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      She Was Supposed to Be a Fire Witch…

       

      Wren, an aspiring witch with a heart full of dreams and an affinity for the supernatural, is determined to unlock her latent magical abilities. Despite her fervent desire to harness her fire magic, she struggles to even light a single candle. Fate takes an enchanting turn when she stumbles upon a wounded reindeer in the snowy woods...

       

      He Was A Christmas Knight…

       

      Dixon, a Reindeer Shifter and a devoted Christmas Knight, has always embraced the spirit of the holiday season. But a treacherous ambush orchestrated by his vengeful ex leaves him betrayed and grievously wounded, both in body and heart. With his mate bond shattered, Dixon resolves never to trust again.

       

      But Wren has made a similar promise to herself—to steer clear of unattainable men, a lesson she learned from her mother's ill-fated romance with an enigmatic superstar. And what could be more unattainable than a Christmas Reindeer who adamantly insists that his heart can never love again?

       

      A Romance That Requires Christmas Magic

       

      As Dixon and Wren's worlds collide, they find themselves entangled in a web of magic and undeniable attraction. Can Wren's unwavering determination to discover her true magical powers help her mend Dixon's wounded heart?

      

      This is a sweet, stand-alone holiday fantasy romance. It is set in the world of the Tarot Guardians and warring Elves of Arcana Glen. You can also enjoy other books set in the same enchanted town.

      

      Read this book.
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      Even in his human form, Dixon Paro relished the refreshing chill. He loved winter.

      The trees stood tall and bare, their branches etched in frost. Birch trees displayed their distinctive white bark, a striking contrast against the backdrop of evergreen pines. Clusters of pinecones clung to the branches, their scales dusted with a fine layer of snow. Beneath the trees, holly bushes sported bright red berries, a vibrant burst of color in the otherwise monochromatic landscape, a reminder that it was almost Christmas. As a Christmas Knight, Dixon’s magic was at its peak, yet in this moment that only increased his danger. His breath escaped like ghostly specters. If he switched to his other form, the cold wouldn’t bother him at all, but he didn’t want to expose his secret.

      Most humans were mundane and wouldn’t notice anything magic, but there were enough human Sensitives who could detect it, requiring that his squad to avoid conspicuous use of magic. Other humans knew about the arcane realms that existed in addition to their own world and used tools to detect arcanes like Dixon. Shifter Hunters, for instance, fell into the latter category. He and his squad had stopped another band of Hunters, which meant that other bands were probably on alert. They’d rescued a Moose Shifter in Canada, whom the idiot humans had mistaken for a Reindeer. (How could anyone mistake a big, clumsy, club-antlered moose for a majestic reindeer? Unbelievable!) Dixon took the attack personally; he really was a Flying Reindeer Christmas Shifter.

      He would have loved to have flown in his reindeer form to meet Selma, the woman who had once been his mate. But he arrived in human form. Just in case. He wanted to trust Selma, but...

      Dixon, I’m so sorry I hurt you, babe, she had said over the phone, with a sob in her voice. I’ve cut the chain. Meet me where we first met. You know the place.

      His heart pounded with a mixture of hope and anxiety as he picked his way through the dense forest. He kept his footsteps too light to leave prints, using a wisp of Elemental Wind magic to levitate enough to whisk over the snow. He had agreed to meet his ex-girlfriend, Selma, at their old camping spot, a place that held fond memories of laughter and love. Before she had surrendered to her addiction...

      He hoped this rendezvous was a sign of change.

      The crisp scent of pine hung heavy in the air, and a light snowfall the night before had dusted the forest floor. He arrived early, anticipation gnawing at his insides. The abandoned campsite was just ahead, the fire pit, once a hub of warmth and camaraderie, now filled with cold ashes and fallen leaves.

      As he approached the site, he scanned the surroundings, searching for any sign of Selma. His breath misted in the chilly air as he called out her name, his voice tinged with hope. "Selma?"

      Instead of her familiar voice, an eerie silence greeted him. His sense of anticipation soured into dread. Something was wrong. He felt exposed, vulnerable in the vastness of the woods. His suspicion that Selma might have tricked him grew.

      Turning in a slow circle, Dixon sniffed the air, using his heightened Shifter senses. He smelled recent humans, but it was a public campsite, so that alone didn’t mean anything. Nonetheless, the hairs on the back of his neck prickled with unease. He noticed subtle signs—a broken twig here, a rustle of leaves there—that suggested he was not alone. There were hunters in these woods.

      And he was the prey.

      Dixon scanned the snowy woods, silently counting the hunters, each one concealed in their white camo attire and white ski masks, blending seamlessly with the wintry surroundings.

      His breath caught as he glimpsed the first hunter, a silhouette of deadly intent among the trees. Dixon noticed the glint of binoculars in the man’s gloved hands, fixated on him. To the west of him, perched high on a rocky outcrop, Dixon spotted another hunter. This one had a long-range rifle cradled in his arms, its scope trained on the abandoned campsite where Dixon stood. The white ski mask obscured his features, leaving only cold, calculating eyes exposed, locked onto Dixon's every move.

      To his right, hidden behind a thick cluster of snow-laden bushes, was a third hunter crouched low. Dixon could barely make out the shape of a shotgun resting on the man's shoulder. The white camo suit blended so seamlessly with the underbrush that it seemed as if the forest itself had sprouted an armed specter.

      When Dixon tilted his head to his left, he noticed movement among the trees. Another hunter, wearing white camo pants and a matching jacket, was silently circling him, positioning himself to cut off any escape route. His tense posture spoke of readiness to strike.

      Suddenly, Dixon's heart leaped into his throat as he caught a glimpse of the final hunter. A female. Please, don’t let it be her.

      The hunters, ghostly figures in their white attire, had encircled him completely, making escape seem impossible. Shifter Hunters. If they didn’t know what he was yet, he had to prevent them from finding out. These human maniacs normally hunted Wolves or Bears, but lately they had been targeting Christmas Shifters, such as Polar Bears and Reindeer. And Moose. Couldn’t forget the poor Moose.

      Do they know what I am? Did they target me? He had to wonder.

      Dixon knew very well that there were Shifter Hunters active in North America. He knew better than to travel alone. Yet, like a complete buffoon, he’d sneaked away from the rest of his squad while they were all on leave at a safe retreat in the Rocky Mountains... just to see her. Selma Warris. His mate.

      No. His former mate. She’d made it clear that she rejected the mate bond. Yet... when she called and asked him for a meeting, he’d gone running to her.

      He’d walked right into a trap.

      At least he had landed and shifted before the hunters caught sight of him and began the chase. Maybe they still don’t know what I am.

      Unless Selma had told them. Could she have really sold him out? Or was it only a coincidence that the Shifter Hunters had been waiting at the abandoned campsite where Selma claimed she wanted to meet with him?

      No, he refused to believe that. He couldn’t believe she’d sink that low. Sure, since she’d started dabbling in Dark Magic, she’d done some terrible things. She’d lied to him, stolen from him, cheated on him, and finally even used a spell to break their mate bond. She’d betrayed him every way possible except trying to kill him... unless... He pushed the possibility from his mind. Her betrayal hurt too much.

      The moon cast an eerie, silvery glow on the Wisconsin landscape.  Branches snapped in the distance, the sound echoing through the otherwise silent forest. Dixon's heart pounded in his chest. He had to keep moving, keep evading his pursuers, or else he would become nothing more than another victim in their twisted game.

      They started to move towards him.

      He took off sprinting through the woods.

      The Shifter Hunters didn’t hesitate. They chased.

      The woods echoed with the frantic pounding of boots in pursuit, the sound of snow crunching beneath their feet, and the chilling thrill of the chase. Dixon was fast even as a human; he darted between the trees, his breath churning clouds in the icy air. Branches slapped at his face, and his lungs burned with the cold as he pushed his human body to its limits. His inner reindeer strained to take over, but he resisted the shift. He could hear the hunters' taunts and shouts behind him, their voices twisted with malevolence. They reveled in the pursuit.

      Suddenly, the sound of a gunshot rang out, shattering the stillness of the night. A bullet whizzed past Dixon's ear, so close he could feel the heat. He ducked behind a tree, his heart pounding even harder. They were closing in.

      Another gunshot cracked through the air, this time hitting the tree he was hiding behind. Bark exploded into splinters. With a deep breath, he pushed away from the tree and continued his flight through the snowy forest. The hunters were relentless, their rifles echoing like death's drumbeat in pursuit of their prey.

      Amidst the snowy landscape, white-tailed deer left their tracks, their hoofprints like pale blue stamps in the powder. Squirrels darted between the trees, scavenging for hidden caches of nuts. Occasionally, a darting movement betrayed the presence of a fox, its coat blending harmoniously with the muted palette of the winter woods. Dixon himself left no prints. While he didn’t dare fly, he could still subtly levitate himself, drawing on his power over Elemental Wind.

      A gunshot pierced the stillness, and Dixon's world exploded into agony as a searing pain tore through his shoulder. He stumbled and fell to the ground, smothering a cry of anguish. The snow around him soaked to crimson.

      His assailants emerged from the trees, figures clad in white and grey camouflage, their faces hidden behind white ski masks. All of them wore badges embroidered with a silver wolf’s head and the words We Hunt The Night, the motto of the Shifter Hunters. They approached him slowly, their boots crunching in the snow. Their mocking laughter echoed through the forest as they encircled him, their eyes glinting with sadistic glee. Five of them were large, muscular human men. One of them was more petite, her svelte female form showing despite the bulky snow gear. She also had the distinct aroma of a Shifter, instantly recognizable to Dixon.

      “Selma,” Dixon gasped, staring at her.

      She yanked off her ski mask to grin at him. “Thanks for coming, you stupid animal. You’ve made me twenty grand.”

      “Looks like you earned  your money, Selma,” one of them sneered, kicking Dixon's wounded shoulder with brutal force. Dixon gasped in pain, as much from his shattered heart as the bullet lodged in his shoulder.

      It looked like Selma had reached the final low after all.

      “Thought you could escape, didn't you?” another Hunter taunted, raising a hunting rifle and aiming it at Dixon’s head. “Guess you’re not as clever as you thought. Now, change into an animal, or I’ll kill you.”

      “Go ahead,” said Dixon, totally numb.

      “Not like that,” Selma said impatiently. “I told you, if you want him to shift, you have to force it with magic!”

      “Magic.” The human hunters snickered uneasily. All  of them besides Selma smelled completely mundane. Probably, even now, they didn’t quite believe that magic was real.

      Selma lifted a dart pistol and shot Dixon.

      He felt the magic rip through his body. In a burst of sparkling light, Dixon's form began to shift and contort. His limbs elongated, his body shrank, and his vision altered. Within seconds, he transformed into a magnificent reindeer, his hooves sinking into the snow, his antlers stretching toward the sky. His shoulder was still injured, but he could feel his Shifter magic surging to heal him faster in this form.

      The hunters erupted into gleeful whoops, their malevolent triumph filling the forest.

      He’d done his best to protect Christmas secrets, but these men knew everything. There was nothing left to protect except his life.

      Calling on Elemental Wind, he leaped into the air. The pain felt like fire in his shoulders, but he fought the urge to land, and instead pumped his legs harder against the currents of air.

      The Hunters gleeful cries switched to shouts of rage. They shot at him with their riffles but couldn’t penetrate the vortex of Wind that lifted him and drove him forward at supernatural speeds.

      “Damn you, Dixon!” shrieked Selma.

      Ha. At least he foiled her plan to make money off his death. I will never again trust a witch, he vowed. In fact, never again will I trust any woman.

      Dixon the flying Reindeer left his attackers and treasonous ex behind.
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        * * *

      

      The wound cost him. He didn’t have enough magic to return to his own realm. The best he could hope for was to make it back to the refuge in the Rocky Mountains before he collapsed. The Elemental Wind carried him at supersonic speeds at first, but he couldn’t maintain the magic. His speed slowed.

      Keep going! Keep going! he flagged himself.

      The Rocky Mountains reared up in front of him. A welcome sight... but a huge obstacle. The natural winds scoring the slopes messed with his magically summoned Elemental Winds. Normally, he would not have had any trouble dealing with the turbulence, but his shoulder throbbed with waves of burning pain. Not even a Shifter could heal while constantly re-opening a wound. He was making the initial injury worse.

      At last he recognized the village in the valley called Arcana Glen. On the slope above the tiny town, there was a Santa’s Village. At this time of year, it was lit up like a Christmas tree. He aimed for the shimmering outpost...

      But he didn’t quite make it.

      His magic gave way first. Then his body hurtled into the trees like a paratrooper whose chute had been cut. He hit the ground hard.

      Pain. White hot pain. Then merciful blackness.
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      Wren Whittaker focused her Will and Way upon the candle, as an Adept of the Fire Coven, Bonnie Linden, had taught her. The Will was supposed to be Wren’s burning desire (ha!) to light a flame; the Way was drawing upon the power of Elemental Fire to ignite a mundane fire here on the earthly plane.

      “Are you going to light it?” asked Claire Linden, Bonnie Linden’s daughter. She sat on the other side of the table in the candle shop. Thousands of candles in all shapes, sizes and scents surrounded them, but only a single, simple white candle sat on the table.

      Bonnie Linden, the Coven Adept charged with training Wren, also owned Burning Brightly, an enchanted candle shop in the town of Arcana Glen. The tiny town in the Rocky Mountains was best known for its Castle and Casino and its skiing. However, last year, a new attraction had opened up: Santa’s Village. Open from November 24 to January 7, the park featured branch shops from many of the businesses in the town proper. One of those was The Candle Shop.

      Claire was a young woman Wren’s age. Unlike Wren, however, Claire was not a failure of a witch. Not surprisingly, the daughter of the Coven leader was a powerful Fire Witch in her own right.

      “I’m trying,” Wren muttered through clenched teeth.

      “Oh...” said Claire. “Uh... sorry. Are you focused on the Will and the Way?”

      “Obviously not!” Wren puffed out a frustrated breath. “I mean I’m trying to, but... I can’t reach the Element...”

      “Let me get you started,” Claire offered. “Feel the spark?”

      Indeed, with Claire’s help, Wren did sense the spark. The tiny flare of light burst into a bright flame on the wick.

      “I did it!” squealed Wren.

      Then a breeze whisked through the room and the flame puffed out.

      “Whoops!” said Claire. She glanced toward the door and the windows of the shop. “Drafty place, isn’t it? But you’re getting better.”

      “Not really,” Wren said glumly. She sagged in her chair. The clock on the wall ticked loudly. “It’s almost seven o’clock,” she said to Claire. “You better go back to town. At least I don’t need any magic to run a cash register!”

      “You’ll get there, Wren,” Claire said. “You can’t possibly have ears that pointy and not have strong magic! Maybe you just have so much elven blood that you’re a late bloomer. Elves live a long time!”

      Self-consciously, Wren touched her ears. Only arcanes (admiringly) and bullies (tauntingly) commented on it, but she did have tapered ears which were unmistakably elfin. Her mother had been a full-blooded arcane, though the woman never spoke of her past before she arrived in the mundane realm. The rest of her looks, Wren had from her human father: dark brown hair, hazel eyes, chiseled features. Her father had been an extremely handsome man. Still was, actually. She’s seen his face in the magazines and television specials.

      “I know what will cheer you up,” Claire said. “We still have half an hour before they open the gates of Santa’s Village to the tourists. Let’s grab a Danish from the pastry shop before the traffic starts.”

      Wren let herself be persuaded. The two young women didn’t bother to lock up the candle shop. In the atrium of the shop, they bundled up in warm coats and scarves, before they ventured into the enchanting Santa's Village. It was a chilly winter’s day. Their noses were soon as rosy as Rudolph’s, but they didn’t mind. It was a fun place to work, Wren admitted.

      The Candle Shop was right across the street from Santa’s Workshop. Peering through a window, they could see “Santa’s elves” working tirelessly, crafting toys with joyful enthusiasm. A loft at the back of the Workshop had seven cute little beds where “Santa’s elves” supposedly slept. A staircase led up to the beds and a second staircase led down again. Tourists like to stand on the balcony of the loft to see all the “elves” toiling over toymaking on the ground floor.

      Of course, the “elves” in the “workshop” weren’t anything like real elves from the magical Spheres of Summerland, Springvale, Autumndelle, or Winterdom. Real elves were tall and graceful, with large jewel-bright eyes, elegant, tapered ears, and powerful Elemental magic; all were on the side of the Light, except the Winter Elves, who were rather horrid. By contrast, the “elves” in the workshop were designed to appeal to human children: they were small, with ludicrous pointed ears as large as rabbit ears, covered with a fuzzy pelt of pale colored fur. Wren wasn’t sure if they were real Shifters—Otters? Gerbils? Meerkats?—she couldn’t quite tell—or if they were simply a glamour cast by Elemental magic.

      The human adults assumed that they were animatronics, and the human children that they were real Santa’s elves. Arcanes—those with magic—knew that while magic was real, most Christmas legends were simply human inventions. There were, alas, no flying reindeer!

      Just next door was the Toy Emporium with Santa’s Throne at the back. The interior was adorned with twinkling lights and shelves of toys, creating a warm and inviting atmosphere. At times, a man dressed as Santa greeted children with a hearty laugh, ready to listen to their wishes and pose for photos.

      At the North Pole Post Office, kids could write postcards and letters to Santa, each adorned with a special North Pole stamp. In Snowflake Theater, tourists enjoyed live holiday music and or watched performances of holiday stories come to life. There were many other shops as well, full of unique handcrafted gifts, ornaments, and holiday décor created by local artisans and crafters. Santa's Express Train, with four-seater open-air wagons, circled the outer rim of the picturesque village. It was a nice way to reach the more distant features of the village, such as the Ice-Skating Rink, the Reindeer Stables—and the Parking Lot.

      The village only had one main street, which zigzagged like a stream down the center of the shops. The street was lined with decorated Christmas Trees and Candy Cane street lamps. These three pagodas that could be booked for private parties with music and dancing were positioned at various points along the twisting streets.

      Christmas music piped throughout the park, never too loud, but always present. Wren loved that. It was generally a good mix of modern and classical songs. Only occasionally did she feel annoyed when they over-played a specific pop hit. They were playing it right now. The tune was catchy, but for personal reasons, she grimaced whenever she heard it. A man’s tender baritone belted the chorus:

      
        
        
        The snow outside glistens so white,

        Yet my heart's in shadows, feeling the night,

        I've got all the gifts, the holiday brew,

        But I wish it was Christmas with you...

      

      

      

      Wren shut out the song and focused on her friend and their quest for sweets.

      Close to the Main Gate was the Sugar Cookie Bakery. Following the scent of deliciousness, they arrived at the bakery. The aroma of freshly baked cookies filled the air. Two Bunny Shifters worked there, and just as Claire had promised, they were already taking the first batches of goodies from the oven. Wren and Claire couldn't resist indulging.

      Danishes, donuts and hot cocoa topped with whipped cream filled their mittened hands when they left. A big clock tower over the Toy Emporium struck seven. The elaborate silver and gold portcullis opened. Twelve life-sized Nutcrackers raised their trumpets and heralded the daily opening of Santa’s Village. Elves—real elves, this time, dressed in green and red—welcomed the human tourists inside. The humans, of course, assumed the ears were fake.

      “I better get back to the shop,” Wren said. “Full of candles I can’t light.” She sighed with exaggerated self-pity, poking fun at herself, though her frustration was real.

      “You’ll get there,” Claire promised. “You’re sure you’re okay staying overnight?”

      “Honestly, it’s easier to stay in the studio apartment over the shop than to drive home on icy mountain roads at midnight,” Wren said.

      They hugged and parted ways. Wren returned to the Candle Shop. A few tourists had already meandered inside, but she hadn’t missed any customers. Most people didn’t arrive until later in the morning and left before sunset. However, there were often special entertainments in the privately booked pagodas in the evenings that attracted visitors at odd hours.

      Wren enjoyed selling candles. She didn’t make them, but she loved them. Whenever foot traffic was low, she would toy with a candle she kept next to the register, trying to light it with the Will and the Way. Without a helping spark from Claire, however, Wren couldn’t get the wick to even smolder.

      It was a long shift. She closed the shop at seven. The park remained open until midnight and sometimes she had to pull an extra shift, but fortunately, not today. She grabbed her dinner from the pastry shop, a savory meat pie. She ate it hurriedly.

      Then she returned to her real obsession: practicing her magic.

      She set up a circle of candles. She focused on the first one. If she had a spark to start with, she could usually do okay... It was that first spark that she could never manage.

      Will and Way. Will and Way...

      Nothing.

      She blew a raspberry. Okay. Maybe if she lit a candle to start with... just to inspire her magic. Using a prosaic lighter, she lit the first candle in her circle.

      Now focus. Will and Way...

      And to her amazement, it worked! The flame leaped from one candle to another, until the entire circle of candles on the table flickered!

      She squealed and clapped her hands. “Perfect, perfect, perfect!”

      But could she do it again?

      She focused her will and way again. The flames leaped from the circle of candles to more candles in the room—and then to every candle in the room!

      Even to candles next to upholstered chairs and flowing velvet curtains... which caught fire.

      Whoops!

      Her squeals of delight turned to alarm. She snatched up the fire extinguisher and sprayed the curtain. Then the chair. But the candles were all dancing with mad flames, intensely hot. Was she going to have to spray the whole store?

      The window next to the curtain slammed open and a heavy gust of wind, wet with snow, billowed through the room. She cursed this new problem, but it turned out to be a blessing in disguise. The wind blew out all the candles and even the fire in the fireplace.

      She closed the window, removed the singed curtains from the rod, and hid the burnt spot on the chair with a doily. She’d summoned Elemental Fire, but now she needed to control it.

      So close, yet so far.

      Wren tapped her foot. She didn’t want to stop practicing now that she’d had a success, but she couldn’t put the shop in danger. Hmmm.

      Time to practice outside.
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        * * *

      

      Bundled up, with a dozen candles and a yule log in her arms, Wren tromped out into the snow. It was after midnight, and she was all alone in the forest. She was beyond the wall of Santa’s Village, but still within site of the cabins further up the slope which belonged to the year-round employees of the park.

      She let her magical instincts guide her to the perfect spot. Not that she was sure she had any such instincts, but in case she did, she hoped they would guide her random meander through the woods.

      No magical sense kicked in, but as she wandered deeper into the forest, she noticed an odd disturbance in the otherwise untouched snow. A trail of crimson drops marred the purity of the white carpet. Concern gnawed at her, and she followed the trail with a growing sense of urgency.

      The path led her to a small clearing. She gasped in surprise. The candles fell from her arms and lay in the snow, forgotten. There, nestled among the snow-covered pines, lay a magnificent reindeer, its once-pristine white coat now stained with blood.  At first, she feared it was dead. Then it opened its eyes and fixed its gaze on her. The creature's eyes were filled with pain and fear, its antlers drooping, and its breath labored.

      A month ago, Wren wouldn’t have known a reindeer from a gazelle, but she recognized the same kind of animals kept in the Reindeer Stables at Santa’s Village. How one had wandered away from the stables, and how it had become injured, she had no idea.

      Wren approached the injured reindeer cautiously, her heart aching at the sight of the suffering animal. She spoke soothing words in a gentle voice as she reached out a trembling hand to touch its flank. The reindeer shied away at first, but it soon seemed to sense her genuine intent.

      If only she were a powerful enough Fire Witch to have Healing powers. Argh.

      Never mind Healing powers... searching her pockets, she discovered she hadn’t even brought her cell phone. Double argh!

      With great care, Wren inspected the injury, finding a deep gash on its fore leg. The wound was still fresh, and the reindeer’s lifeblood seeped into the snow. Determined to help, Wren removed her scarf and fashioned a makeshift bandage to stem the bleeding. She whispered reassurances to the injured creature, offering comfort in her soothing words and gentle touch.

      As the minutes passed, the reindeer’s breathing gradually calmed, and its eyes, though still filled with pain, seemed to reflect a glimmer of gratitude. Wren didn’t want to leave it alone in the forest to fend for itself, especially with such a severe injury, but she had exhausted her ability to help. She needed to contact someone.

      She glanced through the trees at the cabins up the slope.

      “Stay right here, buddy, okay?” she murmured to the reindeer. “I’m going to get help for you.”
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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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