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        A Bride-to-Be. A Killer on the Loose. A Deadly Connection.

      

        

      
        When Maddie’s old friend—the one who landed her first baking job—arrives in town, she’s not just bringing wedding plans… she’s bringing trouble.

      

        

      
        Even Big Red, Maddie’s oversized, overprotective Maine Coon, senses something is off. And he’s rarely wrong.

      

        

      
        As vengeance, secrets, and danger swirl around Maple Falls, Maddie must rely on every skill her mystery-loving grandad taught her to keep her loved ones safe. But this time, the stakes are higher than ever—and the enemy more ruthless than she’s ever faced.

      

        

      
        And if she doesn’t stop the killer in time, will Ethan—her ever-skeptical fiancé—once again decide that Maddie is hardly marriage material?

      

        

      
        The Maple Lane Mysteries serve up small-town charm, amateur sleuthing, and a cat-loving baker who always finds herself in the middle of a mystery!

      

        

      
        [image: books] Perfect for fans of cozy culinary mysteries, sassy sleuths, and page-turning whodunits!

      

        

      
        The Maple Lane Cozy Mysteries

        Sugar and Sliced - Maple Lane Prequel

        Apple Pie and Arsenic

        Bagels and Blackmail

        Cookies and Chaos

        Doughnuts and Disaster

        Eclairs and Extortion

        Fudge and Frenemies

        Gingerbread and Gunshots

        Honey Cake and Homicide - out now!

      

        

      
        Join my mailing list and pick up a free recipe book!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Maple Falls and Christmas, what could be better?

      Surrounded by family and friends, Maddie Flynn and her faithful Maine coon were going to have the best Christmas since she moved back home due to the imminent arrival of a special guest.  One who had never been to Maple Falls.

      Maddie pulled a tray of golden gingerbread men from the industrial oven and laid it on the counter with a happy sigh. Camille Fournier had taken Maddie under her wing in New York two years ago after the desk job in finance Maddie trained for killed all the creativity she’d found when baking with her Gran. As luck would have it, Camille’s family owned a bakery in Manhattan and the former client encouraged her to apply for a job there.

      Now, here she was running her own bakery and loving every minute. There were few things she missed about living in a big city, but Camille was front and center in her fond memories of the time spent there, and her friend’s family came a close second.

      In Maddie’s world, food played an important part in any welcome, and gingerbread seemed doubly appropriate since it was Camille’s favorite Christmas treat and they had shared the fun of decorating them on numerous occasions.

      “The smell in here is like heaven on a plate,” Luke Chisholm, her young intern, groaned.

      Maddie laughed. “I love that sentiment, and you get the first taste.”

      Laura, the other intern who was nearly thirty, rolled her eyes as Luke snatched a hot gingerbread man from the tray and juggled it between his hands before biting off the head. “Can’t you wait until they’re decorated?”

      “Why waste time when it’s so good without all the fuss?”

      “I swear you would eat dirt,” Laura teased. “And how is it you eat everything we bake and don’t put on so much as an ounce?”

      “It’s a gift,” he mumbled after stuffing his mouth with most of the body. “If only you two didn’t bake so well it wouldn’t be a problem.”

      Laura threw a cloth at him, which he caught one-handed. “It’s not like you don’t bake just as well.”

      When they first came to work for her, both interns had been incredibly shy and uncertain of being capable of the job, and it made Maddie’s heart swell to see them having fun this way. Not long ago, their newfound self-confidence and rapport were given a chance to flourish further when Maddie left them to manage the bakery while she was visiting her mom in England accompanied by her gran. It was a great feeling to know she had not only willing and capable workers but also people she counted as friends.

      “Can you keep an eye on the next batch of gingerbread while I head upstairs? I want to make sure the apartment is ready for my guest.”

      Laura raised an eyebrow. “You’ve done that a hundred times already. It looks perfect, and from what you’ve said about apartments in Manhattan, Camille will love the place because it’s so much bigger.”

      Maddie flushed, accepting that her OCD was a little out of control right now. “You’re right, and I don’t know why it matters so much.”

      “Yes, you do,” Laura said gently. “You want her to be impressed with how much you’ve accomplished in a short time and to see the bakery and your home through your eyes.”

      “I guess that’s true.” Maddie grinned. “Plus, it’s a big deal to me that I can finally repay her kindness in helping to make my dream come true by getting me a job when she hardly knew me.”

      “Just like you did for me and Laura,” Luke reminded her. “What time is she arriving?”

      “Around lunch. She refused my offer to pick her up from the airport in Destiny, so I sent Bernie to make sure she wasn’t charged a fortune.”

      “Then she’s in good hands.” He chuckled. “By the time she gets here, our only cab driver will give her the town history and the big picture on all the different characters inhabiting Maple Falls.”

      They all laughed at that. Bernie was sweet but undeniably a gossip. Although, to be fair, he wasn’t the only one of those around.

      “By the way….” Luke proved her point as he stacked baguettes into a basket. “Did you hear about the resort? It was vandalized last night.”

      “No!” Maddie turned on the bottom step up to the apartment, startling Big Red who had been laying there most of the morning as if he knew something important was about to happen. The large Maine coon scrambled out of her way and sent her a dirty look. She gave his head an absent-minded scratch. “How did you find out about that?”

      “Jed Clayton was in the lane walking Missy when I was putting out the trash,” Luke explained. “He heard it from the mailman who goes out that way first thing. The sheriff was apparently still on the scene when he got there.”

      The bell on the bakery store door sounded and before she could ask for more details, Luke hurried out to serve the customer.

      “I wonder if it was teenagers again,” Laura mused. “According to Rob, there’s been a spate of vandalism, and he thinks it’s because they’re bored and that the town needs to do more for them.”

      “The community center is a great place, and it’s underutilized right now. Did Rob offer any solutions for incorporating that or anything else he thought could help?”

      “He had a couple of ideas. We’re going to discuss them tonight while we walk the puppies.”

      Maddie didn’t miss the twinkle in her friend’s eyes. Laura and Deputy Robert Jacobs had become something of an item when he adopted two puppies that hadn’t been claimed after a spate of petnapping. While they made an adorable couple, it was a painfully slow process to watch. They were a perfect match, if only one of them would move the needle on the romance part of their relationship and stop insisting they were simply friends.

      “The two of you have such a lot in common, and you’re bound to come up with something good.”

      Laura flushed and bent over her work. There was no point in belaboring the relationship, and like bread dough sometimes you had to let things happen in their own sweet time. Maddie went upstairs with Big Red hot on her heels. Looking out the windows in the open-plan living, dining, and kitchen area on one side was farmland that ran down to the end of the cul-de-sac and ended at Gran’s cottage, where Maddie had been born and raised. On the right and to the left, Maple Lane ran around the back of the four stores where the bakery sat at the end, and across the road on the corner was the local park.

      Across the room, the other outlook was over Main Street, where the sheriff’s department, doctor’s office, and community center were situated, and down past the stores was the library that bordered Gran’s land.

      Making her way down the short hall she checked that both bedrooms were still pristine, and that the windows sparkled. A bunch of flowers from Gran sat on the dresser of the room Camille would use. Just then, a spark of light rebounded off the glass, and Maddie hurried to the window in time to see Bernie pull up in the drive where her small garage sat on her corner plot, a leftover from when this was all just farmland. The garage housed Maddie’s jeep, Honey, one of her greatest loves after Big Red, Gran, and her three best friends. Although after Gran and Big Red the order got muddled.

      “Camille’s here!” Maddie squealed like a child, and Big Red bolted down the stairs.

      She followed as fast as she dared and had the back door of the bakery kitchen open in time to see Bernie lead Camille through the walkway from the garage, which in warmer months would be covered in flowering wisteria. He placed a large suitcase on the path and moved out the way just as Camille squealed and launched herself up the back steps at—Big Red.
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      “Hello, beautiful boy. I’ve missed you so much. Have you been good?”

      Rubbing his head and neck around Camille’s face, Big Red meowed in such a way that it was easy to imagine he was answering her and confirming that he hadn’t done anything except be good since he’d last seen her.

      “I’m nearly as happy to see you, Camille.” Maddie laughed and hugged her friend as soon as she stood.

      Camille squeezed back somewhat harder. “Thank you for inviting me. I’m sorry it’s taken so long to get enough time off to make a trip worthwhile. A bakery is always so busy, but you know that.”

      “I do,” Maddie chuckled. “I’m busy enough here, but your family’s bakery is next level, and I bet the new location you recently opened with your dad is just as popular. Congratulations on making that dream come true by the way.”

      “Thanks, and the flowers you sent looked fantastic on opening day. I must admit that it feels good to finally have our own bakery, and you should know that you were instrumental in getting me into action.”

      “I’m glad. I bet your uncles were sorry to see you go.”

      “They were, but they’d been expecting it for so long and were incredibly supportive. We did a ton of research together, so it was almost like opening Fournier’s all over again with a more modern look.”

      “I can’t wait to see it. Now, come in and meet the team.”

      Bernie had been listening to the interchange with rapt attention, and now he slipped by them and took the bag to the top of the stairs. “Don’t mind me. I have another fare to collect from the airport this afternoon, so I better get a move on.”

      “Goodness!” Camille gasped. “Imagine that happening in Manhattan.”

      “Bernie is one of a kind,” Maddie admitted.

      “Thank you, Bernie.” Camille tried to give him a tip, but he grinned and slipped by her.

      “It’s been a pleasure. The company was wonderful and the day beautiful. Have a great time in Maple Falls, and I hope to see you around.” He left with a final wave at the door, weaving away from Big Red’s expected swipe at his ankle.

      The women snickered, used to the furry feline’s antics when he wasn’t getting enough attention.

      She turned toward her team, who were all waiting expectantly. “This is Laura McKenzie, Maple Lane Bakery’s first employee, if you don’t count Gran and me. And this is Luke Chisholm. Both have picked things up incredibly fast, and I can’t imagine not having them.”

      Luke held a tray of dirty dishes, which he placed near the dishwasher and wiped his hands down his apron. “Nice to finally meet you, Camille. Maddie’s been so excited and talked of nothing but your imminent arrival for days.”

      Laura put her hand out, but Camille didn’t take it. Instead, she pulled Laura close and kissed both cheeks, much to the redhead’s surprise. Then did the same to Luke.

      Camille chuckled at the wide eyes. “Sorry. I feel like I have known you for a long time. Maddie always mentions you in our phone calls.”

      “As long as it’s all good,” Luke teased.

      “I tell her how snarky you’re getting.” Maddie grinned. “You must be tired, Camille. Sit down at the table and I’ll make us a drink. Unless you’d rather wash up or have a rest first.”

      “I’m too excited seeing you and being on vacation for any of that resting nonsense. I would love a hot drink, but none of your tea.” Camille screwed up her nose. “Coffee, hot and strong, please.”

      Maddie laughed again, looking forward to spending the days ahead with her witty friend. Before she could do more than make the coffee, Gran burst through the back door.

      “Wow, news travels fast.” Maddie smirked.

      “I saw Bernie driving off and couldn’t see the point in waiting for you to call me,” Gran said a little breathlessly. “Hello, Camille. How are you dear?”

      Camille jumped up to kiss her. “Just fine, thank you, Mrs. Flynn.”

      “Now, now. You know to call me Gran after all this time.”

      “Of course—Gran. You look wonderful as usual.”

      With her pink cheeks and trim figure, Gran looked younger than her seventy years, and though she waved away the praise she looked pleased by it.

      “You are a charmer, just like your father and uncles. How are they?”

      The smile was still there, but it lost some of its brightness. Maddie wasn’t the only one to notice.

      Gran tutted. “What’s happened sweetheart, are they okay?”

      “It’s n-n-nothing.” Camille’s chin wobbled.

      Maddie pushed the coffee mug toward her. “You know we won’t let it rest at that.”

      “Luke, come and help me move the…thing. By the counter.” Laura nodded to the shop entrance.

      He blinked. “What thing?”

      She glared at him and jerked her head more forcefully.

      His eyes widened as the penny dropped. “Oh, yeah. That thing.”

      Camille smiled as they left. “They’re so nice, just like you said.”

      Gran took a seat beside Camille and placed a hand over hers while Maddie brought a teapot as well as cups and saucers to the table, and once they were settled they waited for their guest to begin.

      Camille took a few gulps of her coffee then leaned back in her chair. “The uncles have picked out a husband for me.”

      “What?!” they said simultaneously.

      Camille nodded. “That’s right. I’m getting married sometime soon.”

      “Can we assume by your face and tone that you don’t want to marry this boy?” Gran asked carefully.

      With a telling shrug, Camille chewed a fingernail. “I wouldn’t choose him for myself.”

      Maddie shrugged. “So you said no, right?”

      “I couldn’t.” Camille’s chin quivered again.

      “I don’t understand. Your uncles and father are devoted to you. Why would they push you into a marriage you don’t want and wouldn’t make you happy?”

      Camille twisted the mug left and right. “To be clear, they aren’t exactly forcing me.”

      “Then why are you doing it?” Gran asked.

      “Because the bakeries are in trouble.” She sighed. “I mean to say, my uncles are in trouble. With one of the crime families in New York. They’ve managed to successfully rise above all the dodgy dealings going on in the area we live and work in for years, but that all changed recently, and now they want to shut us down to teach the uncles a lesson. The only option is to marry into a part of the family and hope everything will be okay.”

      Gran huffed. “This is archaic at best and clearly illegal.”

      “Legality has nothing to do with it. The gang network is like being a Mason. Once you dip your toe in their world, it’s a done deal and only one thing can change that.” When Maddie and Gran simply stared at her, Camille shuddered. “Death,” she whispered.

      Maddie gasped. There was a criminal underbelly in most big cities, but she’d never thought of Camille and her family as having any ties to them. “You can’t be serious about all of this.”

      “I wish I wasn’t. I had no idea things had gotten bad until the bakery started losing orders and stock didn’t arrive. We were being cut off from being able to function, and it really hurt both businesses.”

      Gran shook her head. “This is terrible. What started the issue?”

      “Uncle Carlos got what he thought was a better price for some products we use. Only it turned out not to be flour.”

      Gran raised an eyebrow. “Drugs?”

      “That’s right. Uncle Carlos naturally reported it. The police couldn’t find the two men who made the delivery, but they knocked on a lot of doors of to find them and that upset the worst kind of people.”

      “He did the right thing, and if they couldn’t say whose drugs they were surely there shouldn’t be an issue,” Maddie protested.

      “Just to bring it to the police’s attention was a risk. You can stay under the radar and be relatively safe, but as soon as you peep over the top you’re in the line of fire. I guess you could say that I’m collateral damage.”

      “Oh, Camille.” Maddie was flummoxed. “I don’t know what to say and still don’t understand how you are involved.”

      “There isn’t much to say. The police went to the company that owned the truck and found that the men who drove it were new, and both had fake IDs. The owner of the company naturally wasn’t impressed, and he and Uncle Carlos agreed that they needed to show a united front to get the gang off their backs. It’s his son I’m supposed to marry.”

      “And your father knows this man well and thinks it’s a good thing?” Maddie asked incredulous that such a thing could happen to this family.

      “It didn’t come out of the blue. Uncle Carlos has been pushing me toward this man’s son for a while now. Anyway, my father’s made himself sick over it, and I don’t want him to get any worse, so I’ve agreed. This holiday is to get my head around it and then go home to accept my fate.”

      “That sounds so old-fashioned,” Gran said, voicing what Maddie was thinking. “At least tell me the man is nice.”

      “He seems like a good guy.” Camille looked away shyly. “He has political aspirations, but only because he wants to help the youth in the area. The crime rate is soaring, and he figures if the kids are occupied or see a better future for themselves they might take different paths in life.”

      “Wow, just this morning we were talking about the same thing in Maple Falls.” Maddie mused. “You said your father is making himself ill over it, but how is it affecting you being pressured into a marriage?”

      “If I’m honest, it hits me in waves. I thought I would marry for love, if I ever did, and two months isn’t much time to get my head around the idea.”

      Maddie sucked in a big breath. “That is so soon. Will you spend time together before that?”

      “I’d like to. Ricky has a great sense of humor, and I like the way he is with kids. I think you’d like him too, Maddie. He has a cat that would give Big Red a run for his money.” Camille gave a husky laugh. “But he’s a busy man and has to fit the wedding in around the family business and the election, so I don’t see how spending time together is possible.”

      Maddie hated her friend’s look of desolation, although she had seen a spark there, perhaps indicating that Camille wasn’t completely devoid of feelings for Ricky. “What kind of business is he in?”

      Camille’s eyes welled. “Do you mean is it crime related?”

      Maddie nodded apologetically.

      “No. At least I want to believe he’s above board. The uncles were told that Ricky isn’t connected, so says his father and other members of our community, but none of us are one hundred percent sure because some parts of the family certainly are.” She sat up straighter, wiping her eyes with the heels of her palms. “Family is family, and none more so than in Manhattan. Now that it’s out in the open, can we talk about something else? What shall we do while I’m here?”

      “We’ll make this the best holiday ever,” Maddie promised, accepting that putting on a brave face was the best Camille could do right now. “Suzy and Angel are coming to dinner at Gran’s tonight, and on Saturday we thought we’d go to the only bar in Maple Falls—if you feel up to it.”

      “A bar? Wow, that’s impressive considering you’re not a big drinker.”

      “That doesn’t mean we can’t have some fun,” Maddie insisted.

      “Frankly, it sounds like you need it, dear.” Gran said this pleasantly enough, but the lines across her forehead told a different story.

      Maddie would bet a batch of gingerbread that Gran was already trying to figure a way out of this for Camille. No one should be forced to marry, and to be married to someone you don’t know or love sounded like a horror story.

      Although, he did sound like a bit of a catch…and Camille had a dreamy look when she spoke of him.
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      Camille insisted on spending the rest of the day helping in the kitchen and looking through Maddie’s recipes to compare what she baked differently to the New York bakeries and get some fresh ideas. It was a fun afternoon, and with Gran off home to cook the meal cleaning up was a breeze with another pair of expert hands.

      Sometime after Laura and Luke left, they were upstairs in the apartment when loud voices and thumping on the stairs heralded Suzy Barnes and Angeline Broome. Maddie’s closest friends since school could warm the coldest of hearts with their determination and kindness and were forces to be reckoned with when necessary.

      “There you are, sweetie,” Angel said in her singsong southern accent as she gathered Camille into a hug. “Did you have a good flight?”

      “It’s so good to see you again, Angel. Any day is a good day for flying.”

      “And yet you’re friends with Maddie,” Angel scoffed.

      “Hey, we all have something we get anxious about.” Maddie’s comment came from habit rather than the need to pretend that flying wasn’t traumatic for her.

      “That is so true.” Angel shivered. “I do not like camping and things that go bump in the night.”

      “That’s not the same thing at all,” Suzie, the diminutive dark-haired school principal, scoffed.

      “Tell that to the bears.”

      Camille had by this time kissed both women. “It’s been so long since you came to Manhattan I’d forgotten how it is when you guys get together. I’m looking forward to the evening.”

      Angel pouted. “Maddie must love you more than us, because she’s usually too tired for midweek shenanigans.”

      “It’s Thursday.” Maddie reminded her. “And I don’t imagine we’ll get up to too much in Gran’s cottage.”

      “I guess we could save that for Saturday night.”

      Maddie grimaced and explained things to Camille. “It was Angel’s suggestion to go to the local bar and frighten the townsfolk.”

      “Don’t you mean to wow them with your skill on the dance floor?” Suzy smirked.

      Maddie sniffed at the sarcasm. “See what I have to put up with, Camille? Maybe I should move back to Manhattan.”

      “You wouldn’t dare. Big Red would never forgive you.”

      “Speaking of which, where is the big baby?” Angel looked around the room.

      “He’s gone to Gran’s with Laura. Apparently I wasn’t paying him enough attention. Come on, Gran will be wondering where we are.”

      “And I’m hungry.” Angel hurried down the stairs.

      “For a change.” Suzy snorted, which made the others laugh.

      It was a fact that Angel was always hungry and ate more than two people while maintaining a model-like figure—a fascinating and somewhat annoying trait she shared with Luke along with a similar sense of humor. In fact, if Maddie didn’t know for sure that Angel was born in the south she would swear the two were related.

      They walked arm and arm down the end of the street where Gran’s cottage sat proudly. Headlights behind them made Maddie turn. With only the back of the shops and library on one side and fields on the other, it meant that few cars came down here. The car did a U-turn and disappeared. “I guess they took the wrong road,” she muttered.

      Big Red lay draped over the back of Gran’s rocking chair on the veranda and barely moved when the women fussed over him, accepting this as his due as lord of all he surveyed.

      Laura opened the door and peered out. “I thought I heard voices. Gran’s ready to dish up, so you better get in here.” Since moving in with Gran roughly a year ago, Laura was a big help running the small farm as well as working at the bakery. It was a perfect situation, since they got along so well, and Gran now had company and wasn’t alone at night.

      Lights shone behind them again, and this time the car pulled up in front of Gran’s. The sheriff got out and tipped his hat as he made his way to the veranda.

      “Evening, ladies,” he drawled.

      “Evening, Sheriff,” Maddie said softly as he bent to lightly brush his lips to hers.

      “Well, hello. You must be Ethan,” Camille chuckled. “At least I hope so.”

      “Yes, ma’am, and you must be Camille, the woman who kept Maddie away from Maple Falls for all that time.”

      Camille’s eyebrows shot upward as she glanced uncertainly at Maddie. “I guess so. If that’s what she said.”

      Maddie pushed him away. “Stop teasing her until she knows you better.”

      Camille was no shrinking violet. “That’s okay. He probably knows I would have kept you longer if I could.”

      “No way. You can’t take the girl out of Maple Falls. Well, not permanently,” Angel told her.

      A little embarrassed by the exchange, Maddie stepped inside. “Did you change your mind before?”

      Ethan tilted his head. “What do mean?”

      “Didn’t you drive down here a minute ago then turn around and go back?”

      “Not me. Do you have another boyfriend I don’t know about?”

      “Ha! Who has the time?”

      He leaned down to whisper, “You better find time for this one real soon.”

      She snorted. Their relationship had escalated, and on her return from her trip to England a few months back they’d cemented it with promises for a future together. Absence had definitely made the heart grow fonder, and they were ready for the next step. In fact, Gran was on the verge of booking a church, and her friends were nearly as bad.

      Gran clapped her hands. “Less chatter for the minute, please. Take your seats before this food needs reheating.”

      They sat down to roast chicken and all the trimmings. With Ethan on one side, Camille on the other, and her best friends gathered, Maddie’s heart sang. She couldn’t be happier if she tried. And then she thought guiltily of Camille, who was laughing and joking as if everything was normal. Once she left Maple Falls, her friend’s life might never be this way again, and that was a terribly sad thing to contemplate.

      There had to be a way out of the marriage that wouldn’t bring about any repercussions.
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      Though they went to bed late, running a bakery didn’t make allowances for lack of sleep. Dough needed to be put to rise and pies and cakes needed baking if they were to have any product to sell.

      Maddie slipped out of bed as quietly as she could, only to find Camille downstairs making coffee. “I thought you’d take the opportunity to sleep in while you’re on vacation,” Maddie tutted.

      Camille poured two cups and took a clean apron from the pile. “I’ve been awake for a while. I guess my body clock can’t forget the four-hour time change. Anyway, I’m happy to give you a hand.”

      Maddie grinned. “I’m the same—unable to sleep in on my day off, which is so annoying. It will be great working alongside you again, but once we have the bulk done my staff will hold the fort so I can take the rest of the day and tomorrow off.”

      “You don’t have to do that. I can amuse myself.”

      Maddie blew a raspberry. “No way. You showed me around Manhattan, and I want to return the favor. We’re going to make this a holiday to remember. Would you like to take a drive to Destiny or even Portland?”

      Camille gave an apologetic shrug. “You know, I’d rather stay local. Show me the sights you love— that will be enough.”

      “Are you sure? It’s pretty tame around here.”

      “You forget, I live
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The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
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with others.
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redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
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DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
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copyright statement(s).
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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remain under this license does not apply to any document created
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TERMINATION
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