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      Frankie braked to a stop in the parking lot at the bottom of the bike trail and shared a high five with the pair she’d joined up with at the top of the mountain. “Whoo! That was sweet.” She tugged her helmet off and ran her fingers over her blond braid, grinning with the adrenaline rush of a great ride.

      “Right? You kicked ass. That slalom bit toward the end is pretty gnarly, huh? You gotta watch that last bend…the one with the boulder on the outside.” Patrick and Heather were experienced and pretty hardcore on the trail. Frankie wasn’t sure if they were locals or just came up here a lot, but they were serious terrain riders and had shown her all the best places to trick or get some air along the way. They’d been good people to run into.

      “Totally.” She nodded, still breathing hard from the workout. “I’m glad you were in front of me, man. The only reason I didn’t bite it is because you almost did.”

      They all laughed. Frankie went for her water bottle and took a big swig, washing the dust from the last bit of trail out of her mouth.

      “Are you from around here?” Heather got off her bike and started stretching.

      “No. I’m a seasonal hire up at Marmot and Moose.” She was pretty stoked about it too.

      “The outfitters? Oh, dude. Awesome. Are you a guide? I didn’t know they were into biking.”

      “They are this year.” She gave Heather a wink. “They hired me to set up the program and run it as a trial thing for the summer.” And if it worked out, she’d find a way to be useful over the winter too. It paid well, better than anything she’d done before, and she loved biking. “We’ll see how it goes.”

      “Well, I hope it goes well.”

      “Thanks.” Frankie did too. The job had been hard to land—she’d had two interviews with Liz and Lupe and still hadn’t been officially hired until she’d made it out here and they’d met her in person. She got it, they were putting a lot of trust in her. Mountain biking was a new venture for the M&M this summer, and she knew they wanted to do it right.

      All she had to do now was not fuck it up. That wasn’t an option. She needed the job, sure, and it was a good one, but she hadn’t actually come all the way out here for the work.

      She’d come out here for Aspen.

      Aspen Young—her Penny.

      Named for the tree, not the town.

      Patrick opened the back of a black pickup and started loading their gear. Heather pulled out her phone. “Take my number in case you’re looking for someone to ride with. Riding alone up here’s not a great idea; you were smart to wait for someone to hook up with.”

      She knew. She’d made that mistake once; she wasn’t going to make it again. “Thank you. That would be awesome.” She handed Heather her phone and Heather put in her info. “Heather Booth. Got it.”

      “Booth for now. Patrick’s last name is Young. We got married a month ago, and I still haven’t decided yet if I’m taking his name or keeping my own. It’s making him crazy.”

      “Patrick Young?” Holy shit. It couldn’t be. She wasn’t ever that lucky. “And you all are local?”

      “Patrick has a house just outside of town. We love it. I’m a teacher and Patrick does ski patrol. He’s got family here too, so there’s even more reason to stay.”

      “Oh…very cool.”

      No fucking way.

      Patrick turned around, and suddenly Frankie could see the resemblance. She’d missed it when he was wearing his helmet. Patrick and Penny had the same dark eyes, the same wide smile. He had to be the little brother she’d talked about.

      Whoa.

      “You got Heather’s number, right? Let’s do this again. We can hook you up with some other riders too.” Patrick stuck out his hand and she shook it.

      “Thanks. It was great to meet you both.”

      Say hi to your sister for me.

      Yeah, no. Not yet.

      Heather put her bike on the rack, and it looked like they were all packed up. “Good luck with M and M; they’re great people.”

      “Thank you. Fingers crossed.” Frankie got out of the way so Patrick could pull his truck out, and gave them a wave as they drove away.

      Okay, that was totally wild.

      Not only had she just had an awesome ride, but of all people, she’d actually run into Penny’s brother on the trail. For a second, she’d considered telling Patrick she knew Penny, but she didn’t want Penny to hear she was in town from anyone but her.

      She didn’t think it was going to go over so well.

      She walked her bike to her Forester and set it on the rack, then tossed all her gear onto the back seat. Waiting for her on the passenger seat was a Luna Bar and a bottle of water, and she opened both. She was hungry after that ride. Maybe she’d head into town to scope out some food. Or maybe she’d see if she could figure out where Penny had landed when she moved home again.

      But as soon as the Luna Bar hit her stomach, she realized there was no way she was going to make it into town today. She was still adjusting to the altitude, and it was hitting her hard after that ride. Burlington was a whopping two hundred feet above sea level. Mount Mansfield was as high as she’d ever been until now at forty-three hundred feet, and she’d only spent a few hours at a time up there. This was her second day in Summit Springs at nearly six thousand feet flat, and she was feeling it.

      Like, whoa.

      She’d taken ibuprofen this morning but her headache was returning fast, and this time she was feeling pretty nauseated too. She’d obviously pushed too hard too soon. What she needed now was more water and some rest, or she was going to regret that ride.

      She wanted to explore, but that was just not happening. Maybe tomorrow. For now, it was back to the bunkhouse for a nap.
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      One of the best things about summer in Summit Springs was the sunset. Aspen loved that the days were finally getting longer and she could sit on the back deck with a glass of wine after dinner and watch the sun disappear behind the mountains in an explosion of orange and pink, or red and purple, whatever colors Mother Nature had on her mind.

      That was her plan for tonight, after her wilted spinach and steak salad, which she was already salivating over as she locked up her art gallery for the day.

      The other great thing about summer was the tourists. Sales were usually good in the winter, when skiing and snowboarding were big up at Pines Peak. In the summer when everything outdoors was possible, they were typically even better. But spring was unpredictable. In the spring the snow was melting, and the weather wasn’t warm enough yet for most people to spend a lot of time outdoors, but it often wasn’t cold enough to make snow either. The hiking and biking trails were still too muddy to use safely. Spring didn’t draw the visitors the way summer was about to. And tourists meant sales. This spring had been a tough one for her co-op of artists, and last month she’d barely gotten the business bills paid.

      And the rent on the shop and the studio space was late for June.

      Hers wasn’t the only business feeling it. She understood now why some people had been so upset when the resort’s expansion plans had been in the works. She’d arrived home to Summit Springs just in time to cast her vote on a local resolution that was meant to limit the new program. It had failed by quite a margin. It was a double-edged sword: The new programs created many more year-round jobs, but the resort’s new all-inclusive winter skiing packages kept people on the resort grounds for everything—including their meals and their shopping.

      Still, she had high hopes for summer. Soon, she told herself. Soon they’d all be making some money again. She’d be staffing the gallery in the evenings to accommodate downtown shoppers, diners, and ice cream buyers. They just needed to make it through the month.

      Tonight, though, she planned to enjoy her salad and watch the sun set.

      Her brother’s car was there when she pulled into the driveway, and she sighed. She loved Patrick, and his girlfrie—wife was very sweet, but that didn’t stop her from wishing she had the house to herself sometimes. Sharing the big house they’d grown up in was the price she had to pay for their amazing view, the relative privacy, and the complete lack of mortgage. It was more than worth it, and neither she nor Patrick could even think of selling.

      Besides, it was big enough that they could more or less live at opposite ends of the house, and just share the big fireplace in the living room and the kitchen, and since she did most of the cooking, there was hope for a quiet kitchen tonight at least.

      She went inside and hung up her jacket—another thing she loved was that summertime didn’t always mean warmth at night—dropped her keys in the bowl by the door, then went nosing around to see what was what and who was where.

      She didn’t find anyone, and the kitchen was quiet.

      Maybe the newlyweds were napping.

      And that was all she needed to suppose about that.

      Ew.

      She shook her head at herself and went to change, trading her skirt and boots for sweats and flip-flops, and tugged on a hoodie. On her way back to the kitchen she stopped by the little bar in the den and poured herself a glass of wine, then took her glass and the rest of the bottle with her.

      She was spoiled living here, she knew that, and she did her best to appreciate it.

      Aspen pulled the steak she’d been marinating all day from the fridge, took it out to the gas grill, and threw it on. It was a big one, big enough for all of them. Deep down she knew the scent of sizzling beef would bring her brother running, so she wasn’t shocked at all when he showed up.

      “What’s for dinner?”

      She looked at the steak, then at him. “Really?”

      “I mean what else is for dinner?” Patrick rubbed his neck sheepishly. He was too adorable to be mad at.

      “I’m making a spinach salad with steak. There’s enough here for you and Heather if you’re hungry.” She snorted. “And I know you’re hungry.”

      “I’m always hungry.”

      She noted Patrick’s sleepy look. His wavy hair was mussed on top, dark curls going every which way. “Is Heather still in bed?”

      “Yeah, we⁠—”

      She raised a hand to stop him. “Nope. That’s enough information, thank you.”

      “I was going to say, sister, that we spent the morning rocking a trail up on the mountain.”

      “So one trail ride wipes you out, now, little brother?” She laughed. “Please.”

      “No…” Patrick grinned smugly. “There’s more to the story, but you said you didn’t want to know.”

      “Exactly right.” Aspen sipped her wine.

      “Did you have a good day?”

      “I did. The gallery wasn’t busy, but a couple of people were buying. I sold two pottery pieces to a woman who was out here with her husband from Denver for the weekend.”

      “Yours?”

      “A vase of mine, and one of Minnie’s leaf platters.” The woman had bought the platter as a gift but the vase for herself, which made Aspen happy.

      She poked at the steak, deciding it needed another minute before she turned it over, and waited for Patrick to chime in.

      “I like it rare, but Heather likes hers medium.”

      So predictable.

      If there was cooking happening in the house, she was the one doing it. She knew how everyone liked everything, just like Mom used to. “I know. Medium-well.” She usually pulled the steak off and carved it, then put a small end chunk in cast iron on the stovetop to cook Heather’s the rest of the way. Personally, she thought well-done beef was a crime, but she kept that to herself. “Do you want salads?”

      “Would you please make us some potatoes?”

      One thing she had to say for her brother: He might be an opportunist, but he was always polite. Look at that, Mom. You raised him right. “I can throw a couple of potatoes in for you, sure. You want some spinach too?”

      “That would be great.” Patrick pointed to her wine. “I’m going to get a beer.”

      “Sounds good.” I’ll let you know when dinner is ready, she thought, as she watched him go. She flipped the steak, smiling at the loud sizzle and the perfect grill marks on the first side. While that was finishing up, she went back in to put the russets in the microwave. She added one in for herself too; she could do something with it for lunch tomorrow.

      At the perfect temperature for medium rare, Aspen pulled the steak off the grill and put it on a large cutting board with a well for the juices. She could hear her father’s voice as she set the steak out to rest on the kitchen counter, reminding her that the juices needed to redistribute before she sliced into it. That was another thing she loved about Summit Springs in the summer—remembering all the time she’d spent with Dad when school was out.

      Patrick was always telling her to quit living in the past, but she wasn’t. They were good memories, fond ones, and she liked living among them. Did she need to get out more? Probably. But she was happy with things as they were.

      She gently wilted the spinach and cooked up one end of the steak for Heather. “Dinner!” she shouted and heard Patrick’s bedroom door open a second later.

      “He’s coming. He grabbed a beer and jumped in the shower.”

      Heather always looked good. She was blessed with that naturally messy thing, with super curly hair that did mostly what it wanted to, and a body that wore clothing easily. She had a great smile too, and was really sweet…Aspen absolutely understood what Patrick saw in her. She tried not to be jealous that he was so happy.

      “I prefer him clean.” She winked at Heather.

      “Me too. Thanks for making dinner.”

      Aspen shrugged. “It’s no problem, I was grilling anyway.” She appreciated the thank-you, though.

      “Did Patrick tell you we had a great ride today?”

      “He mentioned you’d been out.”

      “It was a perfect day. Wide-open blue sky, lots of sun, and the trail was pretty dry. Good stuff.”

      Aspen hadn’t ridden since high school, so she didn’t really know good from bad, except that dry was always better than muddy. “Cool.” She resisted the urge to ask if either of them had a job for the summer. Patrick was a ski instructor in the winter months and usually picked up maintenance work on the mountain in the summertime. Heather was an elementary school teacher and had the summer off, but she had no idea if Heather usually found work in those free months or not.

      “Patrick said there were potatoes?”

      “They’re just finishing in the microwave. I know, they’re better in the oven, but they take an hour, and Patrick just asked me twenty minutes ago.”

      “Oh, that’s fine. No worries.” Heather grabbed plates and Aspen made her spinach salad. Heather took the potatoes out when they were ready. Patrick showed up eventually, barefoot and wearing only a pair of sweat pants.

      “Go put a shirt on,” she and Heather said at the same time.

      Heather even pointed toward the bedroom for emphasis.

      “Wow. Damn. Okay, ladies.” Patrick laughed, then turned right around and went back down the hall.

      Aspen nodded approvingly. “I do like you, Heather. Our parents would have too.”

      Heather’s face lit up. “You think so? I wish I’d met them.”

      Dad had been gone since her senior year of high school, but Heather had just missed meeting Mom. She and Patrick met right after Mom’s funeral. “Wander the house a little and pay attention. You’ll get to know them.” Bits of her parents were everywhere.

      “Aw. I love that. I will.”

      “One shirt.” Patrick breezed back in and kissed Heather’s cheek. “Smells good.”

      Heather pointed to Aspen. “Don’t look at me, I’m just eating.”

      “Thanks for dinner, sis.”

      “Mhm. How about you buy groceries this weekend? The list is on the fridge.” Was that subtle enough?

      Patrick was suddenly very interested in his steak. “Yeah. Let me check the old bank account.”

      “I can do it,” Heather offered. “We can, I mean. No problem.”

      She glanced between them and nodded. “Thanks.” Heather might be sorry if she let Patrick get away with that all summer. Then again, Heather was now living rent-free, so maybe it wasn’t such a hardship for her after all.

      “See? We’ll shop. You need to get out and have some fun, Aspen.”

      It was a good thing she loved the asshole. “Yeah? And you need to start paying some of the bills around here, Patrick.” Her brother pitched in when work was steady for him and a lot less when he was between seasonal jobs. She’d been covering most of the bills since she’d moved home again, which was one thing when it was just the two of them, but with Heather moving in, they needed to make a new arrangement.

      Patrick opened his mouth, but Heather’s hand landed on his shoulder and he shut it quickly.

      “Maybe you and I can sit down and talk about the bills, now that I’m living here, you know? Work out a plan?”

      Oh-ho. So that’s how it is, hm? She wanted to laugh. Was her brother a kept man now? “Sounds great. Coffee on the deck this weekend?”

      “Perfect.”

      “You married a good one, Patrick. I hope you treat her well.” That was a joke, of course. He treated Heather very well as far as she could see.

      “I did, right? And I treat her great.”

      Heather shot him a grin. “Oh, you think so, do you?”

      God, they were perfect for each other. Aspen had been ready to have it out with her brother before Heather moved in a couple of weeks ago, and now he was mostly out of her hair, and someone else was going grocery shopping.

      That was great, right? But why did that also make her feel so…lonely?

      She’d been alone for a while without feeling lonely. It was probably just the newlywed thing and how stupid happy they seemed. She just needed to get used to it.

      “I’m going to go sit on the deck and eat dinner. You’re welcome to join me, I just⁠—”

      “Want to watch the sun go down. Like every night.”

      “Yes. So? If you roll your eyes any harder, Patrick, you’re going to hurt yourself.”

      “Enjoy, Aspen. I’ll keep Grumpy off the deck.”

      Patrick snorted. “Grumpy?”

      Aspen picked up her wine and her plate and went outside, a big breath of mountain air making her feel better. She sat at the table and dug into her salad.

      She couldn’t feel that lonely out here, right? Not with the mountains and the birds and Mother Nature for company.
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      “Coffee’s ready!”

      Frankie groaned and sat up, squinting as a beam of bright sunlight caught her in the eyes. M&M had nice bunkhouses, a big draw for someone like her who didn’t have anywhere else to stay, but maybe she should have chosen a bottom bunk. It would have been easier to hide from the daylight down there. The call for coffee woke her up, but whoever it was in the kitchen was singing an overly enthusiastic version of “You Are My Sunshine” that made her want to hide under her pillow again.

      “Is that Milo?”

      “That is totally Milo.”

      “Please tell me he doesn’t do that every⁠—”

      “Yep.” She heard laughter from the bunk below. “Every morning. Unless it’s not sunny.” Alex stood, pulling on a hoodie.

      “Yeah, then it’s ‘Singin’ in the Rain.’ ” Lucy grinned at her from her top bunk across the room. “But hey, the woodstove is always stoked and the coffee’s on.”

      Frankie grinned back at Lucy. “Okay, you sold me.”

      “Could be worse. Last summer we had Toby.”

      “Oh, God. Toby.”

      Frankie climbed out of bed and found slippers and a hoodie of her own. Colorado was even colder than Vermont first thing in the morning. “Toby?”

      It was still early in the season, but this bunkhouse was full. A couple of people were in the one next door too, and she’d been told they would all be filling up very soon.

      “Toby would wake everyone up to random music on his phone. Bad music.”

      “Opera.”

      “Broadway musicals.”

      “Nickelback.” Lucy and Alex cracked up.

      “Hey, now. I like Nickelback.” Milo had four mugs out on a wobbly table and was filling them each with coffee.

      “Me too.” She gave Milo a wink.

      “Miley Cyrus.” Alex reached for a mug.

      She cracked up as she shuffled to the little fridge for cream. “Oh. Okay. He’s so fired.”

      “Fired.”

      “Canceled.”

      “Sugar?” Milo set a bowl down and Lucy dug into it with a spoon.

      “So, what’s the plan today?” Frankie asked, putting cream in her coffee and pulling up a chair.

      “I’ve got a hike at eight.” Alex scrubbed a hand through their curly hair, trying to tame it. “Kids, I think, high schoolers.”

      She nodded. “That sounds like fun.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” Lucy said at the same time, making Alex shake their head.

      “Yep. You both have it about right.”

      “I have to saddle up four horses for Liz this morning.”

      “Is she taking a group out?”

      “I’m not sure if she is or if Rhianna’s on this morning, but Liz booked it.”

      “I like her,” Frankie chimed in, not sure why that seemed important to her sleepy morning brain.

      “She’s awesome. Lupe too. You have any issues, Lupe is like…I don’t know. Mama bear. She’ll fix it.”

      “Yeah? Good to know. Thanks.” She was going to like this place.

      She already liked this place.

      “You don’t start today, do you?” Milo asked, pouring himself more coffee.

      “No, I’m here a week early to ride the trails and learn my way around.” She wanted to get into town today to meet the folks they were leasing the bikes and equipment from.

      “I’m signing up. I love to ride.”

      “Yeah? I was thinking about taking a group of us up, letting you all play guests and help me figure out where problems might happen.”

      “I’m in.” Everyone said at once, and she grinned wide.

      “You all are the best.”

      “Okay. Let’s hop to it, y’all.” Milo made a shooing motion.

      “How are you so perky in the morning?”

      “How are you not?” Milo winked at her and finished his refrain from earlier.

      Milo’s energy and Lucy’s humor were kind of contagious. So was Alex’s get-it-done attitude. These were great people, and she could only assume there were more great people coming.

      They dressed and talked and scrambled eggs for breakfast wraps for the road, and by seven o’clock, they were all going their separate ways. It was a gorgeous morning, the sun was out, the sky was wide open and deep blue, and Frankie felt…good. Finally. She didn’t have anywhere to be this early; she’d planned to check out a flat trail after lunch instead of a downhill route today, taking it easy after yesterday’s ride. She’d been so excited to get out there, it had been one of the best days ever, but she’d crashed afterward, napping into the evening. Even then she’d still woken up with a slight headache. The altitude adjustment thing was tougher than she’d expected, and she’d really overdone it.

      This morning, though, she was feeling like Frankie again. So today she’d drink another ton of water and go easy on herself; tomorrow she could get back at it.

      She wandered out to her car as she ate her breakfast, nodding to some staff members she didn’t know yet and by the time she slid into the driver’s seat, she had the beginnings of a plan for her day.

      Scratchin’ Gravel Bike Rental and Repair opened early as she’d hoped it would, and Isley Forrester, the owner, was there and ready to talk. The shop was pretty busy, even at that hour, with people getting geared up for a day on the trails. She wandered along the row of bikes against the front wall, one after another lined up on the floor, and even more hanging above on racks. On the other side of a wide aisle, she found a wall of helmets and other accessories. Lights and reflective vests, kickstands and gear racks. Water bottles. Maps. Snacks.

      She loved a bike shop. She knew her way around all of this gear and no matter what shop she was in, they always felt like home.

      She spent a good hour talking with Isley about how the leasing contract with M&M worked. They went over what the procedure would be for getting the bikes, maintaining them, borrowing and returning equipment. The shop’s parking lot out back was right next to the river and the trail that ran along it. It was a great location, especially for the low-key trail rides, and a better jumping-off point for some of the rides than starting up at the M&M, so Frankie arranged to meet her clients in the gravel lot right next door. Isley and their staff would be there to help outfit everyone with at least a bike and a helmet, and sometimes more serious gear like chest armor depending on the kind of ride. If needed, M&M had a big van and a utility trailer Frankie could use to transport everyone to the base of whatever trail they were going to ride that day.

      “This was the easy part, believe it or not,” Isley said as they stepped out into the parking lot. “People-wrangling is the tougher part of the job.”

      “Yeah, I bet. Does the shop do excursions too?”

      “Not anymore. That was the point of the partnership with M and M. I have the equipment, but I don’t have anywhere for guides to stay, and insurance is expensive. Liz and Lupe have that in place already, you know? When I approached them about it, they jumped right in. This is what they do.”

      “Well, I’m excited to be working with you.” Her outings began in just under a week, when the trails would be a bit drier.

      Isley offered a hand and she shook it. “Great to meet you. Come by on Thursday, and we’ll check out the bikes and go over the reservations for next week. Our weekends are busy.”

      “Thanks. Sounds like a plan.”

      She took one last look around the shop just because, but there was nothing she needed, so she headed back out into the brilliant morning sun with coffee on her mind.

      As Frankie sat in the front seat of her car, she realized she actually had no idea where to get coffee. She didn’t know anything about this town yet. She could go in and ask Isley, but she liked exploring, so she decided to just head into town and see what she could find.
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Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
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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