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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      

      This is it! The final book in the series. It felt so bittersweet while I was writing it, but as I typed those last words, I have to say, I was so pleased with how everything turned out. I hope you are too!

      

      But of course, I couldn’t let my favorite mafia series go. Not quite yet.

      

      So I wrote a prequel. It’s called Destined for the Mob, and it takes place during Christmastime in 1989, when the colorful lights you draped over the front bushes were huge, constantly blew fuses, and burned your fingers. Hair was big, Keds were all the rage, and Prince was king (at least, according to one of the characters in the book).

      

      Destined for the Mob is about Marco Romano’s parents. And this is Marco’s book. If you haven’t yet read Destined for the Mob, now is the time.

      

      I suggest downloading and reading it before you start this one. All you have to do is click the link below. You’ll be invited to sign up for my newsletter and then you’ll be emailed a copy of the book. I hope you enjoy it (and this one)!

      

      Click HERE.

      

      Cheers!

      Tami
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            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

          Return to the Mob

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Marco Romano is a former Navy SEAL with a habit of saving people from the mob and then helping them to disappear.

      

        

      
        Until the mob catches up to him.

      

        

      
        Now he’s desperate to avenge his parents’ death, but more importantly, he needs to protect his baby sister.

      

        

      
        Because his estranged aunt wants to take his sister away from him—the only family she’s ever known.

      

        

      
        Marco will be damned if he’ll let that happen.

      

        

      
        He needs to win this custody battle, and the only way he can is if he looks respectable on paper. How can he do that?

      

        

      
        By finding a good girl and convincing her to marry him. Or at least pretending until the custody papers are signed.

      

        

      
        Now his problem isn’t taking care of his sister or even taking down the scum who killed his parents. No, now his biggest problem is convincing himself he’s not in love with the woman who agreed to be his fiancée.

      

      

      

      
        
        Despite her best intentions, Hillary Karney’s had one too many brushes with the mob. So what the hell is she doing back in Detroit, where it all started? And she’s hanging out with Marco Romano, no less, a man whose picture is probably in the dictionary under “caveman.” He wouldn’t know good manners if they slapped him in the face.

      

        

      
        And now he wants her to help him win custody of his sister?

        Of course she’s going to say yes; saving women from the mob is what she does. She’s built an entire career around it. But she’s not going to make it easy on him. She agrees—with a stipulation.

      

        

      
        She’s going to teach him how to be a gentleman. He’s going to have to develop manners, common courtesies… and when she’s done with him, some lucky girl is going to snag herself a hell of a catch.

      

        

      
        Too bad it won’t be her.

      

      

      

      
        
        Detroit Mafia series, in reading order:

        Destined for the Mob

        Paid by the Mob

        Trapped by the Mob

        Freed from the Mob

        Born into the Mob

        Controlled by the Mob

        Return to the Mob

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Marco Romano was tucked into a corner, holding up the wall, obscured by a potted palm and the cloak of grief draped over the room.

      Uncle Frankie stood at the door, greeting guests, doing the job Marco was supposed to do since he was next of kin and an adult. His little sister Julia was too young to be responsible for anything. Hell, if he had his way, she wouldn’t even be here.

      But Uncle Frankie had insisted. “She’s twelve. She knows what death is. And if she doesn’t say goodbye, she won’t have closure.”

      Closure. How did a twelve-year-old close the chapter on her fucking parents’ lives? They were too young to die. Julia was too young to not have parents.

      Marco was too young to take responsibility for his sister’s life.

      He wasn’t, though. He’d just turned thirty-three years old, for Christ’s sake.

      He stared over the heads of the crush of mourners at the two matching caskets at the front of the room and imagined that it weren’t his parents he was here to grieve but someone else’s. Anyone else’s.

      Which was shitty of him, but he couldn’t help it. His parents hadn’t been part of this turf war with the Armenians. They were “collateral damage.” It was an accident.

      So the Armenians insisted when Uncle Frankie and his crew had stormed over to their headquarters and demanded retribution.

      Something touched his hand, and Marco glanced down at his baby sister, with her glossy dark hair and pretty navy dress with the white piping. Her eyes were shiny and she held a crushed tissue in her left hand. She slid her right hand into his and squeezed.

      It felt like she was squeezing his heart.

      “Hey, Peanut.”

      That earned him an eye roll. Marco had gone to the ultrasound appointment with his parents after they’d learned Mom was pregnant, and when the technician pointed at the baby on the screen, Marco had exclaimed, “It looks like a peanut.”

      And poor Julia was saddled with a nickname, probably for life.

      “How are you holding up?” she asked, staring up at him with big, brown eyes. She was a younger version of their mother; he’d always vaguely realized that, but today it hit him like a blow to the gut.

      “Shouldn’t I be asking you that?”

      She shrugged, far too adult-like for her age. “Kids handle grief different than adults. We compartmentalize it so that we can function, because our brains aren’t able to process it. Someday I may have issues related to this, but that probably won’t happen until I’m in my twenties.”

      Marco stared at her. “How the hell do you know that?”

      “Google.”

      He swiped his free hand over his face. Julia was a voracious learner, had always asked a million questions practically from the moment she could talk. Their parents had replied, “I don’t know, let me Google it,” so often that Julia eventually began going straight to the computer for her answers.

      “Well, what’s Google say about me? How am I supposed to deal with all this?” he asked.

      “I don’t know, but I’ll check later, when I’m in front of the computer. Uncle Frankie says you aren’t doing very well though.”

      Uncle Frankie needed to stop treating Julia like an adult.

      Or maybe Marco needed to stop treating her like a child.

      “Well, I did just lose my parents unexpectedly.” And in a way in which they should not have died, but he didn’t add that. He doubted Uncle Frankie had explained the circumstances surrounding their deaths to Julia.

      Okay, he hoped not.

      She was even more shielded from that arm of the family than his parents had been. She’d been born after Gino Sarvilli died, after the Detroit mafia disbanded. Until three years ago, there had been nothing but minor skirmishes here and there, no real organization to speak of anymore.

      But then Nina Sarvilli, Gino’s only heir, returned to town after having disappeared seventeen years prior, and the shit hit the fan.

      And it just kept falling, like a flock of seagulls were perpetually flying overhead.

      Marco had been under the delusion that the war was over after Nina and his cousin Luca secretly spirited out of town and disappeared.

      Except Davit Grigoryan’s obsession, Shannon Williams, had disappeared at the same time. And when she surfaced a year later, Marco had helped her vanish again, hopefully for good this time.

      He needed to quit playing savior, because he knew damn well those actions were what got his parents killed.

      Fucking Davit.

      “Ouch.”

      Marco forced his grip on Julia’s hand to relax. “Sorry.”

      “Luca!” Julia tugged her hand free and bolted away. Marco watched as she rushed up to his cousin and flung herself into his arms.

      Holy shit, Luca had come back for the funeral. And he brought his new wife, Nina.

      And Nina’s adopted sister, Hillary Karney.

      Marco’s gaze immediately zoned in on Hillary. The redhead with the bright blue eyes and tall, slender body. The redhead who, like his sister, had a thirst for knowledge, as her multiple degrees attested to.

      The redhead who was one of the single most frustrating individuals he knew and yet starred rather frequently in his fantasies.

      He followed Julia at a much more sedate pace to greet the group. “Hey,” he said, hugging his cousin and, for the moment, ignoring the two women with him. “You came.”

      “Of course we did,” Luca said, and he squeezed Marco’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry, man.”

      “Me too, and considering the cause of their deaths, seems like a bad idea for you guys to even be in town. Especially you.” He nodded at Nina, who, he noted, had dyed her hair auburn. She and Hillary weren’t blood related, but with her hair like this, they could pass for biological sisters.

      “We drove instead of flew,” Nina said, and then she patted her red locks. “I think I did a pretty good job of not looking quite so…Sarvilli.”

      “Yeah, I never knew I had a thing for redheads,” Luca quipped, and then his tone turned serious. “No way I wouldn’t be here for you right now, Marco.”

      “And I refused to let him come alone,” Nina added.

      “What about you?” Marco asked, finally acknowledging Hillary.

      She cleared her throat. “I…had time on my hands.”

      Liar. She liked to tease her sister about her inability to lie well, but Hillary wasn’t much better at it.

      “We’re planning to take off as soon as the luncheon is over, unless you need us to stay,” Luca said.

      He wanted Hillary to stay, but his reasons had nothing to do with his parents’ death. Or maybe they did. Hanging out with her, verbally sparring with her, maybe even doing more with her would definitely take his mind off his grief, if only temporarily.

      But he shook his head. The sooner they got out of town, the better. Hillary wasn’t connected to any of the shit with the Armenians, and they wouldn’t know her from Adam, but it was definitely dangerous for Luca and Nina to be in Detroit, Nina’s new hair color be damned.

      Still, he was admittedly glad to see them for a few hours.

      “You look so pretty,” Julia said, gazing up at Hillary, who smiled and cupped her cheek.

      “Thank you, sweetie. How have you been?”

      Back in February, Nina and Luca had tied the knot at a small, exclusive resort in Mexico. Julia had been thrilled that she’d gotten to take a week off school so the whole family could be there. And while Hillary had done her damndest to avoid Marco all week, she’d somehow managed to bond with Julia, who had not understood why she could not keep in touch with the beautiful redhead after their vacation had come to an end.

      “I was fine,” Julia said, “until, you know…”

      Hillary pulled her into a hug and pressed her cheek to his sister’s hair. “I know. I’m so sorry.”

      Hey, Marco had lost his parents too. How come he didn’t warrant a squeeze like that?

      Hillary glanced up at him, offered him a watery smile.

      He’d rather have a hug.

      A sound caught his attention, and Marco glanced toward the entrance to the church. A man and a woman stood there, both familiar, although the woman was obviously wearing a wig. Well, it was obvious to Marco, since he knew who she was.

      It was his best friend from high school, Leo Beneventi, and his wife, Shannon. They’d escaped this life, had started a new one over the pond in England.

      He and Leo, using fake names, kept in touch through a secure website, so Marco knew they’d gotten married and that Shannon was pregnant, although it was still weird to see her in person, with a rounded belly instead of the svelte figure that had served her well back in the days when she’d been a stripper.

      Marco strode toward them, staring at Shannon’s baby bump, until he grabbed his friend around the neck and pulled him close. Leo embraced him, his hand twisting into Marco’s suitcoat.

      “I’m so sorry, man,” Leo whispered. “Shannon says this happened because of her. She’s been eaten up with guilt. She’s⁠—”

      Marco pushed him to arm’s length and cupped the back of his neck, stared into his eyes, and said, “This is only one person’s fault. And that person is not in this building. He’d probably fucking explode into a ball of fire if he stepped a single foot into a church.”

      He turned to Shannon and pointed at her abdomen. “You probably shouldn’t have even made this trip in your state.”

      She rolled her eyes and cupped her belly. “I’m only five months along, and I’ve had no issues so far.” She glanced at her husband out of the corner of her eye. “And we couldn’t not be here for you. Especially after all you’ve done for us.”

      He appreciated the sentiment, he was glad for the support, but having his cousin and closest friend here was nerve-racking. What if Davit figured out they were in town? Marco couldn’t handle any more death right now.

      “Who knows you’re here?” he demanded.

      Leo shook his head. “I didn’t even tell my parents.”

      That was good, since Leo’s younger brother used to hang with Davit. They’d had a falling out at the same time Marco had helped Leo and Shannon disappear, but Max had a habit of mingling with shady characters, so it wouldn’t surprise Marco in the least if he had forgiven Davit. And Davit was plenty asshole enough to pretend to be Max’s friend for no other reason than to keep tabs on his family.

      “Someone else now knows,” Shannon murmured, and Marco glanced over his shoulder to check out what she was looking at.

      Luca, Nina, and Hillary were all heading their way.

      “This should be interesting,” Shannon said, patting her perfectly coifed wig.

      “Wow,” Nina said. She nodded at Shannon’s belly. “Congratulations. When are you due?”

      “End of January.”

      Three years ago, when Nina unexpectedly popped into town looking for closure, she’d ended up with a price on her head.

      Shannon had secretly helped her and Luca escape both the Italian and Armenian mobs. The problem was, Shannon had been managing Luca’s nightclub at the time but was really working for Davit, spying on Luca. Apparently, the fact that Davit had forced her to do it did not matter to Luca, judging by his narrow eyes and the rigid set of his jaw.

      Marco clapped his hand onto Luca’s shoulder. “Not here, man. Please.” He rarely said please, and it jarred Luca into relaxing his stance.

      Uncle Frankie stepped up and shook his head. “You people are all idiots.” Obviously, Nina and Shannon’s disguises hadn’t fooled him. “Although I’m sure Marco appreciates your support.”

      He embraced Luca and shook hands with the rest of them and then patted Marco’s shoulder. “Service is starting soon. We need to get ready to walk in.”

      Marco didn’t want to. This was the closure Frankie had been talking about. If Marco entered the chapel, he’d have no choice but to say goodbye to his parents.

      For the last time.

      A hand slid into his, and he glanced to his right. Julia looked up at him, tears dribbling freely down her cheeks.

      Another hand slid into his left one, and he turned, expecting Aunt Dee, Frankie’s wife. Thank God they’d taken Marco and Julia under their wings in the last few days. He’d be lost without their guidance right now.

      Except it wasn’t Aunt Dee holding his hand.

      It was Hillary.

      He stood there, staring at her, until she gave him a watery smile. And then she tugged on his arm and nodded at the sea of faces, all watching, waiting for him to start the processional into the chapel.

      He focused on her, ignored the rest of them, and allowed her to propel him forward.

      To say goodbye.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      The funeral luncheon was held at the Italian restaurant Marco’s parents owned. It was also where they’d met. The deed had been signed over to them by his mom’s parents shortly before Marco was born.

      Marco’s parents had never been directly involved with mob business, but his mother was related, and therefore protected, through her older brother, Frankie.

      Which meant today, for this funeral luncheon, the place was crawling with mafioso types, and Marco had no doubt every one of them was packing underneath their impeccable Italian suits.

      The Armenians would be raging idiots to make a strike here today. Yeah, they claimed Marco’s parents’ deaths were an accident and it wouldn’t happen again, but no one actually believed them.

      Although Marco kind of wished they would strike right now, because he was itching for a fight. He’d not gotten involved in mafia dealings until three years ago, when his cousin Luca had asked him to help rescue Nina from the Armenians who had kidnapped her, but he couldn’t deny the adrenaline rush he’d felt in the moment.

      He’d never considered joining that life; instead, after graduating high school, he’d enlisted. Became a Navy SEAL.

      And experienced shit that would make these mafia goons lose their collective lunches.

      “Here.” Aunt Dee pushed a plate into his hand. It was loaded with the usual funeral fair: mostaccioli, baked chicken legs, a couple celery ribs, and of course, Jell-O.

      He placed it on the bar and lifted a lowball glass to his lips. Jamison, on the rocks. His preferred after-funeral meal. Actually, it had become his preferred meal period since he got the call about his parents’ death.

      “Eat,” she commanded, pointing at the plate.

      Marco sighed, grabbed a chicken leg, and tore off a chunk of tender, dark meat. It was easier than arguing with his aunt.

      A memory from three years ago popped into his head. Hillary had shown up in the middle of a shitshow, and Marco had the pleasure of babysitting her, keeping her safe from the Armenians and Italians alike. He and Hillary had bickered like children.

      It had been the most exhilarating sensation. He’d actually enjoyed getting her riled up, pushing her buttons.

      It wasn’t the same to push Aunt Dee’s buttons, and besides, she was grieving too, and he didn’t want to be the reason anyone felt any worse than they already did. Not today.

      Aunt Dee waved at the bartender, asked for a glass of Chianti. After the young man served her and then stepped away, she took a sip. “I know you’ve had to make a lot of difficult decisions in a very short period of time, Marco, and I hate to add to your burden, but there’s still one more.”

      “There is?”

      She nodded, and her gaze moved to the left, toward the people standing and sitting in clusters in the restaurant, which had been closed to the public for this luncheon.

      “Custody of Julia,” Aunt Dee said.

      Marco immediately sought his sister out in the crowd. She sat at a table with Hillary and a few cousins from his mother’s side of the family. One of his cousins was holding a phone so that the rest could see the screen, and after a few seconds, peals of laughter rolled from the table.

      “I don’t consider it a burden to take care of my sister.” It would require a lifestyle change, certainly, but he was up for it. Anything to ensure her life wasn’t any more disrupted than it already was.

      “That’s not what I’m referring to.”

      Marco tore his gaze away from the redhead who was chatting animatedly with his sister. “Then what are you talking about?”

      Aunt Dee took another sip of her wine. “Your father’s sister. Your aunt Patricia.”

      There was no doubt a grimace on his face as he searched the area of the room farthest from the bar. And there sat Aunt Patricia with her mother, both in conservative black dresses, Marco’s grandmother adding a small hat and veil to the outfit. Proper mourning attire, she’d no doubt say if asked.

      Marco didn’t know his father’s side of the family well. He didn’t see them often at all. When his dad had fallen in love with his mother, knocked her up, and then married her, it had been a huge scandal. Not because they’d been so young—she was eighteen at the time, he, twenty-two—but because of his mother’s ties to the mafia.

      As a kid, he’d seen his aunt and grandmother at funerals, weddings, and high school graduation parties, and not much else. Since Mom and Dad and Aunt Patricia inevitably ended up screaming at each other at these events, it hadn’t been a hardship to disassociate with them.

      Earlier, when they were leaving the church, he’d overheard Aunt Patricia say, “This is what happens when you marry into that family.” He’d damn near turned around and punched the woman, but Hillary had been holding his hand, and she’d practically jerked his arm out of its socket as she pulled him away from the heartless woman.

      “What about her?” Marco asked, shifting his attention back to his favorite aunt and taking a swig of delicious, mind-numbing Irish whiskey.

      “She plans to fight for custody of Julia.”

      Marco choked on that last swallow. “What?”

      Aunt Dee nodded. “She believes you would be a poor influence, considering.”

      “Considering what?”

      Aunt Dee winced. “She believes you have issues associated with your time as a SEAL.”

      “She believes serving my country makes me a bad influence? Are you fucking serious?”

      “Not just that. It’s also⁠—”

      “Our family,” he said flatly.

      “Frankie spent time in prison because of his association with Gino Sarvilli. And even though this business with the Armenians is nothing official and there have been no arrests or even police investigations, she thinks she can convince the court that by living with you, Julia would be exposed to a dangerous lifestyle.”

      It was true, unfortunately. The Bianchi side of his family had ties to the Italian mafia dating back at least two generations. And given the way his parents died—even though the cops were claiming it was an accident, Marco knew damn well it was a message instead.

      Davit Grigoryan was not one to forgive and forget, and Marco had helped steal away what Davit considered his most prized possession.

      “I’ll protect her with my life,” Marco insisted. “Julia doesn’t even know them. It would kill her to go live with them. Especially because you know damn well they’d cut her off from all of us, her true family.”

      Dee nodded. “I know. I don’t want it to happen either. But it’s a very real possibility that you need to be aware of.”

      He dragged his hand over his face and cupped the back of his neck. “Is there anything I can do to prevent this battle? I don’t want to disrupt Julia’s life, not any more than it already is.”

      “You need to make yourself look as good as possible to the public eye. Stay on the straight and narrow. Don’t get involved in any of this shit Frankie is dealing with, with the Armenians. I know you want revenge, and I understand, but you need to distance yourself, at least until she’s officially in your custody.”

      Marco gnashed his teeth. Revenge was exactly what he was looking for. And he had every right to want it. To need it.

      “And it wouldn’t hurt to make yourself appear a little more…domestic.”

      “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      She sighed. “Your lifestyle, the late nights, the women, living on the edge like you do. That’s no way to raise a child.”

      “I’m not going to raise her like that.” Which his aunt knew, so why was she saying these things?

      “Marco, this isn’t my opinion, so don’t get frustrated with me. I’m trying to help you.”

      “How is this helping?”

      “I’m telling you what not to do. You’ve developed a bit of a reputation in the last couple years. Patricia will use that. She looks like a saint on paper, while you look like…”

      “Like someone who fights with the Armenian mob.”

      She pursed her lips and nodded. “Just play it safe for a while. Long enough to win custody. You know what would help?”

      “I can hardly wait to hear.”

      “If you were dating a good girl. Or better yet, got engaged. Someone who isn’t associated with Frankie’s crew. Do you have any friends who fit the bill? Someone who would be willing to pretend for a few months?”

      He stared at Aunt Dee. “Are you seriously suggesting I get into a fake relationship in order to win custody of my sister?”

      She didn’t blink, didn’t break eye contact. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      He dragged his hand over his face again. This was too much to take in. Too much to think about. To deal with.

      She touched his sleeve. “For Julia’s sake.”

      And then she excused herself and wandered over to the small group where Luca and Nina were standing, along with Luca’s siblings and mother.

      Instead of following, Marco ordered two more drinks and then made his way over to the table where Julia and Hillary were holding court. His younger cousin Jack sat next to Hillary, leaning in close, practically drooling into her cleavage.

      Marco placed the glass of wine in front of Hillary and grabbed the back of Jack’s chair, jerking it down. Jack rolled to the side, stumbling out of his seat. Marco promptly replaced him, smirking as the kid stood there, red-faced and sputtering, until he stomped off into the crowd.

      “Wow, rude much?” Hillary said.

      Marco shrugged and took a slug from his drink.

      “Hey, Marco, would you go get me a beer?” his twenty-year-old cousin Andrew asked.

      “Nope,” Marco said. He needed to be on the straight and narrow now. At least for a little while.

      One of his female cousins leaned over the table and whispered to the others, “There’s a cute boy at two o’clock, and I’m pretty sure he’s not related.”

      They all giggled and began whispering while tossing covert gazes over their shoulders, and beer-less Andrew wandered away looking glum.

      “Will we live at Mom and Dad’s house or your apartment?” Julia asked abruptly. There was a very real prospect she may not get to live in either place.

      “Where would you prefer to live?” he asked his baby sister.

      “I think I’d like to stay in Mom and Dad’s house. I don’t want to go to a new school, and you live in a different district.”

      What a smart kid. That was something Marco hadn’t even thought of. Not that he would have pulled her out of her school, but that would be a hell of a drive back and forth each day from where he currently lived.

      “Then Mom and Dad’s it is,” he said. “At least, for the time being. I mean, I have no idea how much they owe on it and how much life insurance there is. We may need to sell it eventually and downsize.” He was pretty sure his parents had invested wisely, had planned for their own inevitable deaths, but until he dug into their paperwork, he couldn’t make promises.

      “I hope not,” Julia said.

      “Me too, kid. Me too.”
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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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