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        To romanticize the world is to make us aware of the magic, mystery and wonder of the world; it is to educate the senses to see the ordinary as extraordinary, the familiar as strange, the mundane as sacred, the finite as infinite.

        — NOVALIS
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            ONCE MORE INTO THE GREAT, WIDE WEIRD

          

          MICHAEL KELLY

        

      

    

    
      From 2014 to 2018 I was Series Editor for the Year’s Best Weird Fiction, an anthology launched not only to showcase some of the superlative strange fiction being published, but to also provide a home to often unclassifiable modes of fiction that were not, in my view, being represented in other ‘Year’s Best’ or ‘Best Of’ anthologies. A dedicated volume of the weird. An anthology to fill some of those genre gaps. There is no shortage of ‘Year’s Best’ anthologies. Some quite good. Some actively filling those gaps. But there will always be gaps. Some driven by commercial market concerns, some by taste and aesthetics. This new volume will strive to be in conversation with those other anthologies, while hopefully providing its own unique perspective.

      But what exactly is Weird Fiction? It’s something I’ve addressed in those earlier volumes, to be sure. And as mentioned above it can often be unclassifiable and hard to precisely define. You’ll get varying definitions from different people. For the purposes of this series, I will crib a short note from a previous volume: In my view weird fiction is speculative, and often (but not always) works to explore and subvert the laws of nature, or the natural order. I like to think of it as an unceasing distortion and buckling of ambient space and time; where plot, theme, atmosphere and voice coalesce. Hence, the lens from which you view the world is askew and occluded. A feeling. A mood. A sense of dislocation. Weird fiction is a large umbrella, encompassing many modes of fiction. Before genre rules were established, weird fiction could be said to consist of the science fictional, the ghostly supernatural, the mythical, the cosmic, and the fantastic. An extensive mode of literature. In that regard it shares many properties with its Horror brethren. It’s why weird fiction is, I’d say, most commonly associated with horror fiction.

      This absence of specifics will frustrate some. Contemporary writers Emily Alder, Andy Cain, Mark Fisher, Zachary Gillan, Scott Nicolay, and Simon Strantzas have all articulated their thoughts on Weird Fiction. And my views overlap strongly with Fisher’s very broad notions of weird fiction. Particularly in his idea of a ‘sense of wrongness.’ There are likely stories in this volume that contemporary critics and essayists would not consider weird fiction. Overtly SF or fantasy, perhaps. But I’d argue there is a profane provocation and/or transcendent vision, bold or subtle, that imbue these tales with a sense of the numinous. In that regard I have made an attempt to cast as wide a net as possible; to present exactly 25 stories that display the extensive range and diversity in the field. To showcase a multiplicity of genres and voices. Whether you consider them specifically weird fiction, or not, they are stories that sit, perhaps uneasily, in the borderlands of the fantastic.

      So, my remit will be broad in scope. The alien. The other. The surreal. And sometimes simply the weird. As noted writer Simon Strantzas posits:  “Instead, these sorts of stories exist in a liminal world of rationalities where things are not quite right. Slightly askew, their axes tilted, they are stories where the everyday is corrupted just enough that the strange can leak through.”

      Weird fiction, perhaps more than any other mode, is fluid, adaptable, and ever-changing. I certainly take an expansive view of it, not constrained to the American-based strand (terror and awe) or the European-based (strange tale).

      In short, if it’s weird or strange or irreal, and occupying a liminal space, floating between genres, it may find a home in these pages.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NOCTURNAL

          

          NATALIA THEODORIDOU

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Originally published in The Rumpus.

      

      

      
        
        Natalia Theodoridou is a transmasculine writer whose stories have appeared in publications such as Kenyon Review, The Cincinnati Review, Ninth Letter, and Strange Horizons, and have been translated into Italian, French, Greek, Estonian, Spanish, Chinese, and Arabic. He won the 2018 World Fantasy Award for Short Fiction, the 2022 Emerging Writer Award by Moniack Mhor & The Bridge Awards, and the Nebula Award for Game Writing in 2025. Born in Greece, with roots in Georgia, Russia, and Turkey, he currently lives in the UK. His debut novel, Sour Cherry, a queer Bluebeard retelling about toxic masculinity and cycles of abuse, came out in April 2025  from Tin House (US) and Wildfire (UK).

      

      

      

      After Mother puts you to bed and you’re almost asleep, another woman appears at the threshold of your bedroom door, backlit, her hair haloed by the yellow light of the hallway. She looks just like your mother, except she’s taller and there is no love for you on her face. 

      There is, however, an urgency. 

      And, urgently, she tells you stories.

      She tells you about a woman she knew when she was growing up. Her name was Stella. She was married to a guy with a motorbike. She was always dressed in black, and she had long, dark hair that she covered with a sheer, black veil. Her skin was very, very pale because she would never go out during the day. But at night, her husband would take her on his motorbike, and together they went drinking around town. They had no children. She laughed a lot. Her teeth were very white, her tongue an annihilating red. 

      “What happened to her?” you ask, your breath growing cold in your lungs. 

      But your mother doesn’t reply.

      Instead, she tells you another story, about a monster that used to live in the swamp outside that same town, where Stella lived, where your mother grew up. 

      Nobody had ever seen it, but everyone knew it was real. In summer, the town filled with the monster’s scent, heavy and damp, like freshly turned soil and rotting leaves. 

      Many men went after it with rifles, or with spears that they fashioned out of broken garden tools. Stella’s husband went too. Nobody ever came back. 

      “Why are you telling me all this?” you ask your not-mother, your other-mother, but she just looks at you with her other eyes, her other mouth set in a harsh line. “Are you trying to scare me?”

      “Are you scared?” she asks. 

      “No,” you lie. 

      So she continues.

      She tells you that the monster was small, almost the size of a child. She tells you about its jaws that were perfect circles rimmed with razor-sharp teeth and about its delicate wings that trailed behind it like a bridal veil. It had fins, too, and long, thin spines. It balanced on its back legs and had a snake for a tail. It walked haltingly, like something drunk, but, when it wanted to, it moved so fast that no one could get away. Whoever heard its roars could only stand stunned with fear while the monster went for their throats. Ate them alive. 

      You don’t ask how she knows all these things.

      The woman looks at you to see if you’re scared now. You’re not. Or you are, but you’re also sad more than you are scared. You’re sad for the monster that was born out of the swamp, alone and unlike any creature in the whole world.

      You never find out if the nocturnal mother was real or if your mother was aware of this woman and her stories, her nightly visits. You never confront your mother about it either. Occasionally, when she drifts off and stares at the wall, her gaze reminds you of the overcast eyes of that woman at your bedroom door. But then she snaps out of it; she looks at you and smiles, her face full of love. “It was nothing,” she tells you, putting her hands on you, her skin clammy on your skin, her lips tight, answering a question you never asked. “It was really nothing.” 

      All you want is to grow up, and so you grow up. You go to high school, then college to study history because you like making sense of old stories and buried things. At the library, you sometimes do a search for “night mother” and “mother double,” but nothing helpful ever comes up.

      You become busy, working your way through college to pay for your degree. For a long time, you forget about the nocturnal mother altogether. You tell yourself she was a nightmare. Something your childish mind made up to scare you. You move away, leaving your mother to live alone in that house with the attic and the basement that nobody ever mentioned when you were small. You do a master’s degree in genealogy and family history. You make friends. And every so often you stumble across a memory you didn’t know you had. There’s the image of Stella moving away from the edges of the swamp in her black dress and her black veil and no tears streaming from her eyes. There’s the old rolltop desk you discovered when your mother asked you to help clear out the attic. The desk was locked, but you had it opened with the help of a locksmith. There was a yellowed notebook inside, its pages covered in scrawled handwriting. It contained no dates and no names, but it was full with what you could only describe as stories written from the point of view of the monster. You thought of them as the monster’s adventures, and the more you read them, the more you became convinced it was Stella’s diary.

      But then you fall for a girl who’s always dressed in black and you forget about all of that again. She slips into your dorm room on cold nights when you’re almost asleep, and you think it’s your mother again, come to tell you stories. Her hair is haloed by the yellow light that streams from the corridor outside, her skin very, very white—you think it’s because she’s never gone out during the day. Her lips an annihilating red.

      One night, sleeping next to that girl, you dream of your mother. You’re a child again. You know it’s a dream because you’re sitting by a campfire, on the desolate beach of a black ocean. Your mother appears suddenly, a cocoon of a woman backlit by flames. She doesn’t come any closer. Her eyes are dead, the color of a swamp. She opens her mouth to show you the emptiness inside.

      You call her in the morning, ask her about those stories she used to tell you, but she says she doesn’t remember. “Wasn’t there a swamp outside the city where you grew up?” you insist. You half expect her to say no, there was no swamp, there was never any swamp, but instead she says, “Not anymore. They had it drained years ago.”

      “Did they find the monster?” you ask her then, and immediately you bite your tongue, as if you allowed something unspeakable to be spoken. You imagine her looking away, the phone held loosely in her thin hands, the clammy skin you haven’t felt on you for so long. She says she has no idea what you’re talking about, her voice cold and flat like a surface. You ask her why Stella never had children, and at first you think she’s not going to reply, but then, as she’s hanging up the phone you hear her say, “Why would she?”

      You don’t talk about it again for a couple of years, and you make it through long stretches of time when you don’t think about your mother at all. You break up with the girl in black, amiably. You crave the silence of your childhood home, the hollow vastness of the valley that surrounds it. You find yourself missing the nocturnal mother at the door of your childhood bedroom. You move back.

      She returns then, even if only in your dreams. You remember her clearly, in all her detailed glory, the way she smelled of clean blood and rotting leaves. The way she tilted her head and pointed at her throat. This time, she doesn’t always stand at the threshold, backlit by the corridor, but sometimes waits for you in bed. White skin and black hair. Red lips and dead eyes. She’s all bones, her breasts covered in white scars. She tells you to come closer, and you obey—she’s your mother, after all. You sit next to her and she leans over you, her mouth full of mother-teeth. She whispers, “It’s almost your turn now. Do you remember what I gave you?” When you wake up, you cry because you don’t.

      When you think of Stella, you imagine her with your mother’s face, which makes you want to have a child of your own. A bit of your flesh, a splash of your blood. You imagine what stories you’d have for your child if you became a mother. You tell yourself you’d shun your mother’s stories, would spare this child the horror of your dreams. This is what you wouldn’t say: All families have their origin stories, and for your family, the swamp is it. It’s where you all come from. You leave it, but it never leaves you. Its monsters are your monsters. If you close your eyes at night, if you open a window and sniff the air, you’ll always be able to catch a whiff of it, that rotting stench, that depth. The dead, forgotten things.

      You want to think you’d tell a different story. Something softer and more comforting.

      But then you really do have a baby and, finally, you understand. It’s a girl; of course she’s a girl. She has your mother’s eyes. Your mother helps you, teaches you how to hold her, how to feed and clean her. But she’s frail now; she tires so easily that you send her to her room with the order to rest and not worry about you. “As a baby,” she says, “you cried all the time.”

      You decide to call your daughter Stella.

      Your daughter gets the same stomachaches you had when you were a toddler. You spend endless hours holding her to your chest, wrapped in a blanket, not knowing how to protect this tiny creature. In the end, you try to soothe her by simply showing her she’s wanted. When she quiets, you fall asleep right there in the chair. In your dreams, you walk out into the night, into the swamp, with an axe in your hand and no fear in your heart. You touch the soft mud, sink your whole hand into it, up to the wrist. It smells impossibly sweet. You look for the monster, with its circle of teeth, its fins and spines, but you never find it. And when you wake up, you cry. You don’t know why. You cradle your baby and promise her you’ll never tell her stories of teeth and fear, of mothers and daughters fighting to love each other, of that terrible, cloying need, of things given, and taken, and given up. Your daughter’s hair smells like moss and thunderstorms, and that makes everything okay.

      The difficult first year passes, and so do your daughter’s aches. Your mother stays with you, but you never talk about the swamp again, or the Stella of old, or the monster. She wears her heavy earrings, black, each with a round piece of amber hanging from a loop. When you kiss her, her skin tastes like leather and ashes.

      You reconnect with that girl dressed in black. She wears other colors now, sometimes, purple and teal and a dark cypress green. She has pierced her eyebrow, which makes her eyes look uneven and depthless like a cat’s. You take her out, leave your baby with your mother at home. You go to the movies, the swamp monsters frequent and laughable. You don’t tell her about the nocturnal mother, the stories of the swamp, your black ocean dreams. You get milkshakes and a burger. You make out in the back of your car. She thrills when you don’t hold back and take her piercing into your mouth, the taste of metal burning your tongue. She has a sadness in the corners of her lips but feels like midday heat and dark roses. You invite her to stay over, and she likes your daughter, and your daughter likes her back. She offers to stay with Stella while you go to work, which is sometimes an office where you spend your days as a data entry clerk and sometimes a diner where you wait tables. In the end, it makes more sense for her to move in, so she does. Your daughter is a toddler now. She says her first words. She calls you both “Mama.” Most days, if anyone asked you, you’d tell them you’re happy. Your mother passes away the autumn after your daughter learns how to speak. In the weeks before, you spend more time with her. It’s the closest you ever come to talking to her plainly about your childhood nightmares, the stories, the swamp. When you ask her if she knows any bedtime stories you should tell your daughter, she tells you stories are like vaccines. “Vaccines?” you ask and she says, “Yes. Vaccines to guard against the cruelties of the world.”

      She’s less and less lucid after that. You spend the afternoons by her bedside and then, later, you grieve her briefly and intensely. You empty out her room and throw away almost everything. Even Stella’s diary, which you find under your mother’s mattress. You hold onto so little, these days. Not even then do you tell your wife about your night mother—afraid, perhaps, of summoning her, now that your real mother is no longer there to keep her at bay.

      Time passes like a thick, slow-moving river. You go back to work at the office and the diner and the movie theater where you show people their seats in the dark with your little flashlight, because there is no employment for historians in love with swamp monsters and their family secrets. You never dream of that vast, black ocean anymore. You never dream of anything at all, and, for that, you’re grateful.

      But then there are times when, as you put your daughter to sleep, you catch yourself hesitating at the threshold of her bedroom door, with the sound of another heartbeat in your ears, distant and ancient. Your daughter looks at you with your mother’s eyes, and you stand there, something fearful and spiny growing around you and in you, the taste of dark water filling your mouth, like a story.
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        Hiron Ennes is the British Fantasy Award-winning author of Leech. Their novel The Works of Vermin was published in 2025. In their spare time, they’re a rogue harpist and a mad doctor. Their areas of interest include forensics, infectious disease, and petting your dog.

      

      

      

      The house is a squat trapezium of stone, fissured like the trunk of a tree. Its cracked slab of a roof slumps under centuries of vines, piebald with moss. When our cab approaches, a small owl rustles from a window and flutters up to the canopy.

      Mum takes to it right away. She stumbles from the taxi with the cat in one arm and my brother in the other, leaving a trail of dropped objects behind her. Dad tries to mirror her enthusiasm. He picks up after her, snatching gloves and socks and booklets like a hen pecking. He wears a patient smile until he gets to the doorway, where he finally sees the magnitude of his fixer-upper. The floors are dirt. Leafy columns of light tumble through the cracks in the roof. A possum hisses in the entryway.

      His wife is nothing but pleased. She circles the house, examining crumbling furniture carved from the same stone as the walls. Crude marble cylinders pass for stools. Slabs like tombstones mark the headboards. My brother wipes dust from a windowsill to find it trimmed in obsidian.

      I slip through a fissure in the wall to the garden. Mum is already out there, bending over the mossy quadrangles of stone. She digs through the hardened earth, appraising the crumbling soil. There are plenty of things already growing. Berries, shrubs, apple trees, a couple of wild tubers. The canopy is thin, and there are soft patches where she can build more beds. Even the shady bits will be wrapped around her green thumb soon enough.

      She rounds the stone fence and points out where she’ll plant the spinach later this week. Where the beets will go, the tomatoes, her meticulously engineered squashes. She runs her boot through the brush, demarcating the beds, but my eyes have already wandered.

      A sapling rustles by a window on the north side of the house. It’s not an ash, not a maple, not an oak—its leaves, long and dark and strange, undulate in my direction. I know a greeting when I see it, so I step over to brush its bark, soft, smooth as skin, and dusted with fine green hairs.

      “What’s this one?” I ask Mum.

      “I don’t know, darling,” she answers. “But I think it’s yours.”
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        * * *

      

      The first night, we claim our rooms. If they can be called rooms. Some only become rooms when we drape Mum’s tapestries over their missing walls. Others are completely closed in by vines writhing up from the floor. None has a door.

      A fissure in the north wall widens into a sort of window, looking out on the sapling. I want the bed closest to it, but my brother gets there first. I decide to fight him for it, and neither of us will budge. He’s got his eye on that tree, and he doesn’t believe me when I say it’s mine.

      In the end, Mum claims the room for herself and Dad. She says it’s because she does not want to see us fight over it. She tells us that when we are squabbling, we are not our best selves, and we must always strive to be our best selves.

      Dad lays their blankets down over the bed-slab and agrees.

      “When you think about it, your mother and I are the unlucky ones,” he says. “This is the only room that doesn’t have a view of that beautiful night sky.”
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        * * *

      

      A week in, Dad takes his axe on a foray into the woods. He’s decided that before he can install the floor panels, carve doors and shutters and repair Mum’s loom, and especially before the rain comes, he must fix the roof.

      My brother and I find pieces of it scattered around the property. We’re supposed to be finishing our schoolwork, but we circle the yard, cutting away ferns and unburying dozens of wide, broken wedges. They lie scattered in every direction—a few have fallen so far that the cat won’t follow us out to them, preferring to sit and yowl in the doorway. My brother wants to gather the missing pieces and fit the roof back together like a puzzle. He quickly learns that none of us could lift the smallest fragment.

      “How did the roof break, anyway?” he asks me.

      “Earthquake,” I say, because I can’t think of anything else with enough force.

      He goes silent for a while, watching Dad pile his cuts at the edge of the garden, thin trunks that look similar to pine but smell much sweeter. Sap dark as mud oozes from their axe-bites.

      “How was the house even built?” my brother asks.

      “There’s mountains nearby,” I answer. “The builders chipped off slabs and carried them down here.”

      “Why?” He gestures to the trees, a verdant abundance of beams and floorboards and shingles. “And how?”

      “They were giants,” I answer. “It was easy for them. This is just their dollhouse.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “I’m serious. We’re their dolls. Once they know we’re here, they’ll come play with us. Put you in a little dress, snap your limbs off.”

      I’ve gone a step too far. He frowns and floats over to Mum, who’s planting her greens in neat, straight rows. He leans up to her, and she shakes her head.

      “Don’t lie to your brother,” she hollers. “Those who lie are not at their best.”

      I sigh and look to the sapling at the end of the garden. It shudders and waves, though there’s no wind I can feel.
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        * * *

      

      The cat is no longer strictly an outdoor cat, since there are no longer strict outdoors. He wanders through the fractures of the house day and night, chattering, kneading, marking.

      Dad says he can’t get the smell of piss out of his nose. He wonders aloud if he should abandon the roof and prioritize making doors.

      “He’s a pest,” Dad says.

      “He’s the only reason why we’re not overrun with rodents,” Mum answers. She skins a few tubers at the sink, paring knife glinting with remarkable speed.

      “At least let’s keep him out of our room. He makes you wheeze.”

      “He doesn’t —” she stops herself. She’s not going to say the cat doesn’t make her wheeze, not after what she’s just told me about lying.

      “And the hives,” Dad says. “Your condition worries me as it is.”

      Mum gives him an irritated frown. “I don’t have a condition,” she answers, slowly, each word a careful guess.

      She sets down her tubers and retreats to the garden, where she walks along her fresh rows for the rest of the evening. She doesn’t even come in for dinner, after I have finished the paring and Dad the boiling, when my brother has set our stone table with stone plates. For hours, she paces and mutters among her seedlings. She is praying fervently, and against Dad’s wishes, for rain.
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        * * *

      

      Every woman in our family has exactly one daughter. There are no sisters, no cousins, no childless maids, so our family tree is a thin, straight vine. All our knowledge of horticulture and herbalism descends in this way, unbroken and perfectly linear. The genealogies of our squashes are far more tangled.

      My mother has already taught me most of it. She taught me which plants are friends and which aren’t, which to eradicate and which to cultivate, which animals are pests and which tinctures might kill them. She taught me how to skin a tree, to soak and dry and flatten its pulp into paper, how to prune a tomato’s limbs so the others proliferate unimpeded, how to select for traits that help our lineages grow into their best selves.

      Despite her teachings, I can’t identify the plant that has grown at the foot of my bed. A collection of dew has sprinkled through the hole in my ceiling, coaxing a green shoot from the ground. Overnight it’s crawled up the granite slab of my mattress.

      When I poke my head into Mum’s room, telling her I’ve found something new, she says she’s feeling faint. She’s tucked in bed with the cat and neither are willing to move. She’ll hold out for as long as she can, until the blankets are soaked and we have to clean up the blood.

      “Make me my tea,” she says.

      I retreat to the kitchen and grab her jar of little red pills. I steep them with the rest of the leaves while she groans in her room, more frustrated than pained. She’s been trying for so long to wean herself off the stuff, the same way she’s weaned off every medicine that came before. I hate the tea, but not because it smells like rot and looks worse, but because I am afraid, one day, that I’ll need it too.
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        * * *

      

      Dad comes home with what he thinks is a boar but what may be something else. It’s four-legged and hairless, long neck sagging on his back as he trundles back to the house. We help him drag it to the porch and watch him get to work with his knife.

      “It’s been so long since I’ve had any meat,” he says, elbow-deep in blood. “My poor belly’s sagging.” He slaps his navel, leaving a splattered red print.

      “We’ll have you fed properly when the garden comes in,” Mum tells him. “You just have to wait.”

      “Time is a necessity,” I say.

      “And what else?” Mum asks, smiling.

      “Rain, sun and soil,” my brother says, “are the only necessities.”

      “Very good.”

      The blood drips from the porch into the garden, where the early squashes grasp skyward. The sapling stands nearby, branches brushing the half-finished awning. Either it’s grown taller in the past couple days, or it’s gotten closer.
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        * * *

      

      Dad manages to patch the roof by the first rains. It starts as a gentle patter, then, early in the morning, becomes a downpour. We are jolted awake by a deep, resounding snap, far closer than thunder. The house shudders with the echo of the rumble, and we all crawl from our beds.

      In the kitchen, we find a pool of water, whirling around notches of wood and stone. Above our heads, a new fissure bolts through the ceiling, zagging from the hearth to the table. Dust and rain fall from the crack, pattering against our firewood.

      Dad rolls a stool under the breach. He blinks through the thin sheet of sky-lit water, then lifts himself up to the crack. We clutch our nightgowns and watch his hand disappear into the fissure. He stills for a moment, frowns, then pulls a thin, long vine from the crack. He wraps it around his wrist, then his arm. Soon it’s curling at his feet, yards and yards of leafless green.

      When he finally snaps it from the crack, he’s soaked. I’m not sure if it’s rainwater or sweat.
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        * * *

      

      “The cat is bad for you,” Dad says. “We need to get rid of it.”

      “Don’t you dare,” Mum replies, wiping her nose. She is bedridden again today. “It’s just the season. The pollen. It’s gotten so thick.”

      She’s not wrong. Gold dust has settled in with early summer, falling like snow through our open windows. Our sideboard, a recent project Dad painstakingly carved from oak, hasn’t shown its surface in days. When we close our schoolbooks, we do so in puffs of yellow powder.

      “He makes your eyes water,” Dad says. “He wrecks your lungs —”

      “He doesn’t.” If Mum wasn’t already lulled by her tea, she would notice how badly she’s lying. But she is not her best. Her face is pale and dotted with sweat.

      “It’s not the pollen,” Dad continues. “You know it—that animal is bad for your health, and your health is the whole reason we’re out here.”

      “My health was an excuse,” Mum replies. “You’re happy here.”

      Dad’s breath softens, his pause heavy. “Sure.”
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        * * *

      

      A fire burns in the hearth. The flames flicker blue and cold, so Dad gets another log. It slumps, soft and wet, like the last three.

      “We shouldn’t burn those,” I say. “They’re moldy.”

      He doesn’t seem to hear me. “God,” he breathes. “What I wouldn’t give for a beer.”

      “Mum will kill you if you go back to town.”

      “Just for a night, dear.” He glances at me. “You don’t miss it?”

      I shrug. I don’t, really—I don’t miss the old house, with its tiny garden. The school. The hospital. All the things that held us back, before Mum decided she didn’t need it anymore—not the medicine or the car or the money to pay for any of it. Her best self would never need anything but sun and soil and rain and time.

      Soft sobbing comes from the hallway. We turn from the fire to see Mum in her bloodstained nightgown, out of bed for the first time in three days. Her eyes are red, her cheeks flushed and wet. The cat dangles in her arms.

      “Look at him,” she says. “Something’s wrong. Look.”

      She lays the creature on the kitchen table. The pollen clings to his fur and cakes his bloodied nose. She tries to stand him up, but he wobbles and falls, yellows of his eyes swallowed by the round, reflective black pools of his pupils.

      “He looks toxic,” Dad says.

      “Did you give him something?” Mum asks. “Did you do something to him?”

      “Of course not.”

      She begins to cry.

      “I didn’t do anything,” Dad says. “Just wait. He might get better.”

      Mum wipes her swollen eyes, fingers goopy with pollen-stuff. “This is your fault.”

      “It’s not.”

      “I’m going to find out how you did it,” she says. She skirts the table, pulling jars of medicines from the shelf, opening stone drawers to rattle stone utensils. “I’ll find it. I’ll find what you gave him.”

      “I didn’t give him anything!”

      She ignores him, moving through the kitchen, the bedrooms, the back porch. She pulls books from their cases, and then pages from their spines. She digs through my schoolwork, breaks my pens and empties them, she dumps her jars of herbs and spices and preserves onto the counter.

      She finds nothing amiss. She knows best what plants and oils go where, medicinal and toxic, which might dissolve harmlessly in a human mouth but fester in an animal’s. She knows every leaf, seed and extract; Dad does not.

      She gives up. Sobbing, she leaves the cat on the table and returns to her room. A thin trail of blood remains, smeared by the hem of her dress.
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        * * *

      

      A day later, while Dad buries the cat, the oak handle of his shovel breaks in half.
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        * * *

      

      It’s an insult to describe my tree as a sapling anymore. Its trunk has thickened, its leaves fan out to arm’s length. Its roots are flexible, growing, alive with tiny creaks and groans of xylem, billions of invisible stretching grains. If I listen hard enough, I can hear the soil shift between its rhizomes.

      In a span of a few days, it overtakes the cat’s grave. It lingers on that spot for a week, filling its roots, then slowly, slowly, retreats to the garden. It takes a month for it to make it from the lettuce beds to the tomatoes.

      A little sentinel, Mum calls it. She no longer cries every day. Her breathing is clear. She has begun to make paper again.

      Pulp floats on the surface of her soaking tub. She stirs it by hand, letting the bloated sludge drip through her fingers. It’s a familiar task, a familiar smell, but today I find it oddly sickening.

      A deep boom shakes the house, rippling the tub. Neither of us flinch. We are no longer startled by the crack of breaking stone. Even with the rains gone, every night we dream of new fissures, and wake to the sun shining through them.

      Then, the crumbling of stone transforms, rising in pitch and severity until I realize it’s not stone at all. My brother is screaming.

      We abandon the soaking paper and stumble down the hall. A buzz of terror rustles the ferns peeking through the cracks in our walls.

      A massive wedge of the roof occupies the center of the room. A broken portion of marble angles down from a streak of bare night sky, stone splinted with long planks of Dad’s repair work. The dead wood has rotted, choked under a burden of leaves and branches and vines. Stems sway along the debris, swollen with sap, a shivering mass of rot and stone and greenery so convoluted I can’t tell where it ends and my brother begins.

      Dad appears behind us. He cries out, digging through the wreckage, grasping at his weeping, trapped son. I help him tear at the vines, snapping branches, ripping away sheets of bark. My brother finally appears again, mostly intact. His right arm is inextricable, and he screams every time our father tries to unearth it.

      “Don’t —” he wails. “Don’t touch it—don’t!”

      Silent, mustering an uncanny strength, Dad pushes the slab off my brother’s elbow.

      Mum hugs me as her son rises from the debris, face bloody, arm hanging limp and mangled by his side. Patches of skin curl away like birch bark. He’s got two new elbows, tipped with protuberances of white bone. Leaves and pinecone scales stick to his wounds. There is a splinter the size of a penknife lodged in his shoulder.

      He is too shocked to cry out as Dad grips him under the knees and lifts him into his arms.

      “I can fix him,” Mum says. “It’s bad, but I can do it. He needs a salve. He needs poultice—wait here, I can fix him.”

      “No, you can’t,” Dad barks. “He needs a hospital. He needs a fucking doctor.”

      “We can’t —”

      Dad shoves past her, terrified son in his arms. He carries him down the hall without looking at either of us, stomps through the kitchen, pushes open the front door.

      “Don’t!” Mum shouts. “He’ll be fine! Please, we can do this ourselves. We have to do this ourselves!”

      “We don’t, and we can’t,” Dad growls. “I’m taking him to town.”

      Rapidly, my brother’s shock abates, just enough to make room for dawning horror. He trembles, rustling the leaves sprouting from his mangled arm.

      “I don’t want to go back,” he sobs. “Put me down. I want to stay.”

      “Listen to him!” Mum says. “Please, he’s fine.”

      “I don’t wanna leave!” my brother shouts, but Dad marches on.

      “You can’t just walk there!” Mum hollers, trailing him all the way to the squashes, to the moss-eaten path of pebbles that passes for a road.

      Dad keeps walking, dodging the words flung at him, and with his arms clamped around my brother, disappears into the night.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t sleep that night. Neither does Mum. I crawl into bed with her, curling like the cat, and she moans until dawn.

      In the morning, she works in the garden, violently pruning the tomatoes. She cracks stem after stem, nursing her cold tea in an obsidian mug. It doesn’t help.

      “It’s good for the plants,” she says, when I point out she’s leaving a trail of blood. “It’s nutrient rich.” Then she begins to cry. Her tears drip thick and white like sap down her face.

      “They’re not coming back,” she says.

      “They are.”

      “The hospital will keep him—they’ll put him down. My boy, my little boy. They’ll murder him like your bastard father murdered the cat.”

      “Dad didn’t murder the cat.”

      While she sobs, I try to clean the garden with the scuffle hoe, but it seems cruel, impossible. I try to sweep, but the cracked broom is heavy in my hands. I try to dry the paper, but the pulp repulses me. Every object seems to me a desiccated, desecrated corpse.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two more days pass. Then, they return. They have three arms between them.

      My brother teeters, unsteady, wrapped in strips of his bloodstained pajamas. The severed sleeves of our father’s coat bind his wound. He waves with his good arm from the end of the path, smiling through his pallor.

      Mum, revitalized, rushes out to greet him, wrapping her arms around him and nearly lifting him from the ground. He groans when her chin brushes against his raw bud of a shoulder.

      Dad greets Mum with a quick peck to the forehead. He looks like he’s slept about as much as we have.

      “What happened?” Mum asks. “Did the hospital just…let you go?”

      “We never got that far,” Dad admits. He eases himself through the front door and collapses on the stone table. “We had to stop.”

      Mum waits for an explanation. Dad is already half-asleep, curling his knees into his chest and closing his eyes.

      She shakes him back awake. “What happened?”

      He blinks. “We had to stop. I couldn’t make it that far. We found a stream. I cleaned him up.”

      “Where’d his arm go?” I ask.

      “I…pulled it off,” Dad says. He turns over, buries his face in his hands, and releases something halfway between a laugh and a sob. “Snapped. Twisted it like a branch. It came right off.”

      “It did,” says my brother proudly.

      “Oh, my dears,” Mum says, kissing them both. “I knew you could do it all by yourselves. I’m so proud of you. I knew you wouldn’t give up.”

      Dad’s breathing slows. “I…buried it,” he mumbles. “By the stream.”

      Then he drifts away, exhausted from his travels. He’s a sturdy man, rooted to the ground—he isn’t meant to wander like that.

      My brother is famished. While Dad snores on the table, he eats on the floor, chewing through the last of our early vegetables. He asks when the squashes will grow in. He asks if we cried when he got hurt. He asks if he can go dig up his arm later.

      Mum laughs, tells him no. You should never unearth what you’ve already planted.
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        * * *

      

      Dad confesses it’s probably for the best they never made it to town. “It would’ve cost an arm and a leg to save that arm,” he laughs. “Though I might’ve been tempted to get them to do something about this belly. It’s sagging over my belt. In a few weeks I’ll start tripping over it.”

      “When the squashes come in,” Mum says, “we’ll fatten you back up. We’ll put some flesh under there.” Her tone is earnest; by the silhouettes my parents cast against the ferns growing from the walls, they’re holding one another close.

      Dad blows an amused puff from his nose. The shadow of his arm reaches for her, skin hanging like a curtain from his elbow.

      “You’re breathing better,” he says. “It really was that cat.”

      “Oh, stop.”

      “He was bad for you. He wasn’t letting you grow into your best self.”

      “I know,” Mum says. Then, quietly: “He was a pest.”

      I smile and look through the fissured ceiling to my tree, its dark crown spreading over our house like a new roof. I can feel its roots move under the floor, absorbing the activity inside. I can feel its soft, hairy bark brush up against the walls, soaking up my parents’ heat, my brother’s quiet, musical moans. His stub aches, but only with the pressure of new growth.

      I shudder, relieved, contented. Leaves rustle in the breeze above me.
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        * * *

      

      Autumn comes heavy and full and fast.

      The squashes swell with meat. The tomatoes burst and spill seeds, too heavy for their branches. The greens bolt, the wild apples fall, the corn shoots upward. Everything has grown to painful fullness, fecund and aching for relief.

      My mother and I return to the kitchen with skirts full of vegetables. The peas are big as beets, the beets big as melons, the melons too big to carry. My father rolls one onto the porch, where he slices and salts and cans, swearing when he pinches his loose skin in the jar lids.

      “Fucking tongs,” he says, attempting to wrangle his chopped cantaloupe. “Everything wood in this goddamn house breaks.”

      My brother takes the utensils from him, extending his unbroken arm. It has grown a little longer, a little stronger in the absence of the other. He still likes using it, though two new ones have grown from his stub, stocky and thick. With his long arm he carries the tongs to the garden edge, with his short ones he digs a second grave, next to the cat’s, and buries them.

      Dad attempts to replace the tongs by whittling away at a branch of alder, but I can tell it unnerves him as much as it does me. We can both feel the pinch of steel scraping at the wood, hear the grain snapping and curling in pain. After a while, he gives up, blaming the skin hanging from between his fingers.

      I tell him to make a new set of utensils out of bone.

      “Whose bones?” he laughs. Then he stops, thinking over what I’ve said. The river isn’t too far. It might take a day to get there and back.
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        * * *

      

      Soon, the whole weight of the garden hits us. The squashes fill to bursting, agonized, stretched skin splitting open and spilling their entrails. Mum has to carry them in pieces to the kitchen, handful after handful of raw, ripe meat. I pluck the tomatoes while my brother makes his rounds of the garden, long arm reaching for what the rest of us can’t. He strips the highest cobs from the corn, gathers seeds from the sunflowers, shakes loose the apples. Dad marches behind him, gathering the spoils in the loose apron of his stomach. When he can’t carry any more, when his skin stretches with the bounty, he dumps the spoils onto our kitchen table.

      My brother quickly sorts through them, organizing with respect to size and type and ripeness. The haul is so large it doesn’t matter that he slips the cherry tomatoes into his mouth when Mum isn’t looking, or nibbles at the basil stems. He is a growing boy. A fourth arm, short and soft as a baby’s, juts sidelong from one of his new elbows.

      Mum removes seeds from the squash, digging her fingers through the orange meat and passing around sticky handfuls. We can only get through a quarter of it before we are too full to move.

      Outside, the sky is cold and clear and blue. The deciduous leaves darken and shed, readying for the next turn of the season.
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        * * *

      

      When the harvest is done and we’ve gathered all we can, Mum lies out in the empty garden, wetting the soil and steeping it for the following year. She can’t stop grinning as she feeds the garden, lying in each patch and bleeding for a few hours before moving onto the next. Wordless, hair rustling in the breeze, her voice carries like birdsong through the house.

      We’ve done it, she says. We’ve finally done it.
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        * * *

      

      Winter is bliss.

      On the nights we make paper, Dad sits on a marble stool while my brother grasps his skin, stretching it across the kitchen. I run a paring knife along it, trimming the hair, then through it. We cut a generous length from him, then I pat the laceration down with a compress of leaves and soil. Soon Dad stops gritting his teeth. He tells me it feels nice. He’s always wanted to lose weight.

      We pull his skin taut over a frame of bones, scrape off the pulp of his fat, and dry it in the cold sun. When the snows come, we stretch it over the ceiling, we hang it from doorways, we throw it over the beds and pillows and curl in its warmth. My book covers are stretched from his fingers. Our front door is made from his belly, navel protruding where a knob may have been. I have never loved him more.

      When we are hungry, my brother lifts his long arm and reaches down the hallway, into the back room, where he grabs hold of dried corn and beans, or he rolls around a rock-hard squash, making a game of it. His arm is too long to reach his own mouth, and his other ones get mixed up with one another, so Mum breaks apart his food for him. For every morsel she brings to his lips, she scatters ten at his feet.

      Occasionally, he will get bored. If I don’t watch my back, I’ll feel a tap on my shoulder or a tug at my clothes, and when I turn, I’ll catch a glimpse of his long, pale arm snaking back into his room. I’ve never seen him grin as widely as he does when he pulls my hair from across the house. Sometimes, he snaps it off like a bunch of twigs, though always, more will grow.

      The sapling has taken up residence right outside my room, branches stretching through the window, roots curling up from the floor. I don’t think it can move much anymore, but it seems content, bathing in the beige light shining through the tapestries of skin.
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        * * *

      

      I sit idly most of these days, arms splayed under the lengthening daylight. Weeks pass before any of us become hungry or bored, months before my father grows a new length of skin to cut and dry and use again. There is little to do, but none of us mind. We want for nothing. We need nothing, except time, rain, sun and soil.
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      Unlike most small northern towns, White Birch is not a tightknit community. Its residents restrict their activities to their drab houses, or to the fields on which those houses stand. Though earthy and obtuse, these people lead the sort of cloistered, spartan lives one usually finds only in hagiographies.

      The breadwinners of each household earn their keep outside the town limits, for White Birch has no industry to speak of. The few lingering storefronts on main street have long been boarded-up and neglected, like jack-o’-lanterns left to rot after Halloween.

      An annual banquet at the town hall is the only tradition significant enough to draw White Birch together. The unspoken consensus is that this feast is held in honour of Christmas, but its true nature remains a secret that the townsfolk guard fiercely from everyone, especially from themselves.

      Many Decembers ago, a butcher who’d gotten too deep in his cups had interrupted the entertainment. He’d hollered grisly speculations about the town’s Embertide custom, demanding to know why this queer supper always fell upon the longest, darkest night of the year, and why no one ever thought to connect it with the atrocities that subsequently plagued White Birch each winter. The details of these atrocities vary according to the storyteller, but all are united on the fact that they were so ghastly children had cried and the elderly had covered their ears.

      Every version of this account ends with the butcher being forcibly ejected from the hall by furious neighbours, and with his body being discovered several days later in the vineyard behind his home. The coroner’s report allegedly cites exposure as the official cause of death, but the butcher is consistently rumoured to have been discovered with his eyes and his left foot missing. His mangled remains are said to have been interred in an unmarked grave in another county. Whether he’d found the answers he’d so rudely sought at that year’s banquet is a riddle best left undeciphered.

      This year, on the appointed day and at the appointed time, the locals migrate to the town hall. No invitations are required. (No one has ever been brave or foolish enough to seek out the identity of the host or hosts of these yearly fetes.) The cardinal rules are to arrive before nightfall, and to ensure that everyone obeys the proper etiquette.

      It is a frigid evening, but autumn stubbornly refuses to yield to winter. For weeks the lands have been ossified and fallow. The foliage that litters the mud has lost both its colour and its perfume of decay. It makes everyone feel dismal, eager for a cleanse.

      The great walnut doors of the town hall are pressed shut just as stars are beginning to stir in the cloud-swept sky. The atmosphere inside is cold, both in temperature and in lack of affection. Long tables have been veiled in white cloth and laid with precisely enough settings. Tented cards written in a filigree script indicate a mad seating plan: siblings are stationed at opposite ends of the hall, high school athletes are placed beside hopeless old maids, wives sit nowhere near their spouses. Upon every plate rests a green linen napkin ingeniously folded in the shape of praying hands. These resemble polluted glaciers upon their little seas of glazed bone china.

      A tedious span of anticipatory stillness follows the seating. The faint hiss of guttering wax within the oakwood candelabras and the wet rumble of bellies calling for nourishment are the only noises. Someone sneezes but no one whispers a blessing.

      A rustling from the blackness of the vaulted ceiling notifies the guests that the evening’s entertainment is commencing. Those who opt to look up witness iridescent cords unfurling from the joists and beams. Their pulsating descent is akin to serpents uncoiling after a period of rest. The lowering of these bright garlands extinguishes the flames of the candelabras. The hall’s luminescence now comes in lurid shades of coral and yellow.

      The far end of the hall is inlaid with an impressive arched window. The heavy velvet curtain covering this window is hoisted. A trapezoid of moonlight stretches across the narrow stage.

      Eventually the entertainer makes his appearance, shuffling unceremoniously into the lunar spotlight. The man is attired in a rumpled suit of midnight-blue wool. Piled dust nests inside the suit’s many creases, suggesting a rich brocade design that the fabric does not actually possess. The man also wears an ugly crown, a novelty of cheap tin that is too small for his skull. Its edges slice into the delicate, aged skin of his brow.

      A wedded seamstress at the rear of the hall flinches under a wave of unpleasant recognition. The man onstage is familiar to her. She’d grown up knowing of him only as ‘the widower.’ As best she can recollect, the widower had been condemned to the bedlam after his beloved had been committed to the earth.

      The seamstress’s anxiety mounts as she ponders the chilling scenario of the widower escaping his padded cell. She longs to share this insight with her husband, the carpenter, but he is seated at the foot of the stage, between the fisherwoman and one of the many local tillers.

      The widower starts to fret, suggesting a lack of rehearsal, or possibly stage fright. Each jitter of his longish body fills the room with the cloying stench of camphor. A gormless child loudly retches and is paternally reprimanded by the man nearest to him.

      The widower’s expression turns apologetic. He fishes through the pockets of his dusty suit and retrieves the stub of a cheroot. Striking a match against his bruised thumbnail, he ignites the cheroot. It fumes out thick ribbons of smoke. Though everyone is expecting the pungent stench of cheap tobacco, they are instead greeted with the sweet musk of frankincense, the finest the world has known since Balthasar had carefully borne it as a holy gift.

      Having perfumed the chamber, the widower swallows the still-burning incense cone; the first in what is to be a series of marvellous illusions. Partway through these charming glamours the man suddenly halts. His signal for silence is so desperate, so urgent, that tension surges through the crowd. The tears that fill the widower’s eyes sparkle like polished gems under the hall’s peculiar iridescence.

      He leans forward and cups a hand over one of his large ears. He listens intently.

      Something in the outer darkness is moving toward the hall. Everyone takes a frantic mental attendance check. The fact that all residents are present only serves to worsen those plodding sounds of approach.

      “What is coming? What?” hisses the widower. His voice is the gurgle of brackish water leaking through a clogged drain. The noises without grow louder, and although the barricade is solid and true, everyone is heartsick with the sense that this intruder is now darkening their door.

      The thud of the iron doorknocker causes many to cry out.

      “Wait!” the seamstress shouts. Instinctively, she leaps from her seat, nearly upsetting her place-setting. Realizing her breach of decorum, she clasps a hand across her mouth as a gesture of penance before sinking back into her chair. The revelation that inspired her outburst was that her initial memory of the legend had been inverted: it was not the widower who had gone mad after his wife had gone into the ground, but vice versa.

      “Something foul is knocking at the door to our world,” explains this man who is no longer the widower. “We must be brave!”

      The knocking abruptly ceases, but the crowd’s relief is short-lived. A moment later, the thing from without pushes effortlessly through the bolted doors, slipping through the barrier as silkily as smoke.

      This unbidden guest reveals itself to be a great absence, a thing (or rather a no-thing) of darkness, a negation whose absolute stillness permeates all.

      “It is the grave, my friends! That is what has come here! It has lain hungry for too long,” the crowned man explains sotto voce. “Like all of you, the grave has come here to feast. And we know what food it craves, don’t we?”

      Once the grave proceeds to glide noiselessly between the long tables, the townsfolk can no longer maintain their mute civility; children wail, men sob quietly, and women loudly demand a halt to the proceedings. But their revolt is aborted almost as soon as it begins, for whomever the grave floats nearest to is paralyzed with shock and left in a state of inhuman grace.

      The oblong pit passes through all objects in its path yet disturbs none. The grave has no qualities whatsoever. It holds no odour of the soil from whence it came, nor any traces of its previous occupants. In fact, nothing about it is inherent. Where one person feels a shudder of revulsion in the grave’s proximity, another experiences a sense of peace.

      “She is seeking Her next disciple!” the crowned man declares. To many, the notion of the grave being feminine rings true.

      The crowned man then claps his hands several times as if to summon his royal subjects. The noise of this breaks the catatonic spell caused by the sailing grave. The people turn their attention once more to the stage, where yet another visitor moves into view.

      A stone catafalque comes meandering into the moonlight. It has been lavishly carved to feature flying buttresses and arches worthy of the finest cathedrals. Its movement comes courtesy of the stone goat legs that have been chiselled into each corner of the oblong stone. Though crooked, these legs of living stone are nimble and strong. Their cloven hooves clack against the floorboards as they ferry the catafalque closer to the crowned man.

      The grave makes one last patient pass of the hall before finally stationing itself at the only exit.

      “There is no escaping Her. One of us must learn Her lesson. Who is it to be? You? Or you, madame? How about you, sir? If not you, why not the kindly-looking child beside you?”

      Stifled pleas ripple through the hall. This din of helplessness brings a smile to the entertainer’s face. Someone points a quaking hand at him while another person warns of bleeding.

      The crown the man bears is melting into a corona of dark steam. This weepy new form is shapeless yet somehow even more regal. It halos him in burning shadows. Rivulets of crimson stream down the man’s face. They fill the creases in his flesh and the wrinkles of his suit, creating a map of some new circulatory system, an externalized mask to convey the secrets of the blood. The atmosphere ripens with the aroma of cooking meat.
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3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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