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        For everyone who has ever mistaken the thing they wanted for the thing they needed⁠—

        and for the grace that waits when we finally learn the difference.
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        “But each person is tempted when they are dragged away by their own evil desire

        and enticed.”

        James 1:14

        (NIV)
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      The engine was off. Had been for two hours.

      He didn’t mind the cold. Cold was among the least of the things he’d learned to manage. He sat with his hands loose in his lap and watched the front of the building across the street the way a man studies something he’s memorized but still wants to check.

      Third morning. Same as the first two, mostly.

      The deputy’s truck arrived at 7:52. The lights in the front office came on at 8:04—after the coffee was made, judging by the sequence of movement visible through the glass. The medical examiner’s vehicle came and went twice on Tuesday, once on Wednesday. The sheriff’s truck—dark green, older model, with one dent above the rear left wheel arch—stayed until 6:43 on Tuesday. 7:20 on Wednesday.

      The man worked long. He cared about the work.

      That was worth knowing.

      He knew this town. Knew it the way you only know a place you were born into—every street, every family of consequence, every unspoken arrangement that kept things running the way they were supposed to. He had spent decades here. Given the best of himself to these streets and the people on them, and they knew it. They respected him for it. He earned that respect the hard way, through work most men wouldn’t do and decisions most men didn’t have the spine to make.

      Then, it was taken from him.

      Not through anything he did that wasn’t justified. He had made his peace with the decisions themselves, worked through that accounting in long, slow stretches when there was nothing but time and a narrow window facing north. What couldn’t be accounted for so neatly was the method of the taking. The way one man walked into a town that ran perfectly well without him, made himself agreeable, capable and present, and used that position to dismantle what had taken thirty years to build.

      The town didn’t question it. That was the part he returned to, the way you return to a stone in your shoe—not the pain exactly, but the insistence of it. His decades of service, his name on every major decision this town made through flood and storm and hard winters—none of it held.

      One man. One set of allegations. And Weyport folded as if it owed him nothing.

      It owed him everything.

      He intended to collect.

      Prison gave him time he didn’t request and couldn’t refuse. He used it the way he always used available resources—methodically, without waste. A plan built in stages. Not from anger; anger was fuel that burned fast and left you stranded. What drove this was something that didn’t require feeding. The certainty that a wrong had been done and that he was the only one positioned to correct it.

      The man in that building took his badge, his name, and the town’s story about itself.

      All three were coming back.

      Movement caught his eye.

      A young man came out of the hardware store two doors down from the diner, a paper bag under one arm, keys in the other. Late twenties. He crossed the street with the walk of someone who had decided what confidence should look like and was practicing the details—shoulders set, head up, that certain forward lean of a man who believes he’s walking toward something that’s been waiting for him.

      He knew that walk. Knew what produced it.

      There was a hunger behind it—not greed, nothing so simple. Something more specific and useful. The need to be seen by the right person and to be found sufficient. Men who carried that need announced it in small ways: in how they entered rooms and in how they responded when someone with authority paid them attention. They lit up. They leaned in. They gave you more than you asked for because they confused being asked with being chosen.

      This one worked the waterfront. He knew the family and the operation—had known, in fact, for the better part of a year, because knowing was something you could do from a distance if you had the right eyes on the ground. In the weeks since he had arrived back in Weyport, he had made it his business to know which families still carried weight in the town and where the fault lines ran within them. The father’s name was on the building. The son wanted his there.

      For three weeks he had a number for him. He hadn’t called yet. He read first, then checked the distance assessment against what the street showed him.

      The walk confirmed it.

      The young man stopped outside the diner and looked at his phone. Unhurried. Expectant. The posture of someone waiting for the moment he’d earned to arrive.

      He picked up his phone.

      Across the street, the light in the sheriff’s front office burned steadily. It would keep burning until the man inside decided he’d done enough for one day and drove home to his dog, his clean conscience, and his unearned reputation.

      Not for much longer.

      He dialed. Let it ring once. Waited.
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      Monday arrived gray and cold, as most mornings did this late in March, with a wind off the water that cut through whatever you wore and made you aware of every gap.

      Scout was at the bedroom door before Angus’s feet hit the floor, weight shifting between his front paws, as he worked the gap at the bottom with his nose. Angus pulled on yesterday’s jeans, a thermal, and his jacket, then followed him to the back door. Scout was off the step before it swung fully open, covering the yard in quick passes, nose to the ground.

      Angus stood on the step. The sky was lightening over the rooftops—pale gray becoming a slightly less pale gray, the dawn of a coastal town in early spring when the sun hadn’t committed to anything yet. The ocean smell was strong on the wind. Salty and fresh, the scent of cold, deep water. A gull called from somewhere nearby, invisible in the gray. Another answered from farther out.

      He went back inside, filled Scout’s bowl, and started the coffee. He sat at the kitchen table and properly pulled on his boots while Scout ate his breakfast. The kitchen held the quiet of a house before the day got its hands on it—the coffee machine cycling, the wind against the window, and nothing else. He’d learned not to fill that quiet with anything. Ten minutes of nothing was worth more than he used to think.

      He drank one cup at the counter, put the second in a travel mug, and clipped Scout’s leash on.

      

      The house sat three blocks from the waterfront. Close enough that the harbor smell was a constant on the east wind, close enough that the fleet heading out could be heard from the bedroom window on still mornings. He walked the dock front most days when the caseload allowed, not out of routine so much as preference—he liked knowing the town was already working before he got to it.

      Late March meant winter was tired but not finished. Ice still edged the pilings at the south dock, thin enough to see through. The lobster boats were moving—two already clear of the harbor mouth and heading northeast, their running lights still on. A third idled at the fuel dock. On the pier, a pair of crew members in heavy slickers worked a tangle of rope and traps without speaking. The season was gearing up, and the waterfront showed it, carrying the focused energy of people who work by weather and tide and don’t waste effort on anything else.

      Scout moved at his side, alert to every smell the dock had to offer, pulling briefly toward the bait shed before Angus steered him past it. The cold was sharp enough that Angus kept his free hand in his jacket pocket and let the travel mug do its job. A delivery truck backed slowly into the loading dock at the far end of the waterfront, the driver stepping out without urgency—someone’s ordinary Monday already underway.

      He turned at the harbor end and walked back the way he’d come. The town was waking up around him—a light on in the diner, a car moving up the hill toward the school, woodsmoke from a chimney on the ridge standing straight up before the wind took it sideways. The kind of morning that looked like every other Monday in Weyport and mostly was.

      

      Back at the house, he changed into his uniform, checked his weapon, and locked up. The drive to the office took a few minutes. The parking lot indicated what kind of Monday it was going to be before he was out of the truck.

      Miguel’s truck sat in its spot, but the time was wrong. Miguel Garcia kept a schedule that didn’t vary. 7:55 a.m. through the door, eight o’clock on the dot at his desk. His truck being there at 7:25 a.m. meant something had come in before the day officially started.

      Angus came through the front door and shook off the cold.

      Tammy was at the front desk, working through the morning evidence log with the camera system open on the second monitor. The upgrade had been installed years ago, but she was still the only one who knew how to make it behave when it acted up. A photo of her son in a basketball uniform sat beside her monitor, half-hidden behind a stack of intake forms. Kyle had inherited her smile. The photo clearly captured a young man who believed the world was arranged in his favor.

      Miguel was at his desk with a folder open and his coffee untouched. He looked up when Angus came in, and his expression conveyed what the truck had pointed to in the parking lot.

      “Missing persons report,” Miguel said. “Father called it in this morning. His son didn’t show up to work Saturday, didn’t come home Saturday night. No contact since. That’s two days.”

      Angus hung his jacket on the hook behind the door and crossed to the coffee machine. “Age?”

      “Twenty-eight.”

      He poured a cup. “Name?”

      “Jonah Holt.”

      He set the coffee pot down and looked at Miguel. “Frank Holt’s son.”

      “Yes.”

      He took the folder Miguel slid across the desk and read it while standing. A single intake form, time-stamped 6:51 a.m., with Frank Holt’s handwriting at the top—blocky, compressed, the pen pressed hard enough to leave an impression on the page beneath.

      Son did not report for work Saturday March 21. Did not return home Saturday night. Not responding to calls or messages. This is not like him.

      That last line. Angus had read hundreds of missing persons reports and the ones filed by parents always carried some version of it—an insistence that the person in question was not the kind of person this happened to. Sometimes it was denial. Sometimes it was the truest thing in the whole report.

      He read the rest. Jonah Holt, twenty-eight years old, lived alone in a second-floor apartment on Birch Street, three blocks from the waterfront. Occupation: dock supervisor, Holt Marine and Cold Storage. No prior incidents, no history of disappearances. Last seen by his father Friday evening at the end of the work shift.

      “Did Frank say anything else when he came in?”

      “Said he’d already been to the apartment. Knocked, no response. He told me he was going to kick the door down himself if we didn’t get there first.” Miguel picked up his coffee and looked at it. “I told him to wait.”

      “Good.” Angus set the form on the desk. “What do you know about the son?”

      Miguel thought about it the way he always did—not slowly, but with the deliberateness that separated what he knew from what he assumed before he spoke. It was one of the qualities Angus had come to rely on.

      “Hardworking, from what I’ve seen. He came up through the fleet—worked the boats for years before he moved to the dockside. I’ve seen him at harbor board meetings a couple of times. Pays attention. Asks the right questions.” He paused. “His sister, Clara, she handles the business end. Accounts, buyer contracts, licensing. People in town know her name better than his.”

      Angus nodded. “Let’s go.”

      

      They took Angus’s truck to Holt Marine and Cold Storage, four minutes north along the harbor road. The facility sat at the far end of the working waterfront—corrugated metal buildings, a cold-storage unit with its own loading dock, two fuel pumps for the fleet, and a dock office at the water’s edge with salt-filmed windows that looked out over the bay. The Holt Marine sign ran along the roofline in blue and white, the letters faded at the edges from years of weather. Lobster traps were stacked along the east wall, head high, banded and waiting for the season.

      Frank Holt stood at the entrance to the dock office.

      He was a big man—broad through the shoulders, thickset, the build of someone whose body had organized itself around physical work over decades and hadn’t seen a reason to reconfigure. He still wore his work slicker, unzipped now, with a heavy thermal underneath. He stood with his arms crossed and his jaw set, watching the truck pull in. When Angus and Miguel got out he tracked them across the parking lot with a focused look, as if he’d been waiting longer than his patience allowed and was done pretending otherwise.

      His eyes went to Angus’s badge and stayed there.

      Something shifted in his face. Not relief—Frank Holt didn’t look like a man who arrived at relief easily, and it was too early for it besides. What shifted was something quieter than that. A man who looked as though he’d been managing a private fear for two days and had just run out of room to keep it private. The moment when a situation stops being something you might still resolve on your own and becomes something that requires other people.

      Angus had seen that look before. It lived in parking lots, on front porches, in the doorways of hospitals, and on the faces of people who had just realized that whatever they’d been hoping wasn’t true, was.

      “Sheriff.” Frank’s voice came out level. It cost him to keep it that way. “I want to know where my son is.”

      Behind him, through the salt-filmed window of the dock office, a young woman stood at a desk watching them. She hadn’t moved. Her hands were flat on the desk surface, and her eyes were steady in a way that suggested considerable effort.

      Clara Holt. Angus recognized the composure of someone holding herself together for the benefit of a parent who was barely holding himself together.

      “Mr. Holt,” Angus said. “Let’s go inside.”
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      The dock office smelled of coffee, brine and the particular staleness of a room that was heated just enough and no more. A metal desk ran along the back wall, stacked with manifests, tide charts, and a radio handset resting in its cradle. A whiteboard above it tracked the fleet—boat names, crew numbers, departure times marked in blue marker, return times still blank. A coatrack near the door held two slickers and a set of overalls. Everything had a purpose. Nothing extra.

      Frank Holt took the chair behind the desk without seeming to notice he’d done so. It was the chair of a man who sat there every day and couldn’t stop being that man, even now. He pressed both palms to the desktop and looked at Angus the way someone looks at a person they’re deciding whether to trust.

      Clara Holt remained standing. She’d moved from the window when they came in and positioned herself to Frank’s left, slightly back—close enough to be present, far enough to give him room. She was in her mid-twenties, dark-haired, her father’s jaw softened into something more patient. She held a mug of coffee she wasn’t drinking and watched Angus with an attention different from her father’s. Frank was looking for reassurance. Clara was looking for information.

      Miguel took out his notebook. Angus stayed on his feet.

      “Tell me about Friday,” Angus said.

      Frank drew a slow breath. “Jonah left the dock at five thirty. Same as always. I watched him go to his truck. That was the last time I saw him.” He paused. “I didn’t think anything of it. Why would I?”

      “Did you speak to him before he left?”

      A brief hesitation. “In passing. I had a call with a buyer up in Rockland. I told him I’d go over the weekend schedule on Monday morning.” He looked at his hands. “He said fine. That was it.”

      Angus let the silence linger for a moment. “Was that typical? Keeping the schedule discussion until Monday?”

      “We run a tight operation. Everyone knows what they’re doing.”

      “What I mean is, did Jonah seem like himself on Friday? Distracted, preoccupied, anything different?”

      Frank opened his mouth and closed it again. He looked, briefly, like a man confronting a question he hadn’t let himself ask. “He was quiet. But Jonah’s often quiet.”

      “He wasn’t quiet,” Clara said.

      Both men looked at her. She kept her eyes on Angus.

      “He wasn’t quiet on Friday. He was excited about something. He’d been that way for a few weeks—coming in early and staying late on the accounts side, which isn’t his usual area. I asked him what he was working on.” She paused. “He said I’d see soon enough.”

      “He didn’t tell you what it was?”

      “No.” Clara’s expression changed—not quite hurt, more like someone revising an assumption she hadn’t realized she was making. “Jonah tells me most things. We’re close. The fact that he was keeping this particular thing back meant it was something he wanted to present finished. Something he wanted to arrive with rather than develop out loud.”

      Frank shifted in his chair. “He’s always chasing the next idea. The northern expansion, the Penobscot Bay grounds—he has these plans.”

      “The northern expansion,” Angus said. “Tell me about that.”

      Frank’s expression flattened. “It’s not viable. I’ve told him that. The licensing costs, the fuel range for the fleet we have—” He stopped and shook his head. “He disagrees.”

      “He doesn’t just disagree,” Clara said quietly. She didn’t add anything else. She didn’t need to.

      The gap between those two statements held more information than anything Frank had said in the past five minutes. Angus noted it and moved on.

      “Did Jonah have plans for the weekend? Was he meeting anyone? Did he mention going anywhere?”

      Frank shook his head.

      “Clara?”

      “Nothing specific. He texted me Saturday morning. Just checking in. Nothing about plans.” She set the mug on the edge of the desk. “When he didn’t answer Saturday afternoon, I called twice. Sunday I drove to his apartment. His truck was gone. I knocked for a long time.” She looked directly at Angus. “Jonah doesn’t go dark. Not with me. Whatever this is, he didn’t choose it.”

      The certainty in her voice came from knowing someone, not from hoping. Angus believed her.

      “We’ll need access to his apartment,” he said. “And anything here that was his—his desk, any files or notes, computer access if he had one here.”

      Frank nodded and pushed himself up from the chair. He moved with the heaviness of a man carrying something he hadn’t put down since Saturday and wasn’t sure how.

      He led them through the office door and along the side of the main building. At the north end of the property, beyond the fuel pumps, a separate structure sat lower than the rest, its corrugated siding darker with age and weathering.

      “North Annex,” Frank said, following Angus’s glance. “Hasn’t been worth much since the storm.”

      “Still part of the operation?”

      “Technically.” Frank kept walking. “Jonah had opinions about it. Wanted money spent there before I was ready to spend it.”

      Clara looked toward the building, then away. “He said the old water system needed attention.”

      Frank’s mouth tightened. “Jonah said a lot of things needed attention.”

      

      Jonah’s workspace was a small desk in the corner of the operations room next to the dock office—separated from Frank’s domain by a partition wall and a door that didn’t quite shut flush. A working desk, not a tidy one. Manifests and printouts, a tide atlas open to Penobscot Bay, a ruled notebook with a cracked spine. Pencils. A stapler. A dried coffee ring on the corner of a manila folder.

      Miguel photographed it before they touched anything.

      Angus worked through the notebook while Miguel took the manifests. Jonah’s handwriting was small and angled, the kind produced by someone who wrote fast and didn’t go back. The pages were dense—fleet schedules, fuel cost calculations, and contact names for buyers as far north as Bar Harbor. Pages of work. In the margins of one page, a column of figures resolved, at the bottom, into a projected annual revenue number for a northern operation. The figure was circled twice.

      At the back of the notebook, separated from the fleet notes by several blank pages, was a different kind of list. Names and phone numbers, mostly unfamiliar. Supplier contacts, by the look of them. Restaurant groups, a cold storage facility in Ellsworth, a seafood distributor operating out of Bangor.

      And between those pages, loose, was a business card.

      Plain white. No logo. A name printed in simple type: R. Cobb, with a mobile number below it. No address, no company name, no other details.

      Angus turned it over. The back was blank.

      He held it up. “Clara.”

      She came to the doorway. He showed her the card.

      Her expression changed—not recognition, but the opposite. She looked at it the way you would look at something that had no business being where it was.

      “I’ve never seen that before,” she said. “Where was it?”

      “Back of the notebook.”

      She took it from him carefully, by the edges, and read the name. Then she looked up.

      “Three weeks ago Jonah told me he’d found someone who could help make the northern expansion work—someone with connections at the county level, he said. Permitting. Licensing. He said this person understood how approvals moved through the system.” She paused. “He wouldn’t tell me the name. I assumed it was someone he’d met through the harbor board.”

      Angus looked at the plain white card in her hand that held no trail.

      County level. Permitting. Licensing. Someone who understood how approvals moved through the system.

      “Did he say anything else about this person?”

      Clara’s jaw tightened slightly. “He said this person had noticed things about the operation that nobody else had noticed. That he could see what Jonah was capable of.” She held the card out to Angus. “Those were the words he used. ‘What Jonah was capable of’.”

      Angus took the card. He looked at the name again.

      R. Cobb.

      He didn’t recognize it. But whoever it was had spent weeks telling a twenty-eight-year-old man exactly what he most wanted to hear—and now that man was gone.

      He pulled an evidence bag from his jacket and sealed the card inside it.

      “I’ll need the number from Jonah’s phone records,” he said to Miguel. Then, to Clara: “Don’t touch his desk. Don’t move anything. We’ll be back.”

      She nodded. Her eyes went to the evidence bag in his hand and stayed there.

      Outside, crossing the parking lot to the truck, Miguel fell into step beside him.

      “R. Cobb,” Miguel said. “You know the name?”

      “No.”

      “Want me to run it?”

      “Yes.” Angus opened the truck door. “And Miguel—whoever this person is, he spent weeks building Jonah’s trust before he disappeared. That’s not coincidence, and it’s not a stranger.”

      He got in and started the engine.

      It wasn’t until he was pulling out of the Holt Marine lot and onto the harbor road that the thought arrived—quiet and precise, cutting through everything else.

      County level. Someone who understood how approvals moved through the system.

      Someone who knew how the sheriff’s office worked.
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      The darkness was not complete.

      A thin line of gray light showed at the base of the door—enough to confirm there was a door, enough to tell him that somewhere on the other side, the world was still running on a normal schedule of day and night. Day, by the look of it. He’d been awake for a while—or thought he had. Somewhere between Saturday afternoon and now, time had lost its shape.

      He sat with his back against the wall, knees drawn up, the blanket draped across his shoulders. Concrete beneath him, cold through his jeans. The wall behind him was concrete too—rough, painted at some point, the paint long since flaked away. He’d felt around as much as the zip ties allowed when he first woke. A room, roughly square by his estimate, perhaps fifteen feet on a side. A metal door. No window. A drain in the floor six feet to his left told him this had been a kind of utility space. A processing room, maybe. A cold room, though the temperature wasn’t cold enough for that.

      The smell was the thing that stayed with him. Concrete and dust and, underneath it, unmistakably, saltwater. Not the harbor smell he’d grown up with—not diesel and brine and the richness of working boats—but something cleaner than that, the deep-water smell that came off the ocean when the wind was right.

      He was close to the coast. He hadn’t moved far.

      A plastic water bottle sat within reach, half full. He’d found it when he first came around, resting against his knee. He rationed it without deciding to—some instinct that preceded thought.

      He was not hurt. That was the fact he kept returning to, pressing against it the way you press against a bruise to confirm it’s real. His wrists ached where the zip ties cut, his hip was sore from the concrete, his head held the dull residue of whatever had been in Ray Cobb’s coffee. But not hurt. Not touched. Whoever had put him here had done so with the minimum necessary force and then stepped back.

      That was the detail that wouldn’t settle. Anger he could have read. Anger had a logic to it—it escalated, it wanted something, it pressed until it got a reaction. This was not anger. This was a man who needed him in a specific condition for a specific purpose, and Jonah couldn’t work out what that purpose was.

      He tried again to reconstruct Saturday.

      
      The coffee shop on Harbor Street. Ray’s usual table—the one in the back corner that he always chose—Jonah had taken that as a sign of a careful man, a man who thought about these things. He understood now what it had actually been.

      Ray had been in good spirits, almost expansive. He’d ordered a second coffee without checking the time, which he never did—Ray watched
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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
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

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
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
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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