ spell from revealing which one they used.”

      She stepped back when the nearly seven foot tall reptilian creature snarled again. Her natural protection immediately leaped out and shocked the thing. While it had the head of Joseph’s pet gecko, it did not have its body or temperament. It was almost like it was trying to say something to her and there was an awareness in its eyes that Larry the Lizard had never had before.

      “Okay, I guess I’m going to have to do this the hard way,” Lacey muttered in frustration. “You have been a very, very bad lizard. You scared poor Ginger and me, crashed through my door, and broke the table Uncle Lyle made me for my wedding present. If Simon, not to mention Tory sees you, the boys will be grounded for life!”

      The creature snarled menacingly at her again. Lacey rolled her eyes. The kids had gone to see the new Godzilla movie the weekend before. That was probably what gave them the big idea this time. At eight, the twins were getting more creative. With a flick of her finger, she snapped the huge lizard’s mouth shut so she could think of the best way to turn him back.

      “Hush for a minute, please,” Lacey sighed. “I’m trying to figure out what they have done and your growling and snapping is not helping.” Lacey snapped her fingers and turned back with a large grin. “I know! Reverse the spell that has been done to change the shape to the original one.”

      Lacey held her breath as the simple but powerful spell slipped from her lips. Sometimes, simple was better. There was always a catch with the more complicated spells and the boys surely had to use a whopping one to get Larry this big!

      A dark scowl crossed her face when nothing happened again. In aggravation, she glared down at Alfred who was swimming around in circles in his plain, clear bowl. With a click, fresh gravel, plants and a miniature castle appeared in the bowl.

      “Well, it isn’t my magic,” she grumbled in frustration, looking back at the large green, leathery back of the lizard as he turned and walked into her kitchen. “Hey, where are you going?” Scrambling over the broken bits of coffee table, Lacey hurried after him.
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        * * *

      

      Frost rose from where he had been kneeling. Taar’s footprints led to the small set of buildings. He knew there was trouble when three large mammals raced by him ten minutes before. He could practically smell the fear rolling off their hair-covered bodies. Tightening his hand on the small explosive charges, he stepped out of the shadows of the trees heading toward the large brown building first.

      He stopped when a furry creature poked its head out of the rectangular hole cut into the bottom of the set of large, double doors. A moment later, the small round bundle of golden fur fell face first into the dirt before scrambling up on short legs to charge at him.

      Frost bent and scooped the round ball of wiggling fur up with his free hand when it started making whining noises. He quickly had to use his other arm to contain it as it tried to lick his face. A grimace of distaste and a twinge of amusement went through him at the determination of the little mammal to mark him with its tongue.

      He glanced at the closed door and deduced that if Taar had made his way into it, this creature wouldn’t have survived the first minute. Turning in a half-circle, his eyes swept the immediate area. He froze, his arms tightening on the creature in his arms, as he spied the drinking cup on the ground.

      “Quiet, beast,” he murmured. “This is not a good place for you. Go back into your brown building until I have taken care of the situation.”

      The small bundle wiggled again, but was quiet at least. Frost carefully set the creature back down on the ground and pushed it towards the barn. He walked over to the cup and picked it up, noting the dark stain in the soil and small footsteps mixed with Taar’s larger ones. The tracks led to the white building. His face darkened when he noticed the door to the front of it had been smashed in.

      He sprinted toward the building, only slowing when he heard Taar’s sharp snarl followed by a soft, annoyed voice. He caught himself as he stumbled in surprise. It was not Taar that caused him to be startled, but the annoyance in the voice of the native inhabitant. It was obvious from the soft, lilting voice that it belonged to a female. A female that should have been screaming in terror.

      Frost cursed when a tiny streak of golden fur flashed past him into the dwelling. He had been distracted by the cup and tracks and didn’t realize the small mammal hadn’t gone into the building as he ordered. He watched as it slid on the slick floor before bouncing off to the left. He was sure that was where he would find Taar.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey! Stop that! Bad Larry. Very, very bad, lizard,” Lacey scolded as the door to her refrigerator was ripped off its hinges. “I swear the boys are going to get an ugly old toad back if you don’t behave.”

      Lacey threw her hands up to protect her face as a jar of pickles flew over one leathery shoulder. She gasped as another container, this time of yogurt, sailed past as well to splatter against the wall. Her cry of rage went unanswered as the green menace turned its attack to her freezer when it didn’t find anything it wanted in the refrigerator.

      “No!” Lacey wailed in dismay as ‘Larry’ scooped out a pile of her Rocky Road ice cream with one claw before it tossed the container to the floor. “That is my favorite de-stressor! That does it,” she snarled. “I’m going to… to…”

      Lacey fell back as the monster lizard turned. This time, it held a very long and very sharp knife in its claw. She had forgotten to take it out after chipping the ice when the power went out after the storm last night. By the time she discovered the breaker had also tripped, the freezer had begun to defrost, leaving the ice in the ice tray all stuck together.

      “Larry, put the knife down now,” Lacey whispered in a soft, desperate voice as she raised her hands. “Lizards shouldn’t play with knives.”
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        * * *

      

      Taar’s lips curled back. Nothing! There was nothing worth eating in the food preparation area. His mouth still burned from the bitterness and his stomach cramped from the rocks and water he had swallowed. Fury burned through him. There was no meat in the cold container. The only satisfaction so far was that he had found a primitive weapon. A weapon that finally brought the look of fear to the female’s eyes.

      “Finally,” he growled. “Perhaps if I cut you up I’ll be able to eat on your flesh without you poisoning me. If not, at least it will shut you up.”

      A rumble of pleasure escaped him when she stumbled backwards as he stepped closer. He would bury the sharp blade through the female’s heart and cut it out. Gripping the wooden handle of the long, thin blade in his right claw, he started to swing the blade when something grabbed the end of his tail.

      Pain exploded through him as a series of sharp teeth sunk deep into the tip of his tail just short of the short, poisonous spikes near the end. The very tip of his tail was the only vulnerable area of his body. The flesh was softer and unprotected by the hard, leathery scales that covered the rest of him. Most adversaries avoided that part of his body because of the poison contained in the rigid spikes, unaware of the sensitivity in the lower tip.

      A howl of pain and rage shook the kitchen as he lifted his tail in an attempt to shake off whatever was biting him. His eyes widened when he saw a miniature replica of the furry creature from earlier hanging on to the end. Only this one had a massive head filled with teeth attached to an extremely small body.

      “Let go of me!” Taar roared, swinging his tail frantically as the creature continued to hang on to the end with its foot-long teeth. “Release me.”

      With a snap of his tail, the creature flew through the air. Nausea and pain flared as the tip of his tail went with it. The loud cry of the female mixed with his as she grabbed the flying furry mass in midair, twirling on her heels to keep her balance as she caught it. Taar stepped forward, the blade clenched tightly in his hand. Now, it was time to kill.
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      Frost stood in the doorway of the dwelling staring in shock at the female. He blinked several times to clear his eyes. Nothing else seemed to register in his mind except that she was glowing… with the bright, soft light of the early morning sun reflecting across a fresh snowfall. The brilliant colors swirling around her settled on her skin like the first touch of frost against the petals of the snow flowers.

      He watched the patterns settle around her. As the twinkling faded, the delicate patterns caressed her skin dancing for him. Patterns only he could see. Patterns showing that she was his chosen one.

      Time suddenly fast forwarded as he realized that she was in mortal danger. Panic and fear, two emotions that he refused to acknowledge, ricocheted through him as he caught the glint of cold metal and Taar’s massive form behind her.

      “Taar!” Frost yelled, throwing his right hand up. “Freeze.”

      The dark brown eyes of the female jerked up to his in shock. Her lips parted to form a small, delectable circle as she stared back at him. He barely registered that she had her arms wrapped protectively around the body of the golden-haired mammal. He did look twice when the tiny creature suddenly let go of the tip of Taar’s tail and grinned up at him.

      “Move,” Frost snarled as he continued to shoot bursts of ice outward toward Taar.

      A confused frown crossed the lovely face of the female as she tilted sideways away from where the icy stream was pulsing. She gasped as she saw the ice-covered mask of the lizard behind her. She stumbled against a chair that had fallen. The movement, combined with the extra weight in her arms, caused her to move backwards instead of toward him. At the same time, Taar’s enraged roar and the sound of shattering ice echoed through the room.

      “What is going on? Who are you?” the female shouted in exasperation. “Larry, let… me… go!”

      Frost clenched his fingers into a tight fist as Taar wrapped one of his hands in the female’s long dark brown hair while the other raised the sharp blade to her throat. The sound of the Learian’s loud hisses rubbed against his senses like sand against glass.

      “Star Ranger!” Taar hissed, ignoring the sharp stinging in his tail and the pulsing shocks burning the palm of his hand where he gripped the female. “I should have known that Passion would send you. This is going to make my escape even sweeter knowing I’ve killed yet another one of you.”

      “Let her go, Taar,” Frost responded in a cold, hard voice. “This is between you and I.”

      “Not any longer,” Taar sneered. “This one is going to die.”

      Frost’s mind worked frantically at a way to get the female away from Taar. Fear and rage burned inside him as the blade in Taar’s fisted claw rested against the pale skin of the female. He fingered the explosives in his other hand. They would stun Taar briefly, but they might kill the woman.

      His eyes moved to the slender figure that had become very still. The look of uncertainty and confusion was still in her eyes, but there was something else as well, as if she was trying to understand what they were saying. Her eyes locked with his and he saw she was studying him with a frown. He rolled the small explosives in his left hand. Her eyes moved to his hand before rising to look at him again, this time with disapproval. She gave a tiny shake of her head.

      Frost couldn’t hold back his growl of frustration. The stupid female had no idea of the danger she was in! Stiffening his shoulders, he slipped the explosives into the pocket of his trousers. The likelihood of him surviving a hand-to-hand combat with the Learian was slim, but he had no choice. He could not let Taar kill his female.

      “Fight me,” Frost demanded in desperation. “Hand to hand, no weapons, just you and me.”

      Taar’s bark of harsh laughter resounded through the room at Frost’s challenge. Frost took a step forward when Taar jerked on the female’s hair instead, pulling her back a step and drawing a cry of pain from her. His hands instinctively tried to reach for her before his mouth dropped open as she suddenly turned around in fury and pressed one hand against Taar’s chest. The blade Taar held against her throat vanished into a puff of smoke as she twirled to face the Learian.

      He fell back a step when her voice rose in a commanding tone. He didn’t understand a word she was saying, but whatever it was had a profound effect on Taar. The Learian’s eyes widened in shock before he began to shimmer. One second the huge reptilian species stood in front of the female, the next he was gone.

      Frost stood frozen in disbelief watching as the woman lowered the golden mammal in her arms to the ground before she grabbed a small, clear container off the floor. With another series of mumbled words, the contents of the container disappeared. When she finally stood straight again, she was holding the container between the palms of her hands with a look of disgust on her face. Inside was a miniature replica of Taar, now only about five inches high.

      His throat worked up and down as the female turned her heated gaze on him. He started to stumble backwards when she took a step toward him, her eyes glittering in determination. His vision blurred as she waved her hand at him. Panic gripped him as the world began to grow around him. He tried to turn on his heel, but found he was unable to move as trillions of sparkling lights danced around him for several long, eternal seconds.

      His eyes closed as he fought with his frozen muscles, trying to get them to obey him. When he opened his eyes, the golden mammal was looking at him, nose to nose. He grimaced when a pink tongue swept out to lick the fur covering his face.

      Fur! I don’t have… Frost thought for a brief moment before his eyes lit on the reflection in the smoky glass of what looked like a cooking device. With a tentative hop forward, he gazed at his reflection. I… I… His brain rebelled at the same time as he felt a firm, but gentle hand, grab him by the back of his neck and lift him. I have long ears! He thought before his mind shut down and he slipped into an exhausted slumber as soothing words washed over him.
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        * * *

      

      “Lacey, what the hell do you want me to do with a rabbit?” Theo asked in exasperation as he studied the slumbering bunny. “Make a stew out of it?”

      Lacey sighed. She didn’t know what to do. Technically, the rabbit, aka male intruder, hadn’t been the one to threaten her. In fact, it was as if he was trying to protect her, which was totally ridiculous as she could protect herself from most things not that the man would have known that.

      She bit her lip as she thought of the other creature in her house this morning. She hadn’t brought him in. He was still sealed in the plastic container in her Jeep outside. She debated whether to bring him in as well, but thought twice about it.

      She decided that this was a much more serious situation when she realized that the creature was not Larry, but something far, far different if his karma was anything to go by. She felt like a fool for thinking it could have been Joseph’s pet lizard in the first place with all the negative energy it was putting out. She blamed her irrational thinking on not getting enough sleep last night.

      She decided in the end it would be best to separate the two males until she could figure out what the hell was going on. Since she didn’t want to take a chance on Theo getting hurt, she decided to keep the one putting off the bad mojo where she could see him. Maybe if she got some rest, she could figure out why they were at her house.

      “He isn’t really a rabbit,” Lacey said again. “I just turned him into one… he’ll change back in a few hours. I just need you to keep him here until he does, then you can release him.”

      Theo leaned back against the lone desk in the small office that contained two jail cells, one filing cabinet, the desk and a bathroom. Magic didn’t get a lot of criminal activity. Those that broke the law were almost always strangers to the town.

      The only local resident that had spent any time in the jail lately, was Jerry Jenkins. Jerry liked to run through town once a month in the buff when one of his distant ancestors came to visit him. Jerry ignored the fact that no one else could see the ghostly figure but him. Theo had finally quit arresting Jerry after his ancestor unlocked the door in front of him. Now, everyone in town just got the unpleasant pleasure of seeing a bare-assed Jerry if they happened to be in town on the third Thursday of each month around noon.

      “Should I even bother asking why you turned him into a rabbit in the first place?” Theo asked as he glared at the sleeping rabbit nestled in Lacey’s arms. “If he was bothering you or trespassing, you should have called me, Lacey. You know I would have come out immediately.”

      Lacey smiled at the concerned tone in Theo’s voice. Theo had been the one to come out to Touch of Magic after Sean’s accident. He had just moved to town a few weeks before. He had held her as she wept uncontrollably as her aunt and sisters repaired the damage she had wrought in her grief. It was the one and only time that Lacey had used her magic to destroy anything. Fortunately, none of the animals, Theo or her aunt and siblings had been injured.

      “I know, Theo,” Lacey replied quietly. “I… I had a bad night, and well…”

      Theo watched as Lacey ducked her head until her hair fell forward to shield her face. He heard the whispered hesitancy in her voice. She was holding something back. He could hear it in her voice. She was telling him the truth about having a bad night, though. That was one of the things he discovered about himself since he moved to Magic and took the position as their sheriff.

      For years, hell, his whole life he had always known when someone was lying to him. He thought it was because he was such a damn good detective, but since he moved to Magic he knew it was more than that. He had never known his birth parents, but he suspected they would have fit in with the other residents of Magic.

      This town was the craziest place on the planet, but for the first time in his life he felt like he was where he was meant to be; Streakers, ghosts, witches, fairies, trolls, shape-shifters, and all. Magic, New Mexico had everything and more.

      “I’ll take him,” Theo said gruffly. “When he turns back, I’ll take him to his vehicle and make sure he leaves town.”

      Lacey raised her head, her fingers brushing in a gentle, soothing rhythm through the brilliant white hair of the rabbit nestled against her chest. For a moment, her fingers stilled as a wave of loss and loneliness washed through her as she remembered the vivid, icy blue eyes of the man. With a long sigh, she carefully handed the sleeping form over to Theo, who had straightened and held out his arms.

      “Thank you, Theo,” Lacey whispered. “I couldn’t understand him, so he isn’t from around here.”

      “Don’t fret about it, Lacey,” Theo said as he held the fluffy white creature away from his uniform. “There are some gestures that are universally understood and a badge and the tone behind ‘Get out’ is one of them.”

      A hint of a smile danced around the corner of Lacey’s mouth at the exasperation in Theo’s tone. She could sense the questions burning a hole through him. Some questions were better not asked. She didn’t know why, but she knew deep down that she needed to put as much distance as possible between herself and the blue-eyed stranger. Hopefully, Theo would be able to convince the man that everything that had happened had just been a delusion.

      “Oh, I didn’t wipe his memory,” Lacey added as she opened the door to the office.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Theo commented as he dropped the sleeping form on the bed in one of the cells. “I’ll convince him that it was the result of too much liquor.”

      “Thanks again, Theo,” Lacey called out as she stepped outside and into the mid-morning sun.

      “No problem, Lacey,” Theo muttered as he locked the cell door with a shake of his head. “It isn’t like this is the first time this has happened.”

      He glanced up and watched as Lacey climbed into the dark blue Jeep Wrangler parked out front. He ran his hand over the back of his neck.

      Something was going on. That little itch at the back of his neck always started when something big was about to happen. He wondered what in the hell it was going to be this time. He hoped it wasn’t any more ghosts. Those were one thing he was more than happy to do without.

      “Hell, I’d rather fight with a pile of aliens, than with one vengeful apparition,” he muttered turning away from the window. “Thank God that isn’t likely to happen in my lifetime.”
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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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