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      A thin coating of snow covered the ground outside the cabin as early morning sunlight filtered through the window. I was warm beneath the blankets as I took in the peaceful silence of the space around me. It had been nearly a month since the ordeal with the Syndicate and finally it felt like I could breathe again. I rolled over to find Taron snoring softly beside me, one arm thrown over his head. I snuggled up against his torso, soaking in the constant warmth he gave off. I could almost envision myself staying in bed indefinitely at his side.

      The lack of constant danger was good for us. So far, it was casual and the intensity I'd witnessed in Dublin had receded. I could indulge in this togetherness without the expectation of labeling things.

      For now, we were keeping it to ourselves. Our secret early morning rendezvous had shifted from the lake to the cabin thanks to the weather and that had been the push we needed to take things to the next level. My fingers trailed along his cheek, and he gave a soft sigh before opening one eye.

      I leaned up and planted a kiss on his cheek, whispering, “Morning.”

      He let out another sigh and rolled onto his side toward me. "A good morning, I'd say."

      I laughed softly, tugging the blankets tighter around us. "Are you sure we can't just go back to sleep forever?"

      "And miss all the fun?" The way he winked as he said the last word made my stomach do a flip for all the right reasons.

      Before I could respond, my phone gave a loud, indignant blare, skittering across the bedside table. Groaning, I blindly made a grab for it, only succeeding in knocking it to the floor. I was intent to leave it, but it levitated into view. I glanced sideways to see Taron holding out a hand, drawing it towards him.

      "No, really, you can just ignore it," I protested.

      The phone continued to move through mid-air until it settled on the bed between us, and he tapped the option to quiet the alarm. "There, no more distractions."

      "You know, you don't have to try so hard to win me over. Newsflash, you've already succeeded."

      It was his turn to laugh. "Noted." He set the phone aside and stroked my cheek with the tip of his index finger. "I cannot tell you how much I have relished these last few weeks."

      "Me, too."

      Just as he leaned in for a kiss, the bloody phone began buzzing again, this time with an incoming call. I mentally cursed the inventor of the cell phone for interfering with my morning cuddle. Letting out an exhale, I picked it up and saw Emerys' face flashing on the screen. I rolled so that I faced away from Taron and answered the call.

      "Hello?"

      "I did not want to believe Julayne when she told me you'd been sneaking off, but I see she was correct."

      "Don't know what you mean."

      "Well, unless you have mastered both the ability to turn yourself invisible and mute all sound, you are not in your room."

      "How do you know that?"

      "Because I am standing in it. The bed has clearly not been slept in." Annoyance brought out the Irish lilt in her voice.

      "I didn't realize I needed permission to visit family property."

      Silence on the line lasted all of five seconds before she said, "I wish I could argue with that, yet technically you are correct."

      From behind me, I felt Taron's body press against me, his lips trailing kisses along my shoulder. "Not that I don't appreciate the wake-up call, but is there a particular reason you are looking for me?"

      "For a modern woman who maintained gainful employment, you are woefully unable to use a calendar," she quipped. "The interview you agreed to, so that the people could get to know their prodigal princess is today."

      Shit.

      I moved so that I sat upright, blankets artfully covering my torso. It left Taron woefully uncovered, and I couldn't help sneaking a peek at his toned, muscular torso. "But that's hours off."

      "There is a lot to be done before the interview even begins. Your mother needs to brief you and then there's wardrobe, accessories ... Just get home. Now."

      The finality of her tone as she ended the call reminded me of Aunt Nim's tough mum attitude she'd tried on me as a teenager. It hadn't done much good then either. In that quiet moment, a pang of sadness washed over me.

      "I need to go," I announced, setting the phone temporarily back onto the night table.

      "Are you certain you can't stay, even just a little longer?" I turned to see him playfully pouting at me.

      "Don't pretend you didn't hear that entire conversation. Apparently, it takes five hours to get ready for an interview." Hell, I hadn't spent more than twenty minutes preparing for my job interview to bartend at The Witching Hour. A television one wouldn’t be much different.

      "Ah, yes. The plight of royal women. Ask Talia about it some time. I am certain she'd commiserate with you."

      His nakedness slid from beneath the blankets, striding confidently across the small room to claim his folded trousers, shirt, and boots. He stuffed them into a bag he'd brought with him, signaling he intended to return to his kingdom in his shifted form. The thought of him walking out into the snow stark naked made me cringe, yet he'd assured me he wasn't prone to frostbite.

      I tugged on my jeans and a dark grey jumper before moving on to my socks and boots. Leading the way down to the first floor of the cabin, I gave the space a cursory glance. There was evidence we'd lit a fire in the hearth the night before, its embers still smoldering thanks to Taron's assistance. The mugs and other dishes we'd used sat in the sink.

      "Give me a few minutes to tidy up," I said, moving into what I considered Gethin's domain.

      Even though my friend hadn't been by in nearly a month, I still felt I couldn't leave his space a mess. Scrubbing and rinsing the dishes, I set them on the rack to dry. When I returned to the main room, Taron had snuffed the remaining coals and held the door open. A chilly gust of air blew through and I shivered.

      "Next time, I really need to remember a coat," I muttered.

      I marched out onto the frozen ground and waited for Taron to take his dragon form. After offering him a quick kiss on the snout, I watched him take flight. I waited until his bulky form was a speck in the distance before I traced a circle mid-air and stepped through the portal back into my bedroom.

      I half-expected Emerys to still be standing there crossly. Though the room was empty. A handwritten note from Emerys reminded me that I should report to my mother's sitting room immediately upon my return. Squaring my shoulders, I left the bedroom and made my way through the corridors. Even though I'd spent more time away from the castle in recent weeks, the place was beginning to feel more familiar with each passing day. I hardly got lost anymore.

      "Tea?" my mother asked the moment I stepped into her sitting room. Emerys was conspicuously absent.

      "Yeah, tea sounds good," I said and settled in the chair beside her.

      She leaned over and brushed a few tiny snowflakes from my hair. "I didn't know it was snowing inside."

      "Went for a walk and just got back."

      "Hmm. You might want to remember a coat next time."

      I coughed into my teacup and didn't make eye contact with her. She studied me a moment longer. "You are a grown woman, as you keep reminding me. I just ask that you try not to cause any diplomatic incidents."

      "I don't plan on it."

      "Good. Speaking of avoiding diplomatic incidents, we should go through your talking points for today."

      "I thought it was just a getting to know me?"

      "Well, yes, but it can't be a free for all."

      "Don't worry, I wasn't planning to reveal any deep, dark secrets." I sipped from the teacup in my hand and my stomach rumbled with hunger. My mother slid a plate of chocolate chip scones across the table between us. "What sort of things ought I stay away from?"

      "Well, they may ask you about the recent cyber-attacks. Just tell them to contact the Crown's press office."

      "Seems easy enough."

      "They may try to get you to talk about your return to Camelot and the tournament. You don't have to share anything you aren't comfortable with." She held up a printed sheet of paper. "I did vet some of the questions."

      She passed it over and I studied the list. They weren't too difficult. Some were downright vapid, like my favorite foods and colors and time of year. I couldn't help but feel the last one was some slight way to make sure I wasn't secretly a spring-loving Seelie. There was also a question near the end about my feelings towards Arthur and his family.

      "They aren't really going to ask me about him, are they?"

      "Given the circumstances, I don't see a way around it, I'm afraid. Just be cordial."

      The image of Arthur gleefully facing off against me in the final bout of the tournament flashed through my mind. Pompous wanker. "I promise I won't lose my shit during the interview."

      She cleared her throat. "You should refrain from more ... colorful language. You are representing the Crown."

      "Again, I thought this was to get to know me. Not some polished up version."

      "Even still, we have certain standards we need to uphold."

      "I grew up in the city and worked in a bar. There's only so much polish a girl like me can handle." Speaking of ... Emerys mentioned needing hours for wardrobe?"

      "A formality, I'm afraid. Eat up and we'll get you on your way."

      In the back of my head, I secretly wished some new quest would land in my lap, so I wouldn't have to get primped and pruned like a doll. No such luck by the time I'd finished two scones and another cup of tea. Steeling myself, I followed my mother out of her sitting room and up a short flight of stairs into a brightly lit room with rolling racks of dresses and make-up tables with huge ring lights.

      "Your Majesty," a woman with blonde hair braided around her head like a crown said, offering a deep bow as my mother entered. She gave a quicker, second bow as she looked at me. "Your Highness."

      "Morgan, I'm sure you've met Brigette. She handles all of our wardrobe needs. You have her to thank for no corsets."

      "You know, I'm sure I'll be fine to get my own clothes," I said, trying to take a step out of the room.

      "Oh, you can't go out looking like that?" Brigette said dismissively.

      "What's wrong with this?" I protested.

      "For one thing, it's not a dress."

      "Right because princesses only wear dresses," I shot back. "I keep telling you, I'm not some doll to be dressed up." I gestured the length of my body. "You want the people to know me? Well, this is me."

      "Give us a moment," my mother said, and Brigette offered a quick curtsy before vacating the room.

      "I'm not trying to be difficult," I began, but she held up her hand for silence.

      "I understand this isn't what you're used to, but we aren't in London. You are not tending bar. You are the heir apparent to this kingdom's throne and that carries certain expectations. Show the people who you are in deeds and words. You can manage wearing a dress for an hour or two."

      "I don't have a choice, do I?"

      "No."

      I let out a long sigh. "Fine."

      "Good. Now, I'll see you down there. We'll be setting up in the receiving room just beyond the throne room. It's quiet and intimate."

      I forced a smile as she walked out, and Brigette returned. She shut the door and made a gesture signaling I should undress. I tugged the jumper over my head and shimmied out of my jeans. Bridgette assessed me in my underwear in silence for a moment as she rifled through some of the dresses on the racks. Most were long sleeve and floor length. She caught me watching her and moved to a rack where the hem lines was more mid-calf. My shoulders relaxed a little when she finally handed me one in a vibrant blue that melted into a deep purple at the bottom.

      "Try this on."

      I stepped into the dress, zipping it up at the back. It fit remarkably well and fell flatteringly over my torso. Next, she passed me a slender gold belt that I secured around my waist.

      "You actually look pretty good in boots. But those are a bit chunky. Try these." She handed me a pair of slimmer dark grey boots that tapered to a point at the toe and had a half-inch heel. At least I wasn't going to break my neck walking in them. I settled in one of the seats in front of the make-up table as I put them on.

      "Can I see your ears?"

      My stomach did a flip at her words before I realized she probably just wanted to see if they could accommodate piercings. I brushed my hair behind my ears, and she handed me simple gold studs and a set of hoops. I secured them and studied myself in the chair. It wasn't horrible as looks went. Brigette moved to grab a make-up palette.

      "Please don't make me look ridiculous," I begged.

      "You're lucky you've got cheekbones and a nice complexion. You don't need much."

      I'd have almost said she used magic to apply the blush, eyeliner, and shadow because the brushes were so soft and gentle. When I checked my reflection in the mirror I could see where she'd enhanced my features without overemphasizing them.

      "Okay, I definitely misjudged you."

      "You're not the first. Now, what to do about your hair."

      Our gazes met in the mirror. "Guessing I can't just toss it up in a knot."

      "Not if you want them to take you seriously." She held up a slender gold circlet crown. "Besides, we're going to need to secure this."

      My mouth went dry. I hadn't worn a crown since coming back to Camelot. Not even when I'd joined my mother for announcements or press. She'd always been the focus. "Get on with it then."

      She swept my hair into a loose plait down to my shoulders and secured the crown on my head with two tiny pins. She squinted at me. "Yeah, I think that will do."

      With Brigette's blessing, I left the room and headed down to the first floor. The receiving room was ahead of me when I caught sight of Jules and Laoise in the corridor. A month of good food, clean lodgings, and a bath had made the girl far more vibrant. She offered a vigorous wave when she spotted me coming.

      "You two look thick as thieves," I said.

      "Just practicing our polite society manners," Jules answered. "You look brilliant."

      "I feel ridiculous. But I guess that's part of being a princess. Wish me luck."

      "You are a hero. You do not need luck," Laoise replied, but gave me a swift hug around the middle.

      Leaving the pair behind, I stepped into the receiving room, ready for whatever the reporters threw at me. Let's hope I didn't royally fuck it up.
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      The receiving room was almost silent as I walked in. A camera sat up against one wall, with an operator crouched behind it. He adjusted the lens and some other bits and bobs as I took in the space. Two chairs were seated about three or four feet apart facing the camera. An older woman with a shock of blonde hair already occupied the far seat. She studied something on a tablet, and I cleared my throat to get her attention. She looked up and the tablet nearly fell from her fingers in her haste to stand and offer me a bow.

      "Your Highness."

      "Really, Morgan's fine."

      "Please, sit. We're about ready to begin."

      I sucked in a breath and held it for a count of ten before I moved to take the vacant chair. The lighting overhead was soft, which I suspected was purposeful; a way to make the viewing public and me more comfortable. It wasn't some harsh interrogation. I smoothed the hem of the dress nervously as I waited for the woman to actually introduce herself. She remained seated, but the camera operator came over with a lapel microphone and clipped it to my dress collar, snaking the cord down my back and looping it through the belt at my waist.

      Oh, how I wished Jules or Gethin could be in the room with me. At least then I could pretend I was just chatting with my mates. But they were both off occupied. Even Rory and Avery were busy gaining their bearings in the castle and surrounding area.

      "We're ready," the camera operator called in a gruff bass tone.

      The woman settled her tablet back in her lap and leaned over. "Don't be nervous, Your Highness. I've done hundreds of interviews."

      Her insistence on being overly formal grated my nerves and did nothing to settle my unease. "I've never been interviewed like this before. I don't want to say or do the wrong thing."

      "Oh, we'll be editing things out," she said with a dismissive handwave.

      Her assurance didn't instill me with confidence either. Sure, my mother would likely have final approval over whatever was broadcast, but I knew all too well how editing could change the context of a person's words.

      "Look, you want to make me more comfortable? Start with just calling me Morgan."

      "Right. Of course." She held out her hand for me to shake. "And my apologies for not introducing myself right away when you came in. My name is Davida Shaw."

      I shook her hand in as firm a grip as I could muster. "Nice to meet you."

      Davida tucked a few loose strands of blonde hair behind her ear as she angled herself toward me. She gave the camera operator a nod and I could see the record light flip on.

      "Good morning, Camelot. This is Davida Shaw. I am here in the heart of Camelot's royal residence to give you all an exclusive intimate chat with our kingdom's Crown Princess." She turned to me. "Thank you for sitting down with us, Princess."

      I forced a smile. "Happy to. And please, do call me Morgan. All my friends do."

      She let out a hiccup of laughter. "Well, we haven't even started and we're already friends. I like that."

      I continued to hold the smile as I caught the camera panning between us. Davida looked down at her tablet and said, "Many of our viewers don't know your story, or they've only heard what's been released officially by the crown. Why don't you tell us what life was like for you, raised outside of nobility?"

      I shrugged, causing feedback on the microphone. "I didn't really have a choice in the matter. But my Aunt Nim brought me to London and raised me as her own. We lived a quiet life. I went to primary and secondary school. I had a best mate from the time I was five years old, and I was just ... normal. Nothing special."

      "It certainly sounds like quite the rags to riches story."

      "I mean, I heard stories growing up about Camelot and that one day I might rule it. But I was just a kid, and I had questions about where I came from. Part of me always thought my aunt just told me those stories to make me feel like I mattered to someone other than just her."

      "This aunt you talk about, she was the woman who took you away from your family?"

      I shifted in the seat, trying to put distance between us as her tone rubbed me the wrong way. "She was a good person. She saved my life. If she hadn't been brave enough to stand up against what she knew was wrong, I'd have died the day I was born. I owe her my life." I turned and looked straight down the center of the camera lens. "She was forced into a horrible situation, and she made the best of it. And she paid the ultimate price for it. She was murdered and I will do everything I can to see her get the justice she deserves."

      Davida didn't make eye contact with me as she scrolled through whatever questions she'd prepared. I took the brief pause in the conversation to pull back on my anger starting to bubble to the surface. It always seemed to come any time I thought about Nim's death lately. I hated that the Seelie bastards who'd taken her life had never seen justice, not really. And the fucker behind the whole plan sat safe and secure in his own castle. Untouchable.

      "Let's go back to your life before you found yourself in Camelot. You had a career. Tell us, what sort of aspirations did you have?"

      "I was a bartender. I can make almost any drink you can imagine. Some you probably haven't even heard of. I didn't ever intend to do it, not for as long as I did anyway. But it was something I was good at. Something I didn't have to do with the expectation that I needed to be great. It was a simple life."

      "It sounds like you were comfortable in that world where no one knew your truth."

      "It's what made me who I am. I wouldn't trade that." I realized as the words left my mouth how that might come across as a dig at my mother and the life she could have offered me here in the castle. "What I mean is the things I went through shaped me and I honestly don't know who I'd be."

      Keep digging the hole deeper, why don't you, Morgan?

      "Maybe we should talk about something else," I said rubbing at the nape of my neck.

      "Why don't we talk about what led to you bursting into our lives? That tournament was certainly something to behold."

      "I winged most of it, if I'm honest." I wanted to tell her how much Aunt Nim had prepared me for the challenge without realizing it, but I could sense bringing her up again wasn't the right move. "I was grateful for the chance to participate and that I was found worthy of the victor's trophy."

      "So, you didn't know you'd be unseating a rival prince?"

      I let out an involuntary laugh. "Before the tournament, I'd never even met that pompous prat. I don't know how much he knew about what he was doing, but he's still complicit in causing turmoil to my family."

      Davida gave another small laugh; like she was enjoying the anger in my voice. "You may not have been raised in Camelot, but I see its views have ingrained themselves in you already."

      I gripped the edge of the chair to keep from launching myself across the room at her. Instead, I turned to look at the camera operator. "Turn it off."

      "We're not finished," Davida countered.

      "I'm the fucking Crown Princess. Turn it off."

      I flung out a hand and sparks flew from the camera as the record light died and the operator jumped back. I was on my feet and rounded on Davida. "You might think you're playing some clever game, but you're full of shit. You think I don't see what you're doing?"

      She batted her lashes at me, as if playing dumb. "I don't know what you mean."

      "You didn't want to get to know me. You wanted to talk me into a corner I couldn't get out of. You wanted to stoke the tensions between us and the Seelie."

      "I've interviewed a lot of royals in my time. None have been so rude."

      I let out a bitter laugh. "You want to report something on me? Here you go; I'm not one for frilly dresses and fancy manners. I'm a working-class girl who swears like a sailor. Now, this interview's over."

      I yanked the lapel microphone off my collar and tugged the cord until it came loose before tossing it on the chair and throwing the door wide open.

      "Well, I suppose it shouldn't surprise you that Uther's annual Winter Solstice Ball invitations went out, and you weren't on the list," Davida called.

      "Wouldn't have gone anyway." I whirled to face her. "Don't expect to ever get another interview from this family again."

      I stormed out of the room and wound my way towards the kitchens, hoping I'd find Gethin. He could make my irritation recede with a delicious meal. The room was bustling with activity, but my friend was nowhere to be seen. I caught the sleeve of one of the chefs as he was setting a large three-layer cake onto a stand for icing.

      "Sorry, you haven't seen Gethin have you?"

      He shook his head. "He hasn't been down this morning, Highness."

      "Damn. Thanks anyway."

      I made it halfway back to the corridor that would take me to throne room when I felt a presence behind me. I stopped walking, forcing every muscle to remain still as I waited for something to happen.

      "You really do not know how to not pick a fight, Morgan?" Emerys' voice came from the shadows behind me.

      Tension ebbed from my shoulders as I turned to face her. "Oh, you heard about that already?"

      She gave me a wry grin. "The Crown Princess storming out of an interview while shouting profanity is not something staff are bound to miss."

      "She completely set me up. She was supposed to not get all political and just pushed me into it."

      "Your mother will be dealing with her. But you shouldn't have risen to the bait."

      "What, did you want me to lie? Not to say that Nim deserves justice for being brutally murdered and that we all know Uther was behind it?'

      "We may know the circumstances, but at this point, it is your word against his. And he is a master of manipulation, if your thirty-year absence is anything to judge by."

      "So what, will it just not air?"

      "I can't say what your mother will do, but I assume not."

      "I tried, I really did, to be all proper and diplomatic. But I just couldn't. It's not me."

      "You should not have to change who you are to be the leader this kingdom needs. You were correct in saying that your experiences shaped you."

      "You heard that bit?"

      She nodded. "I may have been listening by the door." She reached up and touched the gold crown still pinned in my hair. "It does suit you, though."

      "I still feel like an imposter." I moved to lean against one of the stone walls, a sconce illuminating the space around me. "As much as I hate to admit it, that prick is better at all this royal stuff than me."

      "Enough wallowing. This isn't anything we cannot come back from. Chin up."

      Silence fell between us for a moment and the edges of my anger dulled more. "What's this Solstice Ball she was on about?"

      "Usually, Uther hosts one in the spring. But since the Unseelie court fell off the political stage, he swooped into take over the festivities."

      "How does an entire kingdom just fall off the political map?"

      "They have always been mercurial and keep to themselves. We received word that they were closing their borders, and we've respected that for many years now."

      "She acted like it was some big offense I wasn't invited. Like I would have gone anyway. I think we all know I couldn't have stopped myself from punching that twat in the throat."

      "Even when tensions have been high, that courtesy has always been extended. I have little doubt Uther is trying to show off his influence by barring Camelot’s court from attending."

      Before I could tell her that I wasn't offended by the exclusion, heat rippled from my chest across my shoulders and down into my belly. Air fled my lungs and if I hadn't already been leaning against the wall, I'd have fallen over. As it was, I pressed my left hand flat against the stone, praying I'd remain upright as I tried to process what was going on. The fabric of the dress Brigitte had picked out for me started to smolder and smoke. I reached beneath the collar to extract the compass. It burned against the pads of my fingers and yet I couldn't pull them away.

      Suddenly, the corridor vanished, and I saw flashes of a gleaming black archer's bow, ornate and elegant strung up on a pristine white wall. The air was sweet with the scent of something floral I couldn't name. It promised danger even as the bow called out to me. A black banner flashed before the images vanished and I found myself back in the corridor, Emerys at my side.

      "What happened? What did you see?"

      I managed to pry my fingers from the compass' metal covering and shook them out to dispel the residual pain. Phantom white hot spots still made my joints ache when I flexed my hand. "An archer's bow. It was all black and I don't know why, but it felt like it was somewhere dangerous. I couldn't see any real landmarks. Just a black bit of a banner."

      "It would seem another quest has laid itself out before you."

      Brilliant. Just what I wanted. Why did being a hero have to be filled with so many bloody quests?

      "Better assemble the troops then. Something tells me we don't have a lot of time to waste."
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redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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