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      Need a reminder of what happened in Enchanted Net (book 1 of the Mysterious Fields trilogy) and Silent Circuit (book2) ?

      

      You can find it on my website at https://celialake.com/en-summary or at the end of this book. (Look for “Enchanted Net Summary” and “Silent Circuit Summary” after the Author’s Note if the link doesn’t work on your reader.)

      

      These three books follow Thessaly Lytton-Powell and Vitus Deschamps through their lives in 1889 and into 1890.

      

      Curious about how these events play out in the Fortier family over time? In 1947, Ursula Fortier (Laudine and Dagobert’s granddaughter) picks up some of these mysteries in her search for ways to strengthen the land and land magic. Grown Wise will be out in May 2025.
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          OCTOBER 13TH AT ARUNDEL

        

      

    

    
      Thessaly thought the entire day was inauspicious even without considering the numerological superstitions around the number thirteen. It was a Sunday, which was suitable enough for this sort of announcement, but that was perhaps all the day had going for it. She had, in fact, done the somewhat tedious maths required to draw up a basic timing chart of the stars, to look at the influences on the ritual. It was not promising, entire collisions in the sky, the movement of the planets entirely antagonistic. Even if they’d done whatever ritual there was a couple of days ago, that wouldn’t be much better.

      On the other hand, Lord Clovis Fortier needed a new and formally named Heir. He had a remaining son. Anyone watching Dagobert, Lord Clovis’s younger brother, would understand there was trouble there, even if they had no idea what or how deep it ran. Thessaly had a sense of the depth, but no idea about the cause, and that still bothered her.

      And of course, it was also entirely inauspicious for Thessaly, who had assumed that with Childeric’s death, she would no longer be required to appear at these Fortier events. She was no longer betrothed to him; she was no longer at his - or his family’s - beck and call. This time, Lady Maylis had at least sent a letter explaining why they wished her to attend, which was more than Childeric had ever bothered to offer. Not that the explanation was compellingly coherent, but rather merely a gesture at wanting to both include Thessaly in the family and perhaps wanting to increase the guests in attendance without being too crass.

      That change would have been far more persuasive if it weren’t for the past six months, including the entire span of that entirely unpleasant betrothal, in which the Fortiers had told her next to nothing, repeatedly. She had danced to their tune because she hadn’t had much choice. Now she had more choice, but matters were still delicate. She had slipped out of the cage Childeric had wanted to put her in, that his family had helped him build and strengthen. But she was not yet, apparently, actually free.

      Now, Thessaly was a heiress in her own right, more than enough money to support whatever choices she chose to make, including becoming a recluse. Which, frankly, continued to seem like an excellent option, especially if she were a recluse with Vitus beside her. She would much rather have had her Aunt Metaia back, alive, laughing and teasing. But if that wasn’t possible - and it wasn’t, after Aunt Metaia had been murdered - she would take the protection her aunt had given her.

      And yet, by a different count, it was only a fortnight since Childeric had made his Challenge for the Council and died in the attempt. Thessaly did not actually have access to the full list of such things, but she had gathered that what had happened was unusual. Certainly, Childeric had been soaking wet, as if he’d been out in a fearsome storm. He’d had marks on his skin that Vitus had said came from lightning. No one talked about that. No one had during the days before the funeral, when the Fortiers - and Thessaly - had kept vigil. Certainly, no one had mentioned it since.

      Worse, the fortnight had brought other gossip. Thessaly had wondered, when she’d heard a bit of it, if it might encourage the Fortiers to leave her alone. Instead, Vitus visited her last Tuesday, cautiously, and told her what he’d heard, then shyly added that his mother knew about his affection for her. They had not got carried away in demonstrating that affection. The mood had been too unsettled for that. But Thessaly had reassured him that she would be glad to see him again when he got a chance. And that she still wanted to figure out how to go forward.

      Vitus was nothing like a Fortier at all. He worked for a living, for one thing— that was part of what was so delicate. He’d had three new commissions for talismans since the last time they’d talked, all of them for people who might become more regular clients. Of course, that was taking much of his time and attention. She’d hoped to have time with him now, but here she was, at Arundel, waiting for the Fortiers to do what they were going to do.

      Another thing she liked rather a lot about Vitus was that he asked her what she wanted. And he did rather well at offering it. That was also definitely unlike a Fortier.

      She might not have come, but the Fortiers had written to her parents, as well. And parents— even living a fair distance away, as the crow flew— still had a lot of influence over Thessaly. And they had more over her younger sister. It was not a duel Thessaly felt she could confidently win, and losing would have been worse than conceding.

      Today, the great hall was set up for a small gathering. The Dowager Lady Chrodechildis’s chair— near enough a throne— was up at the front, with two chairs to one side for her son, Lord Clovis, and his wife, Lady Maylis. There was a chair on the other side, for Sigbert, the variation making things look unbalanced.

      Dagobert and his wife had chairs in the first row, facing the front of the room, their son Garin beside them. Bradamante, who was the sister between Lord Clovis and Dagobert, and her family were on the other side. All three daughters were there along with their husbands, and a good handful of small children of varying ages. Thessaly counted them up in her head, four of them, including the babe in arms with accompanying nursemaid.

      Behind, on each side, were a dozen or so others in total, all key allies for the Fortiers. The family was in mourning, and for a son, social gatherings were against all the codes and strictures of mourning. But the passing on of the land magic was an even older set of expectations.

      Thessaly occupied herself considering the guests. Henut Landry was seated toward the back on the opposite side, also in deepest mourning and veiled. Of course, her elder son had died, three and a half months ago, right at the same time as Aunt Metaia. The Landrys had been closely tied to the Fortiers for nearly two decades. Henut had come begging refuge in the wake of her husband’s death, with Philip not quite ten and Alexander not yet born. She was like a statue, or perhaps a gargoyle, watchful and solid. Or she had been a solid presence, and now, as Thessaly considered her, there was something different Thessaly couldn’t name. It was like the leading of stained glass, strongly defined lines and edges shaping spaces that needed light from the proper angle to show what was there. She offered no illumination herself, nor any hint of what light might bring out the colour of what her presence implied.

      Finally, though, the four key figures came out, from the rooms at the back, Lady Chrodechildis’s private rooms, and her sitting room. She came first, alone, then Lord Clovis and Lady Maylis, with Sigbert trailing behind, looking a little like a lost duckling. All four were in stark black, and with the women firmly veiled. Thessaly was too, though hers was light enough to let her see easily, with just a wisp of illusion making it harder for others to see her expression. She might be here, but she saw no reason to cause trouble for herself by letting her face slip at the wrong moment.

      Her mother nudged her, lightly, with one elbow, treating her as if she were a small child who needed to be told to pay mind. Thessaly held still, focused on the Fortiers. Lord Clovis had settled his wife in her chair, and he stood, reading something that sounded florid and formal. It was also in French, an older form of it. Thessaly caught about one word in four, enough to be fairly certain it was a family history full of bragging and exaggeration. No one moved, no one dared pretend they weren’t enraptured, even if Thessaly was fairly sure that perhaps only Bradamante and Dagobert were following much of it, besides Lord Clovis. He droned on, a good fifteen minutes, before clearing his throat and accepting a jewelled goblet from his wife’s hand.

      “We come here today to formally and ritually acknowledge Sigbert Thibaud Fortier as my Heir. He has pledged blood to the land and his magic to tending the estate, from now until the hour of his death.” That had an unpleasant echo to it. Childeric had, she knew, made the same vows at twelve. The ritual could not have been too damaging. Probably. She was fairly sure her calibration of the Fortiers’ sense of such things was still askew. “Stand, Sigbert, and make your oath.”

      This was also in French, but there was a card for him to read from, and Sigbert at least had a pleasant voice to listen to. He gave it in French, then in Latin - Thessaly followed that one more easily, and then in English, he ended with a simple “I so swear on my magic.” Thessaly could see - they all could - the shiver of magic and fear that passed through him, at the touch of the Pact that was the bedrock for all such oaths in Albion.

      Lord Clovis waited a moment, then spoke clearly. “We are, of course, completing the proper paperwork for our own Ministry, and for the necessary offices in London. There can be no question of the line of inheritance. My sister and brother have confirmed that in magic and in writing.” That was, Thessaly thought, jabbing a knife in at Dagobert particularly.

      Then the thing was over, and people were released to light refreshments. It was still pleasant enough outside that these were served on the lawn, and Thessaly trailed her parents out there, while the Fortiers talked a little amongst themselves. Thessaly had drifted away from them - Father was talking to one of the other guests - towards the side garden.

      “Thank you for coming.” The voice behind her sounded shy, and she turned to see Sigbert. It kept startling her to look at him. He was dark-haired, like his father, not Childeric’s golden hair that he’d got from his mother.

      “Congratulations.” Thessaly offered, turning to face him fully. “It was clear, from your oath, you mean to do the thing properly.”

      His mouth turned up slightly. “It would be a bad idea to swear by the Silence and intend the opposite, wouldn’t it?” Then he nodded. “I’m glad you came. It made Maman pleased, and not much does right now. Me included.”

      It must, on the whole, be rather horrible to be Sigbert right now. Childeric had always been the shining one, certainly his mother’s pet. Sigbert had been younger, lesser, trailing along in his older brother’s wake. Another mother might have doted on her remaining son. Thessaly wasn’t sure whether not doing so was better or worse. Thessaly considered what she could say, settling on “I hope things ease soon.” She glanced back toward her parents. “And I understand that sort of response, of course.”

      Sigbert ducked his chin. “You would, yes. They didn’t force you to come?”

      Sigbert might be speaking more to her than Childeric had about what was going on, but that was not actually very difficult. Since their betrothal, Childeric had given orders and made pronouncements, but not much else. But force was a blunt term. What Thessaly felt had a lot of possible names. Implication, certainly. Pressure was entirely valid. Obligation absolutely applied. None of that was force, the way Thessaly would think of it in a duel, or in this context. No one had marched her here under charms. They had not compelled her. They had instead made the consequences of failing to do so visible.

      All right, technically it was force, but it was not a sort of force any legal or practical judgement would do anything about. “I was clear about what would happen if I didn’t. And there was no need of that. I was glad to be here to hear it myself.” Before she could say much else, there was a gesture off behind Sigbert, that rescued her from the need for further conversation. “I think that’s your aunt?”

      “Oh.” Sigbert turned. “Aunt Bradamante, yes. Do excuse me, perhaps we’ll get a moment later?” He lifted his right hand, and Thessaly saw a flash of turquoise on his hand, the same as she’d seen on Childeric. A family ring, maybe something worn by the Heir, though Thessaly didn’t remember it from before the summer. Thessaly nodded, watching him disappear into the small crowd again. Before she could bring herself to go back into the fray, her mother came up beside her.

      “You should be speaking with the others.” Mother sounded terse, but of course, Thessaly couldn’t read her face well under the veil.

      “Mother.” Thessaly inclined her head. “Sigbert wanted a word.”

      “And now he is back talking with people.” Then Mother glanced around. “Your father is casting around for possible directions for a betrothal to come. So you are aware. Not here, not directly, but making it known he will consider suitable offers.”

      Thessaly grimaced, glad her own face was hidden properly. It was one small freedom. “There aren’t many likely.” She knew the ranks and status of the potentials as well as anyone.

      “He is reconsidering his priorities.” Mother tilted her head. “Go on and do your duty. I want a word with Laudine.”

      That also was not actually terribly reassuring, but Thessaly knew that ducking the problem further would just cause difficulties. Instead, she took a breath, and went to go speak with Lady Maylis. Maybe it would ease things for Sigbert a bit more this evening if she did, and at least have some use for someone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          THAT AFTERNOON

        

      

    

    
      Thessaly finally escaped from the gathering by the simple expedient of murmuring in five different ears - one of them Sigbert’s - that she’d like a little quiet time at the cemetery. He offered to escort her. She firmly declined, saying gently that she’d prefer to be on her own. It was enough to slip away, promising her parents she’d go to the portal from there. It was a risk, but bringing Emeline as companion and bodyguard had not been possible, and Thessaly was having to trust to her own skills and training to keep herself safe. That said, she did not particularly fear the kind of interference that might require duelling today. There were too many other people still around.

      Why she was promising her parents anything was another question, but habits held, even though she was a grown woman, with property of her own. She was not, however, a married woman, and that still mattered more than it ought. Thessaly wondered, not for the first time, how Aunt Metaia had managed it, to hold on to her own independence without perpetual interference. She was clear now her aunt had done some of it simply by not telling her sister - Thessaly’s mother - at least half of what she was up to. Maybe only a tenth. She hadn’t told most of the rest of the family much, either, except perhaps Cousin Owain.

      At any rate, Thessaly made it to the cemetery with no one following her. And that meant she spent some time staring at Childeric’s grave. Part of her wanted to dig down and reassure herself he was actually there, but she knew perfectly well that he was. She had seen him dead. She had sat vigil watching him for hours. She had seen him buried. There was no doubt.

      Even if she’d already had a nightmare or two about it. Thessaly knew that was normal enough, or what passed for normal. She had been under great strain, wondering what Childeric would do, what he would threaten next. She’d begun to fear what the marriage would bring, even if she did everything as perfectly as anyone could wish. Now she was free, but it was taking her emotions a bit to catch up, and certainly her dreams were none too speedy about it.

      More of them, at least, had been more a sort of lurking dread than anything specific to Childeric. The dread was easier to deal with. On the whole, it was less specific. It was frustrating, of course, nothing she could duel or even get a grip on. And the worst of it was, she couldn’t even let it go. After all, here she was, invited to an intimate gathering of the family. Not the most intimate, but invited. Not that most of them had actually been remotely informative about anything which would have encouraged Thessaly to consider further invitations in a more generous light.

      And on the third hand, whatever Thessaly had thought of Childeric by the end, his family did appear to love him. His mother and brother certainly did. Both were looking deeply distraught when not actively engaged in conversation. Thessaly had been less sure how to read Lord Clovis. Losing his son and Heir must be a terrible blow. She suspected he was making use of potions to present the proper stoic mien to the world.

      She had been standing there at the graveside for maybe five minutes at the outside when she heard a rustle of silk. Thessaly looked up, her hands in front of her. Fortunately, she was just as well trained in not letting her thoughts show on her body as any young woman of Fox House might wish to be. It was not, however, Lady Maylis. It wasn’t even Laudine, who Thessaly had wondered about. Instead, it was Henut Landry.

      Her veil was now pulled back from her face. That made her look even more like a statue than she had inside. It was as if her mien had changed, subtly. She was at rest, in a particular way that Thessaly did not understand. Now she was taking small steps forward, the silk of her dress rustling. “Thessaly.” Her voice was like her expression, hers, but altered, lower in pitch, maybe.

      Thessaly inclined her head. “Magistra Landry.” She would be polite. She was inclined to be polite anyway, but all of her sense of caution was prickling. Something about the woman was even more uncanny than it had seemed before, in a way that made her duelist’s senses very attentive indeed.

      “I came to tend to Philip’s grave. Perhaps you will join me?” She nodded down toward the far end of the cemetery, not the favoured spots.

      “Of course, if you would like.” Henut walked on. Thessaly fell into place beside her, then let her go first into the row with Philip’s tombstone. The older woman stopped in front of the memorial, unlike any other in this place, a square pillar covered in hieroglyphs and images. Henut produced a small bottle of water from within her skirts. She must have a good-sized pocket underneath. Setting it down for a moment, she pulled out a small incense holder and a cone of incense. The last pieces were a tiny loaf of bread, made of clay, and a pinch of actual bread, the size of the tip of Thessaly’s thumb.

      Thessaly watched this, because while offerings were common enough, these were more elaborate than she had expected. Henut placed each in what was clearly its proper place on the memorial itself, a flat ledge that served as a table, then lit the incense. Once that was done, she straightened up. “It is our custom to bring food and drink to the tomb every day, day upon day. The incense is more a, how do you say it? It acts as a clock.”

      “Oh.” Thessaly rather liked that idea, though going out to Aunt Metaia’s grave would be rather arduous. “That is not our custom, but I find it soothing to think about, in some way.” She glanced back toward Childeric’s. “That was not why I had come out here, though.”

      “Of course not.” Henut inclined her own head again. “You are still coming to terms with the meaning of the death. And you have seen more than a young woman ought, in just a few months.”

      “Yes.” Thessaly couldn’t argue with that. “I don’t know when I will be here again, but would it bother you if I came to pay my respects to Philip?” There was certainly nothing tying her to the family anymore, other than Childeric’s memory. She’d struggled with what to do with the betrothal ring and the other tangible gifts he’d given her. Custom was that those were hers to keep, and the ring was not a particular family heirloom. She’d dithered over it for the fortnight, and at this point, she was set on finding a suitable ocean cliff and hurling it in.

      Now Henut turned to her, a slow and unnerving smile. “I would be grateful for it. We believe someone continues, so long as their name is remembered.” She stepped forward, her fingers brushing the carving on the stone. “This is his name in our language, the ancient one of our people. Here is his name in French and English.” She fairly obviously would not attempt to teach the first. “If, for any reason, I could not continue on my own, especially before Alexander returns from his travels, it would please me to know someone thought to care for Philip.”

      Thessaly nodded. “If I have the chance, then. I cannot make oath or promise on it. I...” She turned, gesturing behind her. “I don’t know what the future holds.”

      Henut’s eyes narrowed. She looked around, and then there was a shift of magic. It was the sort of enchantment that would take most people a proper ritual and an hour’s time, and Henut drew the threads of it to her in an instant. “An effective privacy charm.” Once she’d given the explanation, she went on, “I would not wish you brought closer here. For all Sigbert is in many ways the better brother, that does not mean good. Do you understand?” Her eyes flicked back toward the house. “Last evening’s rite and today’s announcement continue the family, but they are further steps down a particular road. One that would not be kind to you, certainly.”

      That was a message that had more layers than Thessaly could sort out in a moment. She swallowed, looking back through the cemetery, then at Henut. “I would be grateful for whatever you might tell me. I do not know what I could possibly offer in exchange.”

      “I like your friend, the one gifted at talismans. He is honest, he is whole-hearted, his magic bubbles up like the water at an oasis, to be treasured and stewarded.” She obviously meant Vitus. There was no one else in Thessaly’s life who fit that description. “I wish him well, and I wish you well. Perhaps together?” Before Thessaly could react to that, Henut went on. “There is a great deal wrong in the house and the estate. There has been for some months, if not years. Since Vauquelin’s death.”

      He had died five years ago, and Thessaly had known him far more by reputation. A strict patriarch of the family, he’d been known as a match for his wife, Lady Chrodechildis. Lord Vauquelin had been a gifted ritualist. She knew that too, people still talked about some of the rituals he’d led, workings to enhance the magic in the heart of Trellech, or the rituals that stabilised part of the land magic here. He had drawn on tremendous power. He’d terrified a number of people, but he’d most visibly used it for the common good.

      Thessaly hesitated, trying to decide how to play this duel she found herself in. Or rather, she had to decide whether to trust she was right, that Henut was somehow on her side of that duel against the Fortier family. The older woman did not rush her, she barely moved an eyelid. Finally, Thessaly said, “They have not treated me well.” Then she added, in all honesty, “Laudine has been kinder and certainly more informative.”

      “I wish Laudine well,” Henut said, evenly. “And her husband, who I suppose has sufficient correction for his past choices. Dagobert is listening more to his wife now. That is wise of him.” She considered, weighing something. “I have always thought a husband and wife should improve each other. That has not been the case for Maylis and Clovis, alas.” There was a note there that Thessaly could only read as a decision made, a line of action committed to, in some unseen duel. Certainly, Thessaly had no desire to face her there, she was entirely overmatched.

      It was also startlingly informative, and Thessaly had not expected that. She nodded, first murmuring a thank you.

      Henut let that settle, before she said, quietly, “What would you like to do with yourself, now you will not marry Childeric?”

      “Take a bit of time before making any decisions.” That was easy enough to say. “If I have my way, and I hope to. I am still exploring Aunt Metaia’s home, her library. I must finish my apprenticeship. Once I’m done, I might at that point consider other work. I hadn’t thought to tend in the direction she had, ensuring spaces are protected, ignored by those without magic. But now I find it intriguing.”

      Henut nodded. “That would be a good use of your skills, yes, and the way you think.” Thessaly felt her eyes widen at the compliment implied there. “I wish you well in it. If I can be a help, please let me know. I do not think an introduction from me would be of benefit. But if I can advise on the practical aspects of dealing with clients, I would be glad to do so. Though I am sure Vitus has learned much of it already.”

      That mention made Thessaly blush. “I suspect so, yes.” Then she swallowed. “I beg your pardon, but I think most of the others have left. I should probably go to the portal before anyone thinks to come talk to me.”

      “An entirely sensible tactical decision.” Henut nodded at the incense, half burned down, to indicate she would remain. “My best wishes.”

      “And mine, to you.” It felt flat, somehow, but it would have to do. Thessaly turned, making her way out of the cemetery. She turned along the road toward the portal, without going back near the house. When she got almost to the fence, though, she found Laudine and Dagobert, and their son Garin. Dagobert was sitting, his hands folded on the cane. “Laudine, Dagobert. Hello, Garin.” She offered him a slight smile.

      “We wondered if we’d missed you. Garin wanted to see you, just for a moment, and we wondered,” Laudine nodded at Dagobert, “If you might at some point wish to visit us in Essex. I remember I’d offered to talk about managing an estate with you, what seems like a long time ago.”

      Thessaly remembered the conversation as well. “It’s kind of you to think of me, especially today.” She hesitated. “Not just at the moment, if you don’t mind? I still feel rather shaken by everything, and being on my own at Bryn Glas is restorative.”

      Laudine offered a slight snort. “Oh, I understand that. We’ll be returning to Essex tomorrow, thankfully. There is no rush. We will be glad to have you whenever you do wish to be more in company. And I think Garin would like to learn a little more duelling from you, if you might be willing. The salle needs some tending there, but we are thinking to have that done in the next month or three. Master Bolton, senior, is considering when he’ll be available for the work.”

      “He is much in demand, and with good reason.” Now Thessaly was wondering if he’d agreed before or after Childeric’s death, and how to weigh that information. She glanced down at Garin, who was watching her silently. “I would be glad to spend a little more time, Garin, showing you what I know. When I’m properly dressed for it, not like last time.”

      “There. In due course, that will give us all something to look forward to. We won’t keep you, of course. You must be tired from the day.” Laudine smiled.

      Dagobert nodded. “And we must go back into the fray ourselves, I think. Have a good evening.” He pushed himself up on the cane, Garin offering his shoulder on the other side, which seemed a remarkably direct bit of help. Thessaly smiled at them, added “Good evening” for good measure, and turned for the portal. She had a great deal to think about, especially with what Magistra Landry had implied about the family.
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          OCTOBER 14TH IN TRELLECH

        

      

    

    
      “In conclusion, in addition to the comments in the pamphlets provided to those interested, I am honoured to note that Council Member Marchant has offered to speak on behalf of some of my recent work. I will, of course, be glad to take questions once she has spoken.” Vitus could see the end approaching.

      It had taken a fortnight to reschedule his presentation to the Talisman Maker’s Guild. He’d originally been meant to present right after the Challenge. Of course, putting it off had made sense after the chaos of Childeric’s death, but it had just made him increasingly nervous. Theirs was not a large guild, especially when seen as distinct from the Jewellers. Vitus had earned his journeyrank on that side before his trip to Europe, thankfully, so it was only the magical competency that was at question here.

      The presentation had taken half an hour. Now he could move to one side, turning the podium over to Magistra Marchant, and getting a chance to sit and take a drink. Almost all the guild members were here, and most of their senior apprentices, making it a room of about fifty. There were about another fifty associate members, people who worked in various of the workshops, but who were not responsible for the entire design of a piece.

      He thought it had gone well. As was the custom, it had three parts. He’d presented about seven talismans he’d made that could be discussed. Not the one for Theo Carrington, of course, though he had discussed the lion piece the Carringtons had bought, though without saying where it had gone, naturally. He’d talked about the pieces he’d done to support the Council challenge spaces. Both Niobe and Council Head Rowan had encouraged him to include those. And he’d had five other pieces.

      He’d also prepared the exercise he’d been set. That afternoon, he’d been given a prospectus, details as if taken from a possible client. The guidelines were that he could use any materials in his workshop, or if he did not have a suitable stone, he could indicate how he would acquire one. Then he had had to create sketches and the design work, including identifying potential weaknesses. Here, the assignment had been a piece to deflect curses sent toward the wearer. Of course several of the most likely stones had a tendency to shatter if hit at the wrong angle. Designing a talisman that would work better and that could be worn more safely was an interesting challenge.

      Of course, this was all design work, not crafting - one couldn’t expect a complete piece to be made in an afternoon. And the Guild was stringent, but not so much as to ask for weeks of work for no remuneration from someone so early in their career. So the frantic four hours of the design and the extant pieces he submitted were considered sufficient. Well, that and the oaths from people familiar with his work, including Niobe.

      Vitus was listening to what Council Member Marchant said, which was all rather flattering. But she’d told Niobe in advance what she intended to say, so there were no surprises. She praised his ability to create matched pieces to specifications, his understanding of the priorities in the work, and his timeliness, as well as their efficacy. He listened more closely as she added, “It is no secret - without getting into details - that it was a difficult night. I am certain that the quality of the talisman work assisted in making sure that we could respond in the best ways possible to rapidly changing events and be certain that we were giving all possible aid to those affected.”

      That was a delicate way of saying ‘those still alive to care’. Vitus kept a pleasant smile on his face. There were one or two questions for her. Council Member Marchant wasn’t a regular at the guild meetings, though she remained in good standing. Her primary focus was on using talismans to anchor additional enchantments, the sort of thing that was built into a house or fence or warding. She wasn’t a skilled gem cutter herself, or a carver.

      There were one or two questions for her, and then she ceded the podium to him again. Vitus looked out at the assembled group, and at the catering staff who were lurking by the doors to the kitchen hall and preparing to bring the meal out. He wished Thessaly could be here, but of course, she was not a member of the Guild. His parents weren’t here either, or Lucas, but they’d celebrate on Sunday. Assuming that celebration was in order, but he hoped it would be.

      The Guild Master cleared his throat. “A question from Harold Tambleton.”

      Vitus inclined his head. “Master Tambleton.” The man was competent - he’d earned his mastery - but not so skilled that he got the additional honour of being called Magister. That rankled, Vitus suspected, but he would be correct. That was an expectation here as well as his skills in working with stones and their magic.

      “Could you take us through your decisions that led to using Forsythe’s Third on that piece of topaz, your second example? And why you didn’t use Hemmingsmith’s First?”

      Vitus had in fact gestured at that, albeit briefly. Niobe had warned him this would be likely. There would be a couple of difficult questions. And she and Vitus had talked about who they’d likely come from, and what they’d focus on. Tambleton liked to make everyone feel small and lesser than he was, treat them like they were barely out of Schola and only nominally able to lace their own shoes.

      He took a breath, then explained in more detail. “If you examine the details on the piece in the pamphlet provided, sir, you’ll see that there’s an inclusion. That made it likely that the Hemmingsmith approach - any of the First, Fourth, or Sixth - would interact with that. Rather than make the pieces significantly smaller, perhaps two-thirds of the size, I decided to use Forsythe’s Third, which preserves the inclusion through a much larger number of facets . In practice, we’ve found the inclusion adds to the utility, rather than detracts, though I admit it’s not the most beautiful piece to look at.”

      There were various murmurs throughout the room. He thought he’d answered that well enough. The Guild Master cleared his throat. “Antonius Whitesnake.”

      Vitus braced himself for this one. Whitesnake had a reputation for nastiness. Now he looked for him in the room. “Master Whitesnake.” The man was sitting next to his current apprentice, Daniel Rollings, and Rollings was clearly dancing attendance, making his attention floridly visible.

      “You did a piece for the most recent Council Challenge. Can you share your approach to that?”

      “Sir.” Vitus pulled his hands behind his back. “I follow - as I have been trained to, by Magistra Hall - the customs of this Guild, allowing privacy to clients. I am glad to discuss the process I followed, but not to describe the details of the piece. Is that acceptable?”

      Oh, yes, that had been meant as a trick question. He got a nod from Whitesnake. Vitus went into the overview of the process, the questions he had asked, how he had presented multiple stones. Once Carrington had selected the peridot, Vitus laid out how he’d thought through how to do the talismanic work. None of the details of what it was for. He didn’t mention the specific stone, nothing that would indicate the focus.

      He thought Whitesnake seemed a bit displeased, and that was all right then. The Guild Master looked around. “Any other questions? Yes, Florent Montague.”

      Vitus had not expected that. Florent Montague was the father of Laudine, Dagobert Fortier’s wife. He didn’t know the man well. But of course he’d been at the funeral, and he suspected also at whatever Thessaly had been at yesterday, a gathering of the family of some kind. “Magister Montague.”

      “I suspect you might enjoy this one a bit more. That piece you did with the carnelian and the lion’s head. Could you go into the details of the carving? I had a chance to see the piece in person last week. You have not, I think, spoken as much to the artistic impression it makes as might be useful here.”

      It was, in fact, something of a gift. It meant Vitus had a chance to talk about that aspect, and how he’d designed it to fit with the carnelian, but also with the goals for the talisman. He added that he had some larger pieces of amber he was intending to do similar work with. That was an easier material to carve in some ways. But he’d also laid in several other varieties of chalcedony and of clear quartz. He finished up, “I am still learning my skills as an artist in this form. But I do like the idea of creating pieces that speak to the beauty of the stone beyond a pendant, ring, brooch, or some other jewellery item on a smaller scale. Much as I also enjoy those.”

      There was a silence, then there were apparently no further questions. Vitus was permitted to sit, as the tallies for his membership went around. These were small stones, charmed in the hand to black or white, one of the simplest methods of voting, then placed in a deep opaque jar.

      Vitus waited while that was circulated, then the Guild Master and two others withdrew to count them, coming back almost immediately. The Guild Master came up on the dais, and Vitus stood.

      The words, when they came, almost felt anti-climactic. He’d been working for this for so long, and yet this actual step felt tiny. But he was pleased - and absolutely relieved - when the Guild Master began. “Vitus Deschamps, we are delighted to welcome you to our company, as a full member of the guild with all the rights, privileges, and obligations that apply. We know you have been taught well, as you will teach in due course when you take your own apprentices. We recognise and thank Niobe Hall for her time and effort, and we look forward to seeing what you will make in the months and years to come.” Then he smiled, offering the proper medallion, slipping it over Vitus’s head. “You are expected to have a fitting for the robes promptly, they will be needed by solstice. And no getting out of the mummer’s play in the spring, of course.” Those were two of the more socially obvious obligations.

      “Thank you, Guild Master. And of course, I will make arrangements for both.” He bowed his head, and the applause started up. After a minute, he was released to join Niobe and the others at their table, bringing his notes and papers with him.

      The conversation was most agreeable. People did not linger too much on Vitus’s presentation, other than a comment about one thing or another. Instead, they settled into a rather fascinating conversation about variations based on the source of a stone, and the idea of doing another round of deliberate testing about that. Apparently there had been some done thirty or forty years ago, but of course there were newer mines for some minerals now, or the quality had shifted. Vitus got in a comment about working a little with some of the small Burma rubies, and his experiences.

      It wasn’t until the end of the meeting - there were, of course, more discussions after the meal - that people drifted off. Some were obviously going to smaller gatherings elsewhere. Vitus had expected to walk Niobe home for a celebratory drink and to figure out where to go with his family on Sunday, when she’d be joining them. As they were finishing talking to a few people, Vitus turned to find Florent Montague standing next to him. “A word in slightly more private, perhaps?” Florent nodded at a corner, currently clear of people.

      “Of course, sir.” Once they had moved there, Vitus waited, not sure what the man wanted.

      “I had an opportunity to talk a little with my daughter yesterday. Sigbert, her nephew by marriage, was named Heir to his father.” That part was not entirely unexpected, but it made Vitus wonder if that was what Thessaly had attended, or what she knew of it. Florent went on. “She mentioned that she and Dagobert were considering asking you to do some work for them. I didn’t want you to feel awkward about it.”

      That was a kindness, because Vitus certainly did not to draw the attention of anyone in that family in a dangerous way. “Given your own expertise, sir, I am surprised to be considered.” Florent Montague was certainly competent. “I’ve enjoyed the conversations with Laudine about her own knowledge, actually, though she has mentioned her sister more than you directly.”

      “Ha.” That seemed to amuse Florent. “In this case, I got the impression that it is not a problem she wished to bring to her father, that someone a little more distant from the situation might have a more useful perspective. Should it make sense, I am certainly glad to consult, but you bring a fresh line of thought to it. More creative than I usually run to, especially around materia choices. I think that’s a fine thing. If we want the art of making talismans to improve, it is certainly necessary. Perhaps sometime, in a fortnight or two, say, we might have a drink or supper and talk more?”

      That was a generous gesture, and the sort that could lead to referrals from Florent, for pieces he didn’t want to take on. Naturally, Vitus was going to say yes. “I’d be delighted, sir. And for your daughter and her husband to join us, if you think they’d enjoy it.”

      “We will see.” Florent looked pleased. “I’ll send a note around. Where’s the best place to send it?”

      “Oh, yes.” Vitus pulled out his calling card case and offered a card. “Those are my consulting rooms and workshop.”

      “Excellent. I’ll look forward to it, absolutely. And now I see Niobe’s waiting for you, I won’t keep you. Congratulations, young man.”

      Vitus let Florent go first, and then rejoined Niobe. Once they’d made their own farewells and were out on the street, he offered her his arm. “Are you pleased?”

      “Absolutely, and especially in how you handled yourself. I had several other inquiries about whether you’d be interested in private meetings. There will be notes in the coming days. Do come and discuss. I have a few ideas on several of the ones I expect you’ll get.”

      Vitus smiled. “You’re going to keep looking out for me, then.”

      “Oh, absolutely.” Niobe snorted. “I intend to make sure we keep having tea regularly. Well, tea and gem cutting. Now, when we get back, tell me how that piece you were working on is going.” Of course, they wouldn’t discuss details on the street for all sorts of reasons. Vitus chuckled and instead asked her a few questions as they walked about what other gossip she’d heard recently.
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      The next afternoon, Vitus came through the portal at Bryn Glas to find Thessaly waiting for him. She was still wearing the brightest clothes she could find, aggressively refusing to be in mourning for Childeric Fortier when at home. These suited her better than the last set. They were a vibrant medium blue with a robe over, open down the front with draping sleeves, of a blue-green silk embroidered with twists of waves.

      It was noticeably cooler here, up in the north of Wales, than it had been in Trellech, down in the south. It was a sign of the fading of the autumn and the coming of the winter. Vitus knew that Snowdonia - looming to the east - often got a fair bit of snow. That name for it, from the Old English, meant ‘snow hill’ of course. Vitus had looked it up. Though he knew Thessaly preferred its Welsh name of Eryri. Either way, sunset was marching on, even though it was only quarter to five.

      He held out his hands, and again, somehow, Thessaly flung herself into his arms. Vitus hugged her tightly, swinging her around once so he didn’t topple over, before setting her down on her feet. “Glad to see me, then?”

      It wasn’t exactly that he thought she wasn’t, but the reassurance mattered unreasonably to him right now. Thessaly beamed at him. “I have been pining all day. And hoping yesterday went well. It did, didn’t it? You’d have told me if it didn’t?”

      Vitus grinned. “It went very well. I’d have sent a note, but I was at Niobe’s until midnight, had an early client call, and it went from there. I want to tell you all about it. How are you doing?” She took his hand, tugging him along into the protections of the full wards. Her companion and bodyguard, Emeline, waited just inside the fence. As she had the past few times Vitus had visited, Emeline disappeared back across the lawn as soon as Thessaly closed the gate.

      Instead of answering or following Emeline, Thessaly stopped. “Would you come out to the grove with me? I wanted to take the chance before it gets too cold. Or dark. We can go in and have tea after?”

      “Of course.” Vitus wasn’t entirely sure what he was agreeing to. He’d seen only a limited part of the estate so far. “Inside the warding?”

      “Oh, yes. Especially so. A different part of the warding, but I don’t need to tell Emeline. This way.” She tugged his hand, leading him off to the right of the house, through a different gate in the fence, and then down a long meadow. She had picked up her skirts with her free hand, obviously sure of her footing. “This is where I practise duelling, when the weather permits.” Thessaly added it. “I’m thinking about what it would take to build a proper salle. But the ground slopes and there’s the problem of someone to duel with and all the construction, and the wards. The barn’s not big enough, really, it’s long and narrow. We’d have to tear it down and rebuild.”

      Vitus was glad that she had ideas for the place of some kind. “You can think about it over the winter?” He wasn’t sure what went into building a salle. Architecture was not his gift, other than knowing what was needed in his own workspaces, but he was fairly sure no one was going to start a major building project this far north so late in the calendar year. Magic could only do so much. At the end of this meadow, Thessaly kept going into a grove of trees. He could see a small orchard, what were probably apple trees, then the foliage got more dense. Thessaly went straight down the path in the middle, only stopping at a ring of trees.

      She reached with her free hand to touch one of the tall trunks beside her, then nodded. “Here. I left a blanket down here. I was reading until you came.” There was, in fact, a picnic blanket spread out in the centre. “This is why the house stays in the family. It’s not a Fatae grove now, but it needs people paying a little attention to it. Just a little. And letting the Council know if there’s a problem, promptly enough.”

      “Which wasn’t a problem for your aunt, or did she live here before that?” Vitus wasn’t at all sure of the timeline.

      “She moved here the same year she challenged.” Thessaly let go of his hand long enough to lower herself to the blanket and pat it. “Come sit, please? Tell me how it went. I want to hear all of it.”

      Vitus snorted. “I’m fairly sure you don’t want to hear all the technical details, at least without enough light to see some of the sketches and diagrams that make them make sense.” He settled into telling her about it, with enough specifics to make her happy. When he got to the end, the conversations after supper, he told her about Florent Montague. Thessaly did a thing with her mouth that he was fairly sure meant she wasn’t saying about six things.

      He was never sure how far to press her and he didn’t want to be clumsy about it. She’d had more than enough of that already. At the same time, he wanted to know what she was thinking. “Kiss for your thoughts?” It seemed more pleasant than a coin of whatever size.

      That made her laugh and turn her toward him. “That’s a fair trade.” He didn’t linger as much over the kiss as he might have in other circumstances. It was getting darker, especially under the trees, and if they were going to have a bit more of a romp together, like they had a fortnight ago, he was hoping for less in the way of clothing. That would be tedious outside even without the cold. He was not fond of grit in sensitive places.

      “Sunday, when I’d rather have been with you, that was the announcement of Sigbert as the Fortier heir. It wasn’t a large gathering, not by their standards, thirty people with the immediate family. I saw Florent and Aline Montague both, but not to talk to. Aline was mostly staying near Laudine.” Thessaly pursed her lips. “They talked to me - Laudine and Dagobert - right at the end. After Henut Landry.”

      Thessaly got part way into the explanation of the conversation with Henut, before Vitus coughed. “Did that strike you as odd, then? What did she say?”

      “At the time,” Thessaly said, “I was nervous about our having been obvious. Though when I thought about it after, I don’t think she meant any of the things about you as a threat. Not to us, anyway?”

      “I feel like Henut Landry could make a simple ‘good morning’ into a threat any time she wanted to.” Vitus said with some force. “I am grateful to her - the flat continues to be excellent, her easing the way was a gift. But I do not know what she wants.” He hesitated, then added, “I returned a few sheets of paper that had slipped behind Philip’s desk, but they did not seem to be more than ordinary notes on something he was reading.”

      “I have no idea either. Except that it pleased her to have someone want to remember Philip. It must be horrid for her, really. None of the Fortiers have been paying her much mind at all. Except maybe Laudine and Dagobert. She was different about them, said she wished them well. Or at least she wished Laudine well and did not wish Dagobert ill now that he’s listening to his wife. As if maybe she did not have the same wish for the rest of them. She specifically told me not to consider Sigbert.”

      “And the rest of the family?” Vitus was trying to figure that out. “Laudine wasn’t at the Challenge.”

      “Oh!” Thessaly shook her head once, a wisp of hair coming down. Vitus reached out to brush it back, almost instinctively, and she smiled at him. “She’s expecting. It’s very early yet, but no portal travel for her, unless it’s entirely urgent.”

      Vitus blinked. “Not the sort of thing they generally tell unmarried and unrelated men. We are meant to sort it out by guesswork, I think, without ever commenting on it.” It came out of his mouth before he could think of anything more sensible. “I hope that goes well, then. I suppose that’s why her parents were more visible?”

      “Probably,” Thessaly agreed. “I’m envious of that. Probably? But Laudine seemed to appreciate them being there. It’s the rest of it I don’t know about.”

      Vitus thought about what Thessaly had said so far. “Henut warned you away from Sigbert. Did you need warning?” His voice got an odd note in it at the end, wrong somehow.

      Thessaly twisted a bit, reaching to touch his cheek. “Are you jealous? Are you worried you should be jealous? I don’t really know how that works.”

      Vitus tried to look away, but her hand meant he really couldn’t, not without making it much more of an issue. “Yes? No? I don’t know. I don’t much like feeling whatever this is.”

      “I find Sigbert - at least at the moment - definitely an improvement over Childeric. But Childeric was charming until we were betrothed, and I am not remotely inclined to make the same mistake twice. That is an exceedingly poor strategy.” She met his eyes. “Certainly Sigbert is not who I’ve been waiting to see.”

      Vitus swallowed a little at that. “Part of me is very sure of that. Part of me might need some additional convincing, at some point. It’s not that I don’t trust you, it’s that I don’t - this is new to me too, mostly?”

      “Also,” Thessaly said, more softly. “Magistra Landry had opinions about people, and I am still trying to sort out what I think about that. Nothing in it adds up tidily, beyond Childeric having been— well. As he was.” Then she nodded more decisively. “Right. In that case, shall we pack up the blanket and go inside, and up to my rooms, and— actually, there’s something I’d like to show you? Talk about a little, not do anything with, not right away?”

      “Now I’m intensely curious.” Vitus liked the idea of more time with her, and in more comfortable seating. He pushed himself upright on one hand, then stood, before offering her his hands to help her up. A minute or two later, they had the blanket folded, and he tucked it under one arm. They walked back to the house not talking much. It was dark enough to need to pay attention to where their feet were going, even with a charmlight to help.

      Once Thessaly had brought him upstairs, Vitus wasn’t sure what to do with himself. “Sit, please.” She waved him at the sofa. “Or could you pull that table over, in the middle, so I can put a book or two on it? How long can you stay?”

      “I have an early consult tomorrow morning.” Vitus said, regretfully. “An hour or so? I can get supper at home. Cook was putting something aside for me. My parents are out.”

      “This might be a little distracting. Are you sure?” Thessaly flushed, rather prettily.

      Vitus watched her, tilting his head. “Now I’m entirely curious. What sort of distracting?”

      She brought over two books, with little to show what was in them on the spine or cover, both larger. “The sort of distracting like two weeks ago. And I don’t think we have time for too much more experimentation.” She sucked in a breath. “Aunt Metaia made it clear to me, when we were talking, not long before she was killed, that she might not have married, but she wasn’t an untouched maiden, either. I wondered if she had anything in her more private library, up here, that might...”

      “Naughty books?” Vitus blinked. “Oh.” He took a deep breath to steady himself, not that it helped. “And you found some?”

      “Naughty books. Naughty pictures. They have given me some ideas.” Thessaly settled down next to him. He was again suddenly aware of the fact she was not wearing any of the underpinnings beneath her tea gown that were a bit more like armour. He could feel her hip against his, then she leaned forward to open one book. The first pages were more or less innocuous, a man and woman sitting beside each other on a settee, much as he and she were right now.

      Vitus said, before he could stop himself, “I have not found I needed a book for ideas. I’ve dreamt of you. Waking and sleeping, though I suppose the one is more a fantasy than a dream.” He’d permitted himself to indulge that fantasy at most once a day. There was far too little time in his life. And also, he found the idea of taking such things too far without her active encouragement to be a trifle uncomfortable.

      “Have you, really?” Her hand moved, settling on his thigh, not entirely indelicate, but certainly tending that way. “I like that idea very much. I certainly have thought a fair bit about you. And the books encouraged me to, what’s the word...”

      “Explore yourself? Touch yourself?” Vitus could hear his breath catching.

      “That.” Thessaly said it precisely, though it was not at all prim. “Perhaps we might look and talk a little more about our respective desires, to give more shape, until we can find a proper time to enjoy them? When we can linger, no rushing.”

      “Please.” It came out of him like a groan. The anticipation might well kill him, but it would be such a delightful way to go. As Thessaly slowly turned the pages, it became clear that she was interested in a great deal, much of which he had at least some experience with. She was unsure about anything that might cause discomfort, at least in a sense intended also for pleasure. But she was intrigued by the idea of charms for pleasure and sensation. And Vitus certainly had trained his skills at picking up enchantments cast with the fingers. Thessaly had as well.

      The pictures - and the accompanying text - illustrated a range of positions. They seemed more or less agreed on which ones they wanted to try first. They both favoured those that allowed for freely moving hands and mouths and eyes— and those that didn’t. There was also an entire category of positions that seemed likely to require flexibility and strength Vitus was not confident he could provide. Thessaly was more optimistic about that set.

      “They do say duelling is good for a number of things. Not, of course, that the men discuss that where I can hear, and the women I’ve duelled don’t either. Not while I’m unmarried, anyway. But there are whispers. I could consider that.” It would take a lot of strength in her thighs, Vitus thought, to ride him that way.

      “I would certainly be delighted to try it, in due course. Once we’ve done some simpler things.” He slipped an arm around her waist, then. “And you were saying you wanted to pick up your duelling drills again.”

      “I did.” Thessaly leaned her head against him, sounding contented. “Shall we save the other book for another time? I rather like just sitting here with you.”

      Vitus liked that very much as well, the weight of her body against his and the warmth of her. And there was the scent of the perfume or soap or whatever it was that scented her hair and skin. He would, in fact, like to stay here for approximately eternity, except that of course he had obligations. He cleared his throat, and asked what she was up to with the rest of the house, letting her talk about how she was moving things around. She didn’t want to put things away, exactly, certainly she didn’t want to repaint or put up new wallpaper. It was more a matter of rearranging books and art and other smaller furnishings.

      When she walked him back out to the portal, she kissed him once more, taking her time. “We’ll find time soon. Promise me?”

      “Promise.” It was the easiest promise he’d ever made.
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      The next two days passed in a flurry. After Vitus left, Thessaly had found it impossible to sleep. It wasn’t just the way she felt after looking at Aunt Metaia’s books. She kept being drawn to an anticipation of a future in which she and Vitus would explore more things that intrigued her. New ways of using her body and her magic. Most importantly, doing that with someone she actually cared for.

      No, it was everything else. Thessaly had remembered that conversation with Magistra Hereswith and Cousin Owain, what felt like years ago, about how they didn’t know what Aunt Metaia had been working on. It wasn’t as if Thessaly were going out in public right now. It was no matter to anyone else if she was up into the wee hours, or sleeping until noon. Not other than Collins and the other household staff, and she left them notes making it clear sandwiches or something that would hold well on a tray were just fine.

      Two days later, on Thursday afternoon, she was running her hands through her hair when Collins came in. “Reminding you, Mistress, that Council Member Powell intended to visit. In about an hour, if you want to wash up?”

      Washing up was indeed probably a good idea. Her hair was tangling. She’d been into boxes in the storeroom, and was all over dust. Not that she expected to find anything current in them, but she had found some of the early records of Aunt Metaia’s investments, and set those aside for later. Thessaly put her head up; she’d been working on the floor. “Oh. Thank you!” She stretched, hearing a crack in her neck. “Bath, yes. And I’ll eat something while my hair’s drying.”

      “I’ll just come back in half an hour then, to help you put it up. Shall I put out mourning dress or something else?”

      Thessaly looked down at the gown she was wearing - worn linen, suitable for storerooms - then back up at Collins. “Something more sedate, but not mourning, I think. One of the medium blue ones?” That did not specify a great deal, given Aunt Metaia’s fondness for the colour. “And did I remember to tell you that Vitus will be by when he is done with his work?”
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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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