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      Explore the universe in this bundled galactic adventure where the crew of the Gypsy Moth explore strange new worlds and fall in love along the way.

      
        	First Mate’s Accidental Wife ~ It was supposed to be a simple mission. Rescue a woman. Collect a reward. Instead he ends up accidentally married.

        	The Cyborg’s Stowaway ~ There’s a problem on the Gypsy Moth. Craig 'Crank' Abrams has found a stowaway with the biggest damned eyes he’s ever seen—and a way of tugging at his broken heart.

        	The Captain’s Secret Daughter ~ Captain Kobrah Jameson thought himself rid of the woman who betrayed him until the day she comes back—and she's not alone.
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      “Try not to kill anyone.”

      Captain Jameson shot him a glare along with the order.

      “I’ll try and hold off on any murderous sprees, but I can’t promise,” First Mate Damon Faulkner declared with a grin as they tromped through the tubes connecting the Gypsy Moth to the starship they were rendezvousing with in the Lxa Galaxy. The fact that only a flexible tube kept them from the freezing ravages of space was something everyone tried not to dwell on. Accidents were rare. Intentional acts of sabotage, on the other hand…

      “We are not here to start a war with the Kanishqui.”

      “Says the man who is boarding their ship under false pretenses.”

      “Not entirely false. I do indeed have some business to discuss with the commander,” Captain Jameson said.

      “And while you’re discussing, I get to kidnap someone.” A woman. Not their usual fare. The captain preferred to deal in cargo that stayed in boxes and didn’t talk back.

      Living creatures tended to cause headaches. Those with speech capabilities usually complained or cried. As for the animals? They shit. All the time. And someone had to clean it.

      “The term you’re looking for is rescue,” the captain corrected. “And so long as we do it without causing any death, I should be able to convince the Kanishqui not to retaliate.”

      “You mean bribe?”

      “If I have to. I came prepared.”

      “What if I get caught?”

      “Then it was nice having you work for me.”

      As first mate, he was second only to the captain. But as second, he was considered expendable.

      “Not exactly reassuring.”

      “Then don’t screw up.”

      “Since when do we indulge in rescue missions?” Having served with the captain for ten EC years—as in Earth Calendar, the standardized unit of time amongst humans raised in the colonies or the space stations—Damon had never been called upon to save anyone. Thief, spy, assassin—yes—but hero? That was for those galactic cowboys in their shiny ships who got paid in promotions and too few credits for a living.

      The captain tossed him a quick glance. “I’m doing this as a favor for a friend.”

      “Pretty big fucking favor,” Damon muttered. “Does the commander we’re visiting suspect we’re coming to steal his prize?”

      “Better hope not or we’ll be disintegrated the moment we enter his ship. Now shut it. He’s probably listening.”

      Wouldn’t matter if he were. Damon and the captain had engaged their FOZ protocol—which stood for Friends Only Zone. When enabled, they could communicate with each other, but anyone not in the loop would only hear gibberish. No translator available on the market could yet crack the codes the FOZ protocol used—a special invention of their resident geek gal, Einstein. But even she admitted it was only a matter of time before someone developed something to infiltrate it, especially now that she’d sold the patent for a sum that had too many zeros attached. The woman could easily retire and live the life of leisure, so why did Einstein still work?

      Who the fuck knew. Who the fuck cared. The woman was a genius. If you stayed on Einstein’s good side. Get on her bad side—say by eating the last apple specially imported from the colonies—and you might get locked in your room with the computer refusing to answer and the food replicator spitting out a foul-smelling mush.

      “Remember, no communication once on board. Stick to the plan.” One last muttered instruction.

      “Aye, aye, Captain.”

      “Don’t fuck this up,” Jameson growled.

      “Who, me?”

      “Let’s not forget what happened in the Ashiesha system.”

      The captain would remind him of their banishment from there. As if it was Damon’s fault the wife of the emperor seduced him. She’d pretended to be a servant. He’d thought her dazzled by his looks. The emperor was overcome with jealous anger. Damon’s balls still tucked tight when they remembered how close he came to being emasculated.

      “If you ask me, the Ashiesha thing was a blessing. They were cheap bastards, always trying to stiff us on the fees.”

      “Hmmph.” Jameson took on a stony countenance as they approached the airlock after what seemed like an Earthen mile. Ships couldn’t dock too closely together. The galactic winds and tides could sometimes cause them to collide. It was why the tunnels had flexibility to them.

      The door to the other ship slid open at their approach, the matte black surface not reflecting anything. The Kanishqui possessed sleek ships, the exterior of them coated in some kind of shit—real excrement he might add—that provided a tough outer shell and protected the more fragile components from bits of galactic debris that could punch even through thick rock. It was why most crews used machines rather than suits for repairs when in deep space. One little piece of dust could kill.

      Immediately upon stepping on the other ship, the moist air hit Damon’s face, a wet towel slapping him with instant humidity. Within his uniform—black on black tunic over shirt tucked into pants—he thanked the fabric that wicked the sweat from his body and kept him cool. It did nothing for his lungs. At least he didn’t choke or drown. The air might prove thick and cloying, but it was breathable.

      Many of the species in space required an oxygen-based atmosphere. Those that didn’t? Usually at war with those that did. Eradicating intolerance on Earth didn’t mean humanity managed the same in space.

      But a wary truce did exist between the wars spanning galaxies, and currently most of humanity was on peaceful terms with the Kanishqui. Although that could change shortly.

      Entering the other ship meant being at the mercy of the Kanishqui. Good thing Damon boasted balls of tungsten. He managed a slightly bored expression and kept his hand off the holster of his gun. A gun he might not be allowed to keep, currently set to stun.

      No killing. I promised.

      Harder than it sounded, especially when they were met by the commander and a pair of guards. Knowing they were outnumbered—especially when it came to arms versus tentacles—his first instinct was to draw his weapon. The captain had insisted only the two of them meet with the Kanishqui commander. This was supposed to be a friendly, catching-up visit.

      It would probably end with someone getting hurt. By me.

      As the captains exchanged pleasantries, Damon peeked around. The interior of the Kanishqui ship held an ornate lavishness not seen on the Gypsy Moth—named after the rare insect Jameson had located in the clouds of Veynuz Nine and sold for a fortune. The Kanishqui vessel had a long title of The Bucket That Carries the Liquid Vomited Remains. The Kanishqui weren’t known for their elegant prose.

      But they could build nice ships. The exterior was slick and smooth, unlike their own vessel with its patched hull and thick seams.

      The interior walls of the alien ship were gilded in a copper-colored metal that absorbed shadows. Strange property, and something that had Damon checking to see if his shadow returned every time he got away from the stuff.

      The floor, a gray-green color, possessed a slimy surface that gripped the soles of his boots and removed the need for a gravity generator. The Kanishqui didn’t actually walk. They preferred to float in order to avoid having their tentacles rubbed raw—which an enthusiastic human inventor once tried to solve. He apparently approached the race with an idea of creating shoes for the appendages. Even shoved some sample versions onto some tentacles. It didn’t go well.

      The Kanishqui were a proud bunch who brought new meaning to the term ugly. Really fucking ugly. They reminded Damon of the ancient pictures of octopi on Earth. Giant, bulbous head/body and arms. Lots of them. Unlike their Earth counterparts, though, the Kanishqui had evolved enough to not only emerge from the oceans and form a space-faring society, but also to manipulate their biology enough they could mate with just about any race in the galaxy—so long as it was a water-based biology, like humans. It made for some freaky-looking kids.

      The alien speech held a particularly interesting gargle to it. As if they spoke through a mouthful of water. It could be as melodic as a babbling brook or as harsh as the slap of a wave on a rock.

      But Damon understood each ripple of liquid, each rolling wave. The translator embedded into his auditory channels—which was a polite way of saying jammed into his ear and fused to the drum—communicated directly with his brain so that he heard the actual speech. What his translator couldn’t do was make it interesting.

      He tuned in to find his captain and the ugly Kanishqui leader yapping about the usual boring stuff.

      “Looking mighty fit,” Jameson remarked. “Have you been working out?”

      Gargle, spit, swallow. *Lifting some weights. Eating my enemies.

      Funny how many species considered the ingestion of sentient races as a necessary thing for strength. Some still believed they absorbed the knowledge and power of the entity they ate. In the case of the K’ahmelons—a bipedal winged reptile race from the jungle planets in the Rinfrst Galaxy—they truly did.

      “I hear your last battle netted you a case of ice wine from the Ekiimo plains.” Jameson arched a brow and lifted a plain box with no markings on it, yet the giant green Kanishqui quivered in excitement. “I brought chocolate.”

      More valuable than gold, chocolate was a hot commodity in the galaxy. As was coconut in any form, maple syrup, and corn. It turned out Earth had been on the right course when they played with ethanol as a fuel source. It made Earth a rich planet once they got the refinery of it right—with a little alien help.

      Having all this natural wealth in one spot made Earth a target. Good thing they could afford the security to protect it. Nowadays, getting back to visit the first planet—because humans had long colonized dozens of others—proved almost impossible unless you had connections. It was a place that was split between manufacturing and a playground for the rich. Even the government didn’t have a place on that coveted world. The Earth’s government—known as the Gaia Federation—ruled from a massive space station built at the edge of the galaxy.

      Each species had its own government. Some species that had spread to multiple galaxies often had more than one government. The universe was a mishmash of creatures, which meant a lot of treaties. Those that didn’t want to play nicely with others went to war.

      Other wars were fought over resources because, while there were lots of planets in the many solar systems, some of them lacked goods to trade—or had stripped their planets clean. Those that didn’t have, conquered or sold their services to help others conquer. For example, the purple mercenaries, known as the Kulin, from Aressotle, made great for-hire soldiers. And they didn’t require much pay if allowed to salvage the remains of Earth’s enemies.

      They didn’t used to work as allies. In centuries past, the Kulin used to kidnap human women to make babies for them. They weren’t the only ones stealing bodies. Back in the twenty-first century, there was a rash of alien abductions. It and other incursions by aliens was what eventually led to their discovery and humans finally being allowed to join the ranks of galactic travelers and players.

      Three hundred EC years later and humans had multiplied and spread. Some likened them to an invasive weed that, once taken from its habitat with proper controls, multiplied.

      With that many humans, each with different points of view, came division. Rival groups. Unlike the Kanishqui who were a tight-knit family group whose massive ships housed generations. Kind of like what the Rhomanii—the space gypsies—did on a smaller scale.

      Remember, these are our allies. Didn’t make his trigger finger any less itchy.

      Damon followed the commanders a few paces back with one of the guards. The other one glided ahead.

      He tuned in to listen as he fought the suction of the floor with each step.

      Waves lapping. Gentle drip. *I have a daughter coming of age.

      Talk about jumping right into it.

      Jameson shook his head. “Kind of you to offer, but I’ll have to pass. My current relationship status is complicated.”

      Just a bit. Married to a woman who’d disappeared several EC years ago. For some reason, the captain wouldn’t apply to have their union dissolved. Said he couldn’t. Which was weird. And none of Damon’s business.

      But he had to wonder what the daughter looked like. He’d met the ugly Kanishqui leader—whose name sounded like “tinkle-tinkle-splash” and translated to “Flows-In-Spurts-From-Spout,” nicknamed Fizz—before when he and the captain had done business. This was the first time a more permanent alliance was offered.

      Fizz floated along the wide corridor, his tentacles suctioning to bits of walls. He pulled himself along, letting the lack of gravity float his bulky body. On their home world, where they had to deal with gravity, they’d constructed cities of flowing water. Their roads wide canals. Their highways raging rivers. A beautiful place, actually. If you weren’t afraid of drowning.

      They arrived at a grand set of doors, ornate and meant to impress. They slid open and displayed Fizz’s lush personal quarters. Despite his rank as first mate, Damon and the guards weren’t invited in; however, his captain did turn to say, “I’ll buzz you when the fine commander and I are done.”

      In other words, piss off.

      Damon waited until the doors shut before saying, “What do you say we go find ourselves some geer?” The galactic version of beer. Sometimes made with fuel.

      One of the guards replied, a toilet swirling.

      Damon made a face. “Wow, that was totally uncalled for. I mean, if you can’t handle the fact a human can outdrink you, then just say so. No need to insult my man parts.” He knew better than to compare his manhood with that of the Kanishqui. Damned thing was long and agile enough to do things even human women craved. The babies were butt ugly, though. “Just thought since the captain won’t need me for a bit, we’d go hang and toss a few back.”

      Spit tossed and caught. Gurgle.

      “Still on duty, eh? I totally get it. Of course, you need to work because your commander is obviously too big of a sushi to take care of himself against my wee captain. Because look at us, we’re so scary.” Damon lifted his hands and rolled his eyes.

      If there was one thing that was common from one species to another, it was pride. Prick it and you could manipulate it to get anything.

      In this case, his new pal, Phlegmy-Water-Hitting-Mud, brought him down a few levels, via stairs of all things, to a massive cafeteria.

      There were numerous liquid tanks embedded in the floor, the surface of each a different hue depending on the plankton it was seeded with. Within a few vats floated other things, lively aquatic things that required chewing. Massive canisters lined the walls, full of replenishing fluids. The Kanishqui didn’t believe in replicated food. It meant they shopped for ingredients often. Unfortunately for the worlds they shopped from, they didn’t always pay market value. And they sometimes took the inhabitants for a snack.

      The cafeteria wasn’t their final destination. Good thing, because Damon didn’t see anything he wanted to put in his mouth. Not even the pink tentacle of the female who blew wet bubbles at him, lounging in the orange vat.

      His buddy, whom he nicknamed Flem, skedaddled past, never glancing back to see if his human companion followed. Why bother when his trailing tentacles, equipped with auditory receptors, peeked for him.

      Within the cafeteria, the floor didn’t have as much tackiness, all the slopping liquid from the vats ruining its sticky trait. However, a good leap could cover a lot of ground so long as he was careful not to land in a vat.

      Damon wasn’t the only one hopping on two legs, which was probably why most of the dining Kanishqui didn’t pay him any mind.  Damon noted the humans in gray overalls keeping the deck clean, squeegeeing the extra moisture into grates for recycling. Others guided large buckets on wheels to stock the vats. A few of the humans had ditched their coveralls and were being diddled in corners. Willingly, he might add.

      Exiting the cafeteria, they immediately entered a kitchen-type prep area packed with even more humans. Not slaves, he noted. They were too happy and talkative for that. Instead of the staff uniform, a good many wore bright layers of fabric as they sat perched peeling and prepping. Food for the servants. A sign of a good ship. The starships that offered a place to live, protection, and regular meals tended to have no issues finding people to staff their vessels. The galaxy wasn’t an easy place for those without work or credits to their names.

      Damon counted himself lucky Jameson had snared him as a boy before he got into too much trouble. The captain set him on an entirely new life course. Mind you, he still got in trouble, but he considered that part of his charm. Damon figured he couldn’t be all bad, considering he enjoyed a large circle of friends.

      Pity he couldn’t have brought a friend or two with him. The deeper he went into the ship, the more he was conscious of how far he had to travel to return to the Moth. The good news was, in this place, he no longer felt alone and cut off from his kind. Did Flem even realize just how screwed he was if the humans on board decided to revolt? Because they sure as hell outnumbered those who owned the ship.

      Another level down, and they finally reached the bowels of the ship, the hidden heart where the things the crew didn’t want the commander of the ship to see happened.

      They had a hidden heart on the Gypsy Moth, too. Captain Jameson knew about it, of course, but allowed it so long as the crew didn’t cross any hard lines.

      In the hideaway zone, fraternizing occurred, usually helped along by some drinking. The alcoholic kind.

      In space, both drinking and kissing of coworkers was frowned upon. Everyone worked closely together on a ship, which meant extra care was needed to ensure harmony amongst everyone. No one wanted to be the one left behind at a galactic way station because there was friction on board.

      However, denial bred a need to flout the rules. To feel free. Humans needed a chance to unwind. Flirt. Have fun and forget they were hurtling through space and putting a lot of faith in mechanics and engineering.

      Music pulsed from speakers strung on the ceiling. It alternated from a water orchestra to a hard-pulsing beat. In the hidden heart, humans and Kanishqui mingled. A quick glance showed probably about two dozen bodies milling around. Some dressed in dull gray uniforms, others in civilian clothes. Everyone present looking for a good time.

      It wasn’t hard to find the bar serving drinks and to snare a glass. The bartender, a flinty-eyed guy with a shaven head and a goodly number of piercings, held out his hand for payment. Good thing Damon had brought a hunk of chocolate. Never leave the ship without it.

      Damon used the sweet treat to buy Flem a drink as well. “A toast,” Damon declared, holding up his glass. “To space.” He tossed back the drink then signaled for another round.

      Once the glasses hit the bar—and stuck to the tacky surface—he dug into his pocket and withdrew a stoppered tube. He shook it. “Interest you in a sprinkle of cocoa?” he asked.

      The drool coming from Flem was a strong yes. Damon shook a bit of the chocolate powder into the glass. Flem downed it and slapped the glass back down, and not a moment too soon. A jiggle went through him and all his tentacles wiggled.

      “Good shit, eh?” Damon remarked. Chocolate was valuable because many species reacted to it like a drug. Humans, the universe’s biggest drug dealers. “More?”

      The frantic flail said yes.

      They drew some attention. The Kanishqui crowded around.

      “Don’t worry, boys and girl,” he said with a wink at a mauve female. “I’ve got plenty.” He tilted the cocoa over numerous glasses at once and pulled out more vials as more glasses hit the bar. Much drinking occurred. Damon kept up with his hosts and showed off by tossing back two shots, one after another. Fucking rocket fuel burning down his throat.

      He slammed down the glasses and declared, “Double fisted.”

      Waterfall crashing. *challenge accepted. Nine tentacles slapped down on the table. An empty glass rolled from each, not a hint of chocolate left behind.

      “Refill.” He tipped in more powder.

      Not that Flem needed more. His many-armed new friend was singing, and not very well. Rapids crashing on rocks then babbling softly. Not that Flem cared how it sounded. He and his other tentacled friends were swaying along in time, weeds in a current. Which was Damon’s cue.

      “I gotta take a leak,” Damon announced, getting to his feet.

      “I wondered when you’d break the seal.” A buxom woman, gray hair scraped back into a bun, winked. “Come with me. I’ll take ye to the lavatory.” The matron with the wide hips led the way out of the party atmosphere of the hidden heart into a service corridor.

      Damon wasted no time. He located the handle to a chute, dragged it open, and whipped out his dick for a piss. While the medical injection he’d taken ensured he couldn’t get drunk, it did nothing to empty his bladder. The relief made him groan.

      His contact kindly looked away while he did his business, but she did laugh. “Was it as good for you as for me?”

      “Better,” he said with a grin. “I’m Damon.” He tucked everything away and placed his hands under the bacterial cleanser before turning to offer it for a shake.

      “Matilda.”

      “Ever notice, Matilda, how moths come at night?”

      “Only if there’s light.”

      He smiled. He’d found his contact. “Where to?”

      “First…” Matilda held out her hand.

      He reached into his breast pocket and withdrew a small amulet. Favors always came with a cost. He wasn’t sure what made the amulet valuable. The captain had given it to him along with the code phrase and mission. Whatever it was, it satisfied his contact.

      Pocketing it, she said, “Follow me.”

      Good thing she was there to guide him because no way could Damon have found his way, even with a map. The route they took proved circuitous, and yet they met no one but humans on their way. The utility areas were considered below a Kanishqui. No interference or awkward questions meant Damon might actually accomplish his mission without getting into trouble.

      Might being highly unlikely.

      “How much farther?” he asked.

      Matilda glanced at him over her shoulder. “We are close now. It’s taking longer because the route we took is surveillance free.”

      “Speaking of surveillance, did you need extraction for doing this?” Damon asked as they climbed yet another ladder.

      “I’ll be fine. The blame for what happens next will be placed on your drinking companion. He was assigned to keep watch on you.”

      Poor Flem. Another chocoholic… Damon wondered what rehab was like.

      Matilda placed a finger by her lips before turning the next corner. She crept, and when she paused, she dropped to her haunches.

      With another gesture for quiet, the matron peered out through a grill.

      “It’s clear. Let’s go. She’s in the last cell at the end.”

      She, as in his target. The whole reason for being on this ship, for “accidentally” running into the Kanishqui in the first place.

      The grill popped out, and Matilda gestured him forth.

      “Aren’t you coming?” he asked when he noticed Matilda still behind the grill.

      “This is as far as I go.”

      “How the hell do I get back out?” Because the place was a maze.

      “The deal was to show you the way.”

      “I can’t go back the same way with the cargo.”

      “It will cost you.” Matilda held out her hand. He dropped the last of his pure chocolate in it. She quickly told him how to exit, no guiding him this time. Now he just had to remember it.

      The door at the end of the hall bore an actual metal hasp. No electronic locks. No wasting of ship power on that.

      “Stand back from the door,” he ordered.

      No reply. He’d have to assume she heard him. He placed his weapon on low and aimed it at the lock, melting it. Yanking the door open, he stepped in and was clobbered.
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      “Oww! Do you mind?” the stranger snapped. “I’m here to rescue you.”

      Michonne—Michi for short—stared at the man rubbing his chest. “Who are you?” Other than ridiculously handsome with dark hair and blue eyes.

      “Your fucking knight in shining armor.”

      The profanity had her wrinkling her nose. “Is that language necessary?”

      “Fucking right it is.” He pointed to his ribs. “You’re not the one who’s going to have a bruise.”

      She chewed on her lower lip. She had hit him rather hard. The stool they’d given her to sit on made a lovely weapon. One she aimed too low. The man in her cell was much too tall.

      Clasping her hands, she rocked on her tiptoes. “Did my father send you?”

      “What do you think? I am not doing this out of the kindness of my heart, sweetheart.”

      A term of endearment already? But they’d just met! How forward of him. And intriguing. Father usually kept her away from the rakish sorts.

      “Let me gather my things.”

      “Things? Why would you bring any of their stuff with you?” The handsome man frowned.

      Did he not understand how things worked? “These are my things. I’ve been prepared for my abduction for a long while now.” A bag packed with her necessities so that, when it finally happened, she was ready. She’d learned enough from her sisters to know what to expect. Why, Linnette had been kidnapped before she’d reached twenty EC years. She now had a brood of seven children, three palaces, and a vacation moon to herself. So lucky.

      Michi, on the other hand, had been taken by a Kanishqui. Not exactly her ideal. But this new fellow… While he didn’t have sleek, blue skin like her sister’s husband, he was handsome. Even if he scowled.

      “We need to move, princess.”

      “Rushing leads to mistakes.” She remembered the lessons from her governess and shared her knowledge to make the universe a better place.

      “Stalling can kill. Let’s go.” He snared her pink satchel. What a gentleman to carry her things. What she didn’t appreciate as much was his grabbing of her hand.

      She pulled it free, or at least attempted to. “Unhand me. This is most unseemly.”

      “I don’t have time for manners. We need to move.” He yanked her, and she stumbled before catching her feet.

      “Must you drag me?” she gasped as she practically ran down the hall to keep pace. She gripped her skirts in one hand to keep them from tangling in her legs.

      “Do you always question your rescuers this much?” he replied. He stopped at the intersection, just before the corner. He eased around to peek on both sides then pulled her left.

      “I expected a rescue with a touch more chivalry.”

      “I’ll take survival over politeness, princess. If you don’t mind.”

      She could see how that might be a better plan.

      He stopped abruptly, and she ran into his back. His very broad back.

      For a moment, he didn’t move, and she said, “I am glad you made an appearance when you did. The choices given to me by the commander were rather limited. Marriage or dinner.” Neither appealed.

      “Fizz wants to marry you?”

      “No need to sound so surprised. I’m considered quite the catch.” No need for modesty when the truth sufficed.

      “Why did you say no? I hear they can make excellent lovers.” He shot her a look over his shoulder and a wink.

      Her cheeks heated. “I am not looking for a lover. And if I were, it wouldn’t be with a Kanishqui.” Saying it aloud seemed so blasphemous. But Michi couldn’t help it. She wanted to at least marry someone who had only two arms and two legs. She could handle even two heads, but one penis was preferred. Although her freak of a sister, Priscilla, enjoyed otherwise.

      “You won’t have to sleep with anyone if you can follow instructions long enough for us to get off this ship. Don’t listen to me and maybe you will find out how you feel about having sex with sushi.”

      “Sushi?” she said questioningly.

      “Raw fish you put in your mouth.”

      “That’s disgusting!” she exclaimed. If grossly entertaining.

      “Actually, in some places, eating sushi is a delicacy. For the Kanishqui, it’s known as foreplay. I hear they’re kind of rubbery, though.”

      Her lips quirked. “Shouldn’t we be escaping rather than discussing the cannibalism of my captors?”

      “We are escaping. Which reminds me, according to Matilda, the next part is gonna be tricky. We’re going to enter the hall where the docking tunnels are. It will probably be guarded.”

      “Guarded. I see. You need help fighting them given your skill level is subpar.” She caught his dilemma right away.

      He frowned. “My skills are fine. I can handle a few of the Kanishquis.”

      Could he? She eyed his two arms.

      “I’m stronger than you think,” he blustered.

      “If you can fight them, then I don’t see the problem.”

      “Captain left orders to not kill them.”

      “Then knock them out.”

      The man turned to look over his shoulder. As if he could see past the bend. “Knock them out, she says. They’re liking hitting gelatine.”

      “Doesn’t your weapon have a stun setting?”

      “Yeah, but using it, even on stun, will likely set off an alarm.”

      “Are you trying to tell me you can’t get us out of here?” She fluttered her lashes at him. “Oh dear. How disappointing. We might as well return to my cell.”

      “You’re not going back.”

      “And according to you, we can’t go forward because you can’t fight.” An odd choice for a rescuer.

      His face tightened. His lips flattened. Then he sighed. “We’re getting out of here.”

      “What of the guards?”

      “I’ll handle them. Let’s go.”

      Stepping around the bend, she heard the liquid words of her captors, but only barely over the racing of her heart. This was all so very frightening—and exciting.

      Michi had led a very sheltered life to this point. Closely guarded by her father, a treasure for the stealing because of her worth. Unlike her older sisters, Michi had reached a ripe old age of twenty-three EC years and still remained unfettered. Not for lack of trying. Many attempts to abduct had been made. An alliance with Papa was worth the trouble. But up until now, those attempts were foiled.

      Which was why the success of the Kanishqui shocked. Of all the potential captors, couldn’t she have gotten a handsome one? Someone like the man still holding her hand? He had a callused grip, unlike that of her tutors. Scholars tended to have soft skin. Father had tough hands. He didn’t start out rich and powerful. He worked hard to get where he was. They learned his story early in the schoolroom.

      As predicted, a pair of floating Kanishquis guarded a door. The one closest to them gargled something.

      “Who’s the girl?” Her rescuer didn’t even look back at her. “I picked her up on the lower level. Cute, ain’t she? We were going to visit my crib for some action, if you know what I mean.”

      Warble. Swirl.

      “Share?” He tossed an amused grin back at her. “No, I don’t think she’s into that kind of thing. But I could be wrong. Let me ask.”

      “No.” Heat flooded her skin once again. The very idea.

      “You heard the lady, so if you’ll kindly move to the side.”

      The Kanishqui guards held their ground. Or, given they floated, was the correct term air?

      “Really, guys, you gonna cock block a man who’s been in space for way too long?” That was the only warning they got before the gun sitting in his holster ended up aimed at the guards.

      He fired. Bright yellow flashes that stunned the Kanishqui—but didn’t kill. They floated in the air, tentacles adrift.

      “You left them alive.” Definitely not a true mercenary.

      “Duh. I promised the captain.” He tucked away the gun and held out his hand. “Come on. Ship’s just over there.” Over there being through a flexible tunnel that hadn’t seen the factory of its birth for a long time.

      “That doesn’t look safe.”

      “Safer than staying here. Let’s go.”

      She took a step, and a tentacle wrapped around her ankle. She wobbled and yelped.

      He pulled his gun and fired again. The tentacle went limp, but the other guard, also still awake, managed to sound an alarm.

      Her rescuer shot him again, too, but not before a klaxon roared to life. The door to the connecting tube slammed shut. The entire section they stood in sealed itself off with a clang.

      Her rescuer groaned. “Fuck me. They’ve trapped us.”

      “What does this mean?” she asked. Because, if he was perturbed, it probably didn’t bode well.

      “It means either the commander of this vessel has to declare an all clear to unlock the doors or we need the Gypsy Moth to punch a hole in the hull, without killing us, that we can use to escape.”

      “But we have no space suits.”

      “Yeah, we might get some space bite. Maybe lose a few extremities, depending on how long we’re exposed.”

      “Is there a third choice?” Because the first was improbable and the second most definitely hazardous to their health—and limbs.

      “No other choices, princess. And given number two is the Hail Mary of space, we need to work on the first option. Find a way to convince the commander to let us go.” He paced, avoiding the floating tentacles of the unconscious guards.

      “You’re a visitor to his ship. Perhaps you could demand safe passage.”

      “I won’t be able to demand a pot to piss in once Fizz sees you.”

      “Who is Fizz?”

      “The commander. And he’s gonna have a hissy fit when he sees I’m stealing you.”

      “It’s not stealing but rescuing because I am a person, not a thing,” she announced, straightening to her full height, which didn’t quite make his chin.

      “If you were a thing, I wouldn’t have listened to you and I’d have found a way to draw off the guards rather than shoot them.”

      Her eyes widened. “You’re blaming me for your ineptitude in planning my rescue? Perhaps, were you better equipped or trained, we wouldn’t be in this dilemma.”

      His jaw dropped as he recognized the obvious weakness of his attempt thus far.

      “Are you for fucking real?” he said, trying to shock with his profanity.

      “Very real.” She’d come out of the womb perfect. “I will admit to being surprised by your lack of skills. Father usually hires more competent people.” Her sister Navinda got saved from her marriage to an Ymp—who were notorious womanizers—before he’d even had a chance to expose himself to her in the getaway ship. She then turned around to marry her mercenary, who turned out to be a notorious pirate king.

      Michi’s rescuer didn’t wear an eye patch or look half as dangerous as Navinda’s husband. But he was much handsomer, if annoying.

      “Maybe your father doesn’t like you as much as his other daughters,” he muttered.

      She blinked. “Are you implying my father dislikes me and is intentionally botching my rescue?”

      “Are you calling me shitty at my job?” He raised a brow in her direction.

      She clamped her lips tight.

      “That’s what I thought.” He turned around to look at the door to the docking tube. “The alarm’s already going. Guess it won’t matter if I use this.” He fiddled with his pistol before he raised it.

      While not an engineer, she saw a problem with his plan. “Won’t that compromise the seal?”

      “Probably. Got a better plan?”

      Surely there was a way out of this situation that didn’t involve dying from a hull breach or marrying the Kanishqui commander.

      The siren went silent, which seemed more ominous than the wailing.

      “We are out of time, princess.” He steadied his weapon, and she threw herself on his arm before he could fire it.

      “Wait. I have an idea.” One brewing since the moment she saw him.

      “Does it have a working transporter in it? Because ours is on the fritz.”

      She shook her head, the heavy loops of her braided hair threatening to spill. “If it works, then the Kanishqui will let us go.”

      “Just like that?” He didn’t attempt to hide a skeptical note. “I highly doubt that.”

      “It will work. Trust me.”

      “The last woman who said that took out lube and a ridged vegetable. Didn’t work for her, won’t work for you.”

      “I’m not making a salad.”

      “And we’re out of time.” A hum farther down the hall indicated the door had opened. He squinted at the portal. “When you hear the hiss, grab hold of me. Once the door pops open, we’ll have to run through the tube and hope we make it to the other side.”

      “I told you, we don’t have to fight. What’s your name?”

      “I don’t see—”

      She cut him off. “Name.”

      “First mate, Damon Faulkner.”

      Not a captain. Pity. But he’d have to do. “Lovely to meet you, Damon Faulkner. Now, please repeat after me. I indubitably, without a doubt, say I do.”

      “What?”

      “Say it. I indubitably, without a doubt, say I do.”

      “I indubitably, without a doubt, say I do?”

      Said as a query and yet that was all she needed. The code phrase to make it work. Michi pressed her lips to Damon’s, an impromptu kiss that caught him off guard.

      Caught her off guard, too, because it jolted her with an electric zing that tickled her all the way to her toes, and especially between the thighs.

      He sucked in a breath. Opened his mouth. Deepened the kiss. Set her senses aflame. But she couldn’t forget why she embraced him. She grabbed hold of his bottom lip with her teeth, a firm grip, then bit down. Hard enough to break skin. She needed blood to activate it.

      Damon yelled and pulled away. “What the fuck, princess?” He wiped his hand over his lip, taking with it the bead of blood.

      Too late to erase what she’d done. She ran her tongue along the smooth enamel of her tooth, the insignia that used to sit there gone. Just in time. The tentacles of her former fiancé appeared before his bulbous body.

      She stood beside her rescuer, hands folded primly in front of her.

      A human accompanied the Kanishqui commander, a man in a black uniform much like her rescuer. The pants a supple leather tucked into high matte polished boots. The shirt, a silky fabric, billowy all over, tapered at the waist and wide at the shoulders.

      Spit. Spray. Jiggle. *What’s going on here? How dare you attack my people.

      Damon held out his hands in a conciliatory gesture. “I understand this might seem a little unorthodox. But I can explain—”

      This was her cue. Michi stepped in front of him and interrupted. “There you are. About time you appeared so I could make my excuses.”

      *You aren’t going anywhere.

      “Yes I am. Remember how I told you we couldn’t marry?” She turned sideways and pointed to her rescuer. “This is why. Meet my husband.”

      “Husband?” Damon squeaked. Which made her wonder what kind of modifications he’d undergone. She’d emerged perfect from the womb, her genetic sequence fine-tuned ahead of time to ensure she was everything her parents wanted. A perfect daughter. A tool for making alliances and enriching the family. Father might take issue with her choice in husband, given Damon was not only common but not even the highest-ranking person on board his ship.

      Gurgle, splash? Fizz quivered with question.

      She rolled a shoulder. “Yes, I know he’s a borderline pirate.” She whirled and gazed at Damon. “But who cares about that? He’s got the dreamiest eyes. And the nicest voice. And… Sigh…” The gushing was for the Kanishqui’s benefit. Would Damon have the wits to grasp the drama she enacted?

      For a second, he stared dumbly then caught on. “When I heard my darling spouse was taken, I thought it must be a mistake. I mean, who steals another man’s wife?”

      “Which is why,” the captain said, taking over, “we didn’t mention it when we contacted you. Especially since I’m sure your taking of my first mate’s spouse was completely accidental on your part.”

      Water over pebbles.

      “No, we haven’t been married long,” Damon replied. “Still practically honeymooners, which is why I acted rashly.” Reaching out, he grasped her around the waist and lifted her, just the right height for the kiss he planted on her lips.

      He’s kissing me. And without permission, but she couldn’t exactly protest—he is my husband. Nor did she want to since it proved as electric as before. For her at least. She could have kissed him all day. He, though, wanted to talk. “Quick thinking,” he murmured quietly amidst moans. Hers, she should add.

      “Mmmm.”

      He set her down—pity—and tucked her behind him. “Captain, now that I’ve found my wife, I demand satisfaction. The commander of this vessel unlawfully stole my woman.”

      “The evidence is pretty damning. Care to explain?” The captain didn’t bat an eye as he queried the giant blob.

      *She wasn’t married when I took her.

      “Even if I wasn’t, I wouldn’t marry you.” She lifted her chin.

      A warm urine stream on a piling mound of…

      Her mouth rounded. “Oh, that was foul.”

      “Take that insult back.” Damon stood tall and offended. “You can’t talk about my wife like that.”

      Warm squirt on a favorite blanket.

      Damon huffed. “You hear how he insults me, Captain?”

      “My man is right. You are insulting us all.” The captain held up a hand as the Kanishqui gurgled a stream. “Nope. You can forget that case of chocolate I was going to give you. And definitely no alliance with your family. Really. I thought better of you than stealing a man’s wife.”

      Drip. Drip.

      “I do understand their marriage wasn’t common knowledge, but you are aware of it now and still refuse to let my man leave with his wife. Unacceptable. You can consider our trading deal off.”

      Gurgle, siphon?

      “Talk? We will only talk once you let me and my man off this ship.”

      Water down a drain. *You may leave as a measure of my respect for the captain.

      The door to the docking tube suddenly opened, yet Damon did not smile or relax. He laced his fingers through Michi’s. “Shall we, wife?”

      She held her head high as she entered the tube. This wasn’t one of the more elegant ones with a moving walkway and music. It was opaque, yet blurry, giving the outside silhouettes of the ships a sinister shape. The stars were fuzzy distant balls. She gripped Damon’s hand tight, willing him to go faster.

      They might have fast-talked the Kanishqui into letting them go, but it would be best if they got out of there in case they changed their minds.

      Only once they exited the tube and the door to the ship sealed shut behind them did her rescuer laugh.

      “Damn, princess, that was the perfect ploy to get him to release us.”

      She pursed her lips. Now for the possibly unpleasant part. “It wasn’t a ploy. We are married.”

      He snickered. “Sure, we are.”

      “We are married. Have been since that first kiss.”

      “Hate to break it to you, my naïve princess, but it takes more than a smooch to make it so.”

      “I know it takes more than a kiss, which is why you also have to repeat the trigger phrase.”

      He stopped laughing. “Hold on, are you serious?”

      A bob of her head and she explained. “I knew that I had to make it real in case the Kanishqui commander demanded proof. Which is why you wear my mark.”

      “Mark?” he repeated slowly while his captain, who had more manners and would have probably made a better rescuer, ignored them to bark out orders to his crew to get them moving, sooner rather than later.

      “Yes, mark. On the inside of your lip.” She tapped her bottom one. “You’ll find my crest tattooed on your flesh. It identifies you as my lawful husband.”

      “You marked me?” He again squeaked, bringing into question his gene quality.

      “It is how we marry in my religion.” Dkar—a relatively young religion—was only two centuries old and discovered by humans during their explorations, adopted and adapted and gaining ground among the wealthy.

      “But I never agreed to marry you,” Damon sputtered.

      “You said the ritual words.”

      “I didn’t know what I was saying. I certainly never meant it.”

      “Nonetheless”—she shrugged—“it’s binding.”

      Although she really wished it weren’t when he uttered, “I don’t fucking believe this,” and left.

      It was an intriguing change of pace from the males who’d been trying to maneuver her into choosing them for years. Males who either tried to woo her into marking them or, like the Kanishqui, coerced her into doing it.

      Doesn’t this Damon Faulkner realize the honor I paid him by choosing him?

      Apparently not, since he left her to fend for herself on a strange ship.

      She glared at the door he’d left through while the captain cleared his throat.

      “Despite knowing your father, I don’t think we’ve ever met. I’m Captain Jameson of the Gypsy Moth.”

      Casting a glance at him, she spent a brief moment admiring his dark skin, his vivid green eyes, and engaging smile.

      “I meet very few of my father’s allies and friends.” He kept his daughters sequestered lest the wrong person be tempted. “Why is it you sent your first mate to save me rather than do it yourself?” He would have been a perfect choice for a husband.

      “I couldn’t.” The captain turned over his arm and raised his sleeve, displaying a tattoo.

      Already taken. Figured.

      “Thank you for providing assistance.” She remembered her manners.

      “I have to admit I was surprised when your father contacted me. It’s been awhile since we did business.”

      “Father never forgets who his allies are.”

      “You are unharmed?”

      “Physically, yes.” But her irritation was rather elevated given her abandonment by her husband.

      “And you truly did marry Damon?”

      “As per the ways of the Dkar. Your first mate doesn’t seem pleased.”

      “You took him by surprise.” The gravelly tone didn’t match his smooth looks.

      “He’d better get used to it.” Because the marriage, while unplanned, was binding. For him at least.

      He’d better stop aggravating me, or this wouldn’t go well for him.
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      Married? Surely the princess lied.

      Damon ran to the nearest communal washroom area. The wall held a mirror over the trough sink. He leaned forward and checked his lip where she’d bitten him. Saw just the tender remains of the cut. It had already begun to heal because of the vitamins he took to boost his system.

      No mark to be seen.

      She lied. He was fine no matter what she said. He used the washroom, ridding himself of the last of the booze, and was washing his hands when Jameson appeared behind him.

      “There you are. Hiding, are we?”

      “Try pissing. Took more than a few shots to accomplish the mission. Those octopi bastards can drink like fish.”

      “At least the plan worked.”

      “As if there was any doubt we’d save the woman.”

      “Speaking of saving. You seem awfully calm considering what happened.”

      “You mean her claim we got married?” Damon scoffed. “Just fucking with me apparently. There’s no mark. See?” He jutted his lower lip.

      Jameson shook his head. “It’s not going to show on the outside of your lip. Look inside your mouth.”

      “I’m not looking because there’s nothing there. I know how the mating marks work.” Rings welded to fingers. Tattoos that couldn’t be covered by makeup on the body. The Jemmyni actually fused their bodies together. He shoved up his sleeves and held out his hands, flipping them over. “Nothing. She didn’t have enough time to do any of that.”

      “Did she bite you?”

      “Yeah.” No point in denying it.

      “Then she marked you. Look inside your lip.”

      Damon wanted to stubbornly say no. He couldn’t be married. He’d not agreed. He wasn’t ready for that, and especially not with a prim and a little-too-proper princess—with a bossy side.

      However, he wanted to know. He leaned forward again and pulled his lip forward. Almost celebrated until he noticed it low down inside, a silvery emblem tattooed inside his mouth. “Wha da fuk?” he said, lip still extended. He whirled. “Sha makked me.” His words emerged slightly garbled.

      The captain arched a brow. “Does this mean you’ll be expecting a wedding present?”

      Damon glared.

      “And time off for a honeymoon?”

      He intensified the glare.

      “Don’t look at me like that. I’m not the one who let some strange woman suck my mouth.”

      “She told me to trust her.”

      “Was this before or after you shot the guards?”

      “She dared me.”

      It was the captain’s turn to give him a look.

      Damon rolled his shoulders. “Excuse me for being a guy for a minute.”

      “Trying being a first mate instead, would you?”

      “Hey, she’s safe, isn’t she? As ordered. And I might add you could show a little more sympathy for my situation. You’re not the one married.” Only after he said it did he wince. No point in apologizing, the gaffe was made. They weren’t supposed to mention the captain’s missing wife.

      “She’s safe, but her father won’t be pleased. She’s his favorite, and she’s married to you.”

      “So, we get divorced, no biggie.”

      Jameson scrubbed his hand over his face. “Actually, it’s bigger than you understand.”

      “Because he’s your friend. I totally get it. The situation is awkward. We’ll just explain.”

      “Explaining won’t do shit. The Dkar follow some fucked-up set of societal rules, their equivalent of a religion. One that doesn’t believe in divorce.”

      “Whoa.” Damon held up a hand. “No divorce?”

      “Their marriages are binding from the moment the mark is transferred.”

      “That can’t be right. We haven’t even slept together.”

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “For how long?”

      “Forever.”

      “What?” he yelped. “Seriously, how long?” Because amongst humans, marriages were contracts with set terms that included an expiry date.

      “The Dkar are old school, so it’s ’til death do you part.”

      Judging by the captain’s face, he was serious. “Damn. That’s crap. How healthy is she, do you figure?” He only knew the info he’d gotten going into the mission, which consisted of a picture and her first name, Michonne.

      “She’ll outlive you more than likely.”

      “Genes that good, huh?”

      “Yes, but mostly because her father will likely kill you so they can reset the mark and have her ally with something he deems more worthy.”

      “Hold on, are you saying they’re going to kill me so they can marry her off again?” Damon asked.

      “Yes.”

      “That’s a shit way to thank somebody for saving his daughter’s life.”

      “If it’s any consolation, I’ll be thanked. Probably with a big transfer of credits and a case of something expensive.”

      “While I end up as space dust. Is it me, or is this day getting worse and worse?” Damon groaned as he scrubbed his face with a hand.

      Whoop. Whoop.

      The ship sounded a warning alarm.

      Jameson barked, “Rosy!  Status report.”

      The ship’s artificial intelligence—AI—recited a litany of reasons for the alarm. “The Kanishqui vessel has activated its shields. It is also arming its electrocryogenic cannon.”

      Bad news. One blast from it and their ship would be dead in space for a few hours at least. Until the pulse wore off and the various systems—such as environmental and shields—came back online. Long enough, though, for them all to die.

      The good thing about the damned cannon was it took time to charge. They had time to escape.

      A better question was, why did the Kanishqui suddenly decide to attack?

      Jameson marched out of the facilities, snapping orders aloud. “Keep sounding the alert. Have all active duty at their stations. Non-active on standby. Prep the engines for streaking.”

      “Shouldn’t we be readying the shields?” Damon asked, keeping pace with his captain.

      “Not this time. According to the latest engineering report, our second power cell is still offline, which means I want all the power going to the engines for departure. We’re going to do a quick jump.”

      They entered the transport capsule—a rapid method of movement aboard the ship for those with the stomach for it. The captain only had to say, “Bridge,” for it to zoom off.

      “Why is the Kanishqui ship attacking us now? I thought everything was cool. Fizz let us go.”

      “And changed his mind.”

      “Is he stupid? We outgun him.”

      “We do. Yet he apparently thinks he can take us.”

      “So let’s blast him out of the galaxy.”

      “We can’t. And no, I don’t care to explain why.”

      Knowing Jameson wouldn’t do this without good reason, Damon gave a nod. “Whatever you say, sir. I’ll head to engineering and ensure they’re prepared for jump.” Then it occurred to him. “What of your friend’s daughter?” A beautiful woman, aggravating with her princess airs and even more annoying for her tricking him into marriage.

      “Being shown to her quarters. I’ll deal with your nuptials and her father once we’ve put some space between us and this quadrant.”

      The elevator capsule stopped and spat out the captain. Then it was Damon’s turn to zip off into the bowels of the ship then farther still to the tail end of the ship where the engines were located behind the heaviest hulls.

      Damon arrived in time for someone to yell, “Strap in. Going to streak, in five, four…” He dove against the wall and slid his arms through a harness a moment before the ship paused, as if hanging in anticipation, and then they were gone.

      Streak, faster than sound and light. It had revolutionized space travel, especially since it proved a lot safer than wormhole travel. If you could plot the coordinates properly. Damon wouldn’t pretend to understand the science behind it other than it did something that bent space and time and got a ship from point A to B without weeks or months of travel. But it could only be done in short bursts that required recharging in between. After fifteen minutes, the streak ended. During that time, Damon tapped into the ship via his embedded wrist com for a status report.

      According to the logs, the Moth had moved before the Kanishqui managed to fire their cannon. A conflict averted until the next time they met. Then again, by the time they crossed paths again, things should have calmed themselves. And if not, the captain would invest in a few cases of chocolate as apology.

      Exiting the harness—which existed all over the ship for the times they needed to streak with little notice, especially if they didn’t want to end up flattened on a wall or tumbling down a corridor—Damon continued to the heart of engineering. He might as well have been on an alien planet. Or a magical realm. The bowels of the ship certainly had an ethereal appearance to them. The energy cores—contained within clear diamond cylinders that reached several stories—glowed, their color not on a spectrum he could describe. Their origin not earthly in nature—and expensive.

      The captain had spent a fortune retrofitting his ship with the streak drive and upgraded power system. Money well spent. Few could catch them when they streaked.

      Taking the stairs two at a time down to the lower level, Damon nodded at some of the workers in this section. Most ignored him. Snobby bunch that kept to themselves. This wouldn’t happen on a military vessel. The lack of respect might have bothered, except he knew they didn’t do it on purpose.

      The crew that worked in engineering weren’t one hundred percent human anymore. The drives they worked in close proximity with had a tendency of changing biological matter after too much time spent in their proximity. This resulted in an engineering crew with, in some cases, more metal parts than human. Cyborgs, as they called themselves, had recently declared themselves their own species apart from humanity.

      Not many argued about them splitting off. Anyone who encountered a cyborg noticed their difference—and he wasn’t talking about their machine parts. They thought differently. Acted differently. He couldn’t have said if it was the metal in their bodies or the alien technology they worked with that changed them, but the fact remained they were fucking weird.

      Damon reached the main control area for the
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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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