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      A low, angry howl echoed up the stairs, and Elise knew she was late. Again.

      Mrs. Gallagher threw open her bedroom door, the wood slamming against the drywall with a sharp thud! Elise squinted as the sunlight streamed in through the window. She eyed the wall and found the dent from the door handle a full-fledged hole in the drywall now. She groaned as she rolled over in bed.

      “Elise Marie Winters—get up!” Mrs. Gallagher shrieked. “This is the third time this week that you’ve ignored your alarm and missed the bus!”

      Elise waved a hand at her, trying to mentally quiet the woman’s ringing voice. She sat up in bed.

      “I know. I’m sorry, okay? I’m going.”

      Mrs. Gallagher slapped her hand down and threw off her blankets. “Get up. Right this instant!”

      Elise grumbled as she pushed herself into a standing position. Her head swirled, and her vision blotted at the corners at the sudden movement, but she didn’t dare sit back down in front of the headmaster. Mrs. Gallagher thrusted the clothes, folded neatly, atop Elise’s dresser and into her arms.

      “Get dressed, and be downstairs in two minutes. If I have to come up here one more time, so help me—”

      Elise flinched as the door slammed shut again behind the woman. She stuck her tongue out at the trembling wood and pulled on her clothes. She then threw her knotted hair into a high, messy bun and pushed her few bracelets, mismatched and handmade by the younger kids in her orphanage, up past her wrists. And finally, she tugged on her black boots and jogged down the steps to the first floor.

      “Finally!” Mrs. Gallagher called out when she caught sight of her. She threw Elise’s backpack into her arms, and Elise flinched as the corner of her textbook inside stabbed at her chest. “And you didn’t even clean up your mess from last night, either. How fitting.”

      The woman shoved the notebooks, paperwork, and homework that Elise had been working on into her arms. Papers crumpled, her notebooks dropped to the floor, and her notes scattered around her in a fluttering pile. Her blood heated, simmering just under the surface.

      Elise set her backpack onto the floor so she could organize her papers neatly into her binders. But Mrs. Gallagher’s harsh voice echoed in the vaulted main room.

      “You’ve managed to make us all late, you’ve missed your bus, you’ve left a mess here, and after all that, you can’t even pick up your pace when you need to rush a little? Honestly, Elise—can’t you make anything easy?” She huffed, sipping at her Starbucks cup as the ring on her finger glimmered in the sun’s rays shining in.

      Elise gritted her teeth. “I forgot to set my alarm. I already said sorry.”

      “And you’ll say it again and again day after day because you can’t seem to do anything right.”

      Her words bit deep, chewing out a chunk of Elise’s heart and spitting it onto the floor. She knew she wasn’t perfect, she knew it was a privilege to be given a room and housing at her orphanage, especially in her older, teenage years. She knew that.

      And yet, Mrs. Gallagher seemed to enjoy pushing her to her limits. She basked in the power and control that running the orphanage had given her. And if insulting, overworking, and abusing children wasn’t bad enough, she also kept most of the funds she got from tax exemptions and government assistance, and used it toward her own lavish lifestyle. Elise eyed the coffee cup, a ring of red lipstick around its rim.

      She reeled in the anger bubbling under her skin.

      “Once you finish, you need to go.” Mrs. Gallagher spat before eyeing her long, painted nails.

      Elise slid her backpack over her shoulders and moved toward the kitchen, but Mrs. Gallagher grabbed her arm and yanked her toward the front door.

      “You’re late enough, child. Let’s go.”

      “Wait! My lunch—!” Elise called, eyeing the brown paper bag on the counter, jutting out from the window to the kitchen.

      “Too late. You made us wait, so you’ll have to wait to eat until tonight.” Mrs. Gallagher eyed her. Elise looked back in cold, angry confusion, but Mrs. Gallagher smirked. “Fair is only fair, right?”

      She dragged Elise to the front door and stopped just inside its threshold. And when her grip loosened a fraction of an inch, Elise yanked her arm away.

      “Get going,” Mrs. Gallagher said flatly.

      Elise glanced out the door. “I need a ride.”

      Mrs. Gallagher snorted. “No, Elise. You’ve lost that privilege. You can walk.”

      “But—!”

      “I don’t want to hear it!”

      “I could just ride in the van with the younger kids! The elementary school is right next door to the high school. You could drop me off!”

      Mrs. Gallagher propped a hand on her hip, and that disgusting duck-lipped pout of hers overtook her face.

      “Again—you’ve lost that privilege today, sweetie. Now, I suggest you start running before the bell rings at school, and you’re late again. You remember what happened last time you were late, don’t you?”

      Elise swallowed past the lump in her throat. How could she forget? She had knelt on salt for thirty minutes straight, and had the bruises from it on her knees for a week.

      Mrs. Gallagher shoved her through the door, and Elise cringed as the thick wood slammed shut behind her. She turned and glared at the poster hanging on its front.

      Fleming’s Orphanage: The Beginning to Family and Lifelong Love.

      Elise spat on the models’ smiling faces. It was a lie. It was all a lie. It had always been a lie. And no one knew—no one cared.

      Elise let out a slow breath, trying to regain her composure, and that was when the door creaked open behind her. She glanced over her shoulder and found the youngest caretaker, Ms. Augustine, smiling in the crack of the doorway. She held out Elise’s bagged lunch.

      “Here, take it,” she whispered.

      Elise grabbed the bag and stuffed it into her backpack. She gave Ms. Augustine a warm smile, the heat in her blood dissipating slightly.

      “Thanks.”

      Ms. Augustine nodded quickly. “You have a great day at school, okay? And good luck on your math test. I know you’ll do great.”

      Elise smiled at her, all traces of her anger fading as a pool of new anxiety took over. She had spent the last three nights preparing for her math test. Ms. Augustine had stayed up late with her each night to make sure she understood the problems inside and out. Elise could never thank her enough for all she had done and continued to do. But at the very least, she could prove to her caretaker her worth. She could show Ms. Augustine that all her hard work and kindness weren’t for nothing. Elise wouldn’t just survive—she would thrive.

      Mrs. Gallagher’s furious howl echoed from inside, and Ms. Augustine winced. She waved goodbye to Elise and gave her one more cheer of support before clicking the door shut behind her.

      Elise shrugged on her backpack again and took a steadying breath before racing toward her school. She ran ten blocks, through three acres of property, up two flights of stairs, and crashed into her seat, just as the final bell chimed its warning. She leaned back in her chair and desperately tried to catch her breath. Needles prickled her lungs, and a cramp in her side made her grimace, but hey, at least Mrs. Gallagher couldn’t say she was late.

      She pulled her books out from her bag and laid them gently on the desk for her first class—English. She paid special attention to her textbook for the class as its cover was torn, and its spine was withering with age.

      The pages of the book barely stayed glued in place; she’d probably have to tape the thing soon. Everyone else around her pulled out new textbooks with shiny covers and perfectly intact pages. Elise couldn’t help but feel more than a little ashamed of her own copy. But it was all she could afford; well—it was all Mrs. Gallagher was willing to buy for her.

      The headmaster found it ridiculous and a waste of money to buy books at all for Elise’s public-school classes. Which she wouldn’t have to do normally, but Elise was in the advanced English class. Something one would think Mrs. Gallagher would be proud of and eager to support, but her rolled eyes and skimpy dollars given for Elise’s cost of materials proved otherwise.

      “Alright, everyone. Let me finish writing the notes on the board, and we can begin,” Mr. Lincomb said, his back turned to the class as he scribbled away on the board.

      Everyone around her mumbled and whispered to each other as they settled in, but Elise sat quietly on her own. She had friends of her own. Beth was her closest friend and confidant, and Elise got to enjoy living with her and sharing a room at the orphanage. But she was three years behind her and didn’t share any classes with Elise.

      Other than Beth… well, her friends consisted of seven-year-old Lily and eleven-year-old Thomas, her other two roommates at the orphanage. They were sweet and loving, and she couldn’t imagine living at a place like that without them there. The two were like siblings of her own, and she tried her very best to make sure they were protected from Mrs. Gallagher’s anger. They were, truthfully, the only family she really had.

      Elise couldn’t remember her parents. She was told that they were taken from her in a bad car accident when she was only two years old. They were young, barely out of high school when they had her.

      Elise liked to imagine they were desperately, irrevocably in love with each other. When they discovered that her mother was pregnant with Elise, they were overjoyed. And when they held her as a newborn, they cradled her with love and warmth. She imagined they loved her—she hoped they loved her. But they were young, immature, and underprepared for the worst. So, when the car crashed and both of them were killed, Elise was left alone in the world without any documentation as to what should happen to her.

      Without a will to defer to, nor any extended family that could be reached, Elise was turned over to the adoption system and placed in Fleming’s Orphanage. Which was where she had been ever since, much to Mrs. Gallagher’s annoyance. But the woman wouldn’t have to deal with her much longer; she was to turn eighteen in just one more year, and then she’d age out of the system. Gone forever from her one and only home, from her only family, from all her friends… she didn’t like to think about that day.

      Elise was thrown out of her thoughts when something wet shot at the back of her neck. She gritted her teeth, knowing exactly who and what shot the spitball at her. She clenched a fist, but refrained from turning around. They weren’t worth it, she reminded herself. They were dumb and immature, and they only wanted to get a rise from her. She could—

      Another spitball flew and slid down the back of her shirt. She whipped around and scowled at Owen, Jack, and Tyler, snickering in their seats. Jack didn’t even try to hide the straw in his hand.

      “Really? Spitballs? How old are you, five?” Elise snapped.

      Jack shot another one right at her face. Elise slapped it away.

      “You seem extra mad today, Elise. Are you on your period?” Owen taunted. Tyler and Jack chuckled.

      Elise glared at him. “You’re immature and disgusting. Stop spitting stuff at me.”

      “What are you gonna do about it? Tell on us?” Tyler teased.

      The last time she tried to get a teacher’s support after the relentless bullying that Owen and the others had graced her with, she ended up being called the “troublemaker” and labeled as “wanting attention.” And the icing on the top was the detention slip she received that day.

      Her fist tightened on her lap.

      Before Elise could snap back, her textbook was yanked from her desk. She grabbed for it, but she was too slow. Raquel, seated at the desk beside her, dangled the book in the air.

      “Ew, look at this thing. Couldn’t your parents buy you a better copy? Oh, wait—you have none.” She hawked out a laugh, and the boys behind her mirrored her.

      “Give it back,” Elise murmured tightly.

      “No, I don’t think I will.” Raquel threw the book over to her right, to the next seat where the Queen Bee herself sat.

      Brittney laughed at the shoddy book as she spun it around in her hands. “You know, I think this book is perfect for Elise. A sad, rundown book for a sad, little orphan girl like her. It’s exactly what she deserves.”

      The others snickered, and Brittney gave her that pointed gaze. Elise’s fingers clenched so hard on her lap, her knuckles blacked white.

      “Give it back,” she repeated. But the blonde bitch opened the cover instead.

      Brittney flipped through the loose pages and chuckled aloud. “How is this thing still together? It’s falling apart. I wouldn’t be surprised if the pages just—” she tore a handful of pages from the spine, “fell out.”

      “Stop!” Elise cried out.

      “Quiet down, Elise.” Mr. Lincomb said from the front of the room. Brittney threw the book to Raquel, who slid it back onto Elise’s desk just before he turned around. “Alright, class, let’s begin.”

      Raquel held out the torn pages for Elise. She went to grab them, but the girl dropped them before she could. They fluttered to the floor around her feet to a cacophony of snickers all around her. Elise held back burning tears as she grabbed the pages on the floor and started taping them back into place.
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      Elise failed her math test that day. And got detention—again.

      In math class, she tried her very best to focus on the test before her and remember all of the equations and formulas she had studied with Ms. Augustine over the course of the last three days. But no matter how much she studied, and no matter how hard she worked to ace the test, she couldn’t even begin to give it her best because of the others around her.

      Jack tapped his foot over and over and over again beside her. Owen threw bits of paper at her back. And Brittney took her eraser so she had to write, scribble out her mistakes, and write again—over and over. By the time the clock was up, Elise hurried to write something—anything in the blank spots on her paper.

      But her teacher called for pencils to be put down. She collected the tests and handed them back at the end of class. She gave Elise her copy with a disappointed shake of her head. Elise tried to tell her she couldn’t concentrate. She tried to tell her that she didn’t have the right supplies when her teacher criticized her scribbling everything out instead of erasing. She tried to explain herself, but the teacher wanted none of it.

      Elise finally busted.

      “They’re sabotaging me!” she cried out in front of everyone. The whole classroom went silent.

      “What are you talking about, Elise?”

      “I’m talking about them—Owen, Jack, Brittney—they actively sabotaged me so I couldn’t focus, and I’d do badly.”

      The teacher sighed. “Elise, it’s not okay for you to blame others for your lack of preparation today.”

      “I did prepare!” she cried. “I studied for three whole days and practiced my problems for hours with Ms. Augustine. I tried to prepare as best I could, and yet these people wouldn’t stop bothering me long enough to let me take my test.”

      Everyone around her watched with wide eyes as Elise shook with uncontained anger. She couldn’t do this anymore. She couldn’t put up with this abuse both at the orphanage and at school; it wasn’t fair. Surely, her teacher would see she wasn’t in the wrong. Surely, she knew Elise and her history of good grades and knew Elise wouldn’t just fail a math test completely. Surely, she would see it—right?

      The teacher eyed the others. “Jack, Owen, Brittney—is she telling the truth?”

      The three of them looked at each other before the puppy dog eyes came out.

      “We were just taking our tests, too. I would never intentionally try to sabotage someone. That would be cruel,” Brittney stated, making her voice higher and softer to work with her honey sweet words.

      “Yeah. We were just minding our own business,” Owen said.

      “I can barely pass math as it is. I’m not gonna waste time ‘sabotaging’ someone else during a test,” Jack said easily.

      Elise gazed at the teacher. Surely, she wouldn’t believe them. Their shit-eating grins were so obvious, so fake, so forced—

      “Alright, Elise. Now, you can’t blame others for your problems. If you were underprepared and stressed out, that’s one thing. But you cannot blame the others for that. Do you understand?”

      “But I’m telling you—I was prepared! They—” Elise started, but the teacher cut her short.

      “That’s enough. You need to take responsibility for your actions. I won’t have senseless blame and finger-pointing in my classroom.”

      “ But—!”

      “Enough, Elise.”

      Elise sat silently, the objections pushing and shoving to get past her lips. The teacher grabbed a yellow slip of paper and scribbled on it on her desk. Elise knew what was coming before that yellow slip even landed on her desk.

      “I will see you after school today in detention. Don’t be late.”

      The others snickered at her as the teacher concluded class and dismissed them all. Elise shoved her test into her backpack without organizing it nicely in her binder like she did for everything else. She rushed out of the room, feeling twenty sets of eyes on her back as the hallway outside filled up.
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      She finished out the rest of her day in silence and turned up at detention, only to find her teacher waiting with a frown. She asked Elise if her opinions had changed from earlier after she had some time to reflect. Elise told her no with a huff. She wasn’t the one who was wrong here, nor would she pretend to be.

      The teacher made her write on the old chalkboard for an hour and a half straight, I will not lie. I will take responsibility for my actions. As Elise marched out of the school building and headed toward the park near the orphanage, she couldn’t get the squeaky sound of the chalk scraping across the board out of her mind.

      She bundled up against the chill creeping in behind the last dim rays of sunlight for the day. Fall was finally beginning to transform into winter, and by the chill settling in her bones, Elise could tell. She nestled deeper into her hoodie.

      She walked on for more than twenty minutes until she reached the bend in the sidewalk that led up to the park—her park. Well, it wasn’t exactly hers, but she liked to think it was because of her daily attendance.

      She plopped down on the first bench off to the right among the trees. Most people didn’t use this bench because of its seclusion and offset from the main path. But that’s exactly why Elise liked it. She dropped her backpack on the metal beside her and looked up, but they weren’t there. The ravens.

      There was a flock of them that always kept her company there. She would pull out the bread crusts or snacks she kept from her school lunch and leave them to the ravaging birds. She’d always watch as they dug in, pecking and squawking with delight at her gifts. She laughed at their joy and enjoyed sitting close enough to study them.

      There were five of them total, and each had markings or traits that set them apart from the others. Her favorite, however, was the one with the clipped beak. It was always gentle with her and moved slowly and purposefully.

      Elise glanced around the nearby path and up in the trees, but she caught no sight of the majestic birds. She sighed as she leaned back on the cool metal bars and closed her eyes. Maybe they had flown off, tired of waiting after her tardiness. She didn’t blame them.

      She let the darkness her eyelids provided her envelope her. She let out a long, heavy breath, feeling the tension in her shoulders and neck. The crumpled-up math test burned her like a brand, sitting, waiting, judging from inside her bag.

      With its memory, came back moments of her terrible day. Nothing had gone right from the beginning—nothing. Would anything ever go right for her? She had nothing of her own, nothing to call hers. All she owned was her future, and even then, as she tried desperately to advance in school and work her hardest to get good grades so she could set up a solid plan for success—she was beaten down and labeled a liar.

      She stared into the darkness and called out to whoever or whatever might be listening. Why did fate give her this life? Had she done something wrong before? Was it a cruel joke? Or were the others right? Did she actually, really… deserve this?

      A fluttering sound in front of her pulled her from the darkness. She opened her eyes to find a raven perched on the stone wall opposite the bench. She looked at its beak and found the tip of the top half chipped. She smiled.

      “Hello, my friend. I’m sorry I’m late today. I got caught up in detention at school. But don’t worry, I have your snacks.”

      She dug around in her bag for the plastic baggie of bread crusts she had saved. Once she found them, she ripped open the bag and held up a piece before finding the other four ravens gathered on each side of the first one. She greeted them, too, and tossed the breadcrumbs to them, one for each. The birds picked at their snacks, and she smiled as she watched them.

      So big and dark and beautiful. Their wings flapped wide occasionally, and Elise was always surprised to see how wide their wingspan actually was. Their feathers shimmered in the waning light, and their little eyes reflected light like orbs. Something in her chest clenched and twisted with ache. She wished she could be free and wild like these birds. They were dark and mysterious like shadows, but also sweet and gentle and loyal as they came to visit her every day. She gave them snacks and conversation, and in turn, they gave her company, and occasionally, lost things.

      She kept a box under her bed at the orphanage with a collection of those lost things. Coins, scraps of fabric and aluminum, buttons, shiny pieces of glass… Elise cherished her collection. No one, not even her friends, was allowed to touch that box.

      Elise glanced up when a woman pacing down the path made her way toward the bench. She huffed as she pushed a gigantic stroller. Only one child sat inside while the other danced and skipped around her, laughing at her struggling. As she approached the bench, the birds stopped their pecking and perched silently on the stone wall. She eyed them before waving a hand.

      “Shoo!” she called out, wings flapping and fluttering as the birds flew up into the nearest tree.

      Before she could stop herself, Elise crossed her arms. “Why did you do that? They weren’t bothering anyone.”

      The woman eyed Elise as if just noticing her presence for the first time. “They’re just dumb birds.” She huffed.

      Elise leaned forward, that heat in her blood coming to a simmer yet again.

      “They aren’t dumb. Ravens are one of the smartest birds in existence. And besides, they’re not doing anything wrong. They’re existing and doing the best they can to survive, just like all of us.”

      The woman snorted as she pushed the stroller around the bench and made her way back up the pathway. “They’re ravens, dear. They’re creepy, little thieves. They don’t do anything or help anyone, so what’s the point?”

      Elise stared at the woman as she retreated with the stroller and her other child in hand. Slowly, the birds fluttered back down to the ground and resumed munching on their sandwich bits. Elise clenched and unclenched her fist again and again. What was wrong with people? How could they be so heartless?

      “I’m sorry about that. That lady doesn’t know anything. I think you guys are… sweet.” She smiled at them. “You’re my friends, and no matter what anyone else says, you all deserve to live, thrive, and be happy, just like everybody else.”

      One of the birds, the one with the chipped beak, hopped down from the stone wall and stopped at her feet. It dropped something on the ground before her, and then turned and flew off with the rest of them. Elise bent down and grabbed the coin on the ground, but found it not to be a regular coin, but an arcade token. She smiled as she pocketed the gift.

      She then closed her backpack and slid it back onto her shoulders before making her back to the orphanage.
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      Mrs. Gallagher greeted her with more yelling, more cursing, and more threats than before. Her math teacher called her, apparently, who enlightened her about Elise’s failed math test and her arguing during class, which led to her detention. Elise let the woman scream and yell at her, finding it better to just deal with it than try to fight back at this point. She turned the token over and over between her fingers as she faced the wrath of the headmaster.

      Eventually, Elise made it up to her room, and there, Lily, Thomas, and Beth waited for her on their bunks.

      “How did it go?” Thomas gave her an empathetic look.

      Elise shrugged before dropping onto her bed. “About as well as usual. She hates me.”

      Beth looked at her from the bottom bunk opposite her. “To be fair, she hates everyone.”

      “Yeah, but especially me.” Elise sighed before another thought flickered to life in her mind. “Lily! You had your meeting today. How’d that go?”

      Little Lily, small and careful and fragile, ducked her head from her spot on Beth’s mattress.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Fermin were very nice. They were so nice! And they loved my polka dot dress, and they said I looked like a perfect fit for their family. They were excited to meet me at first.” Lily mumbled the last part.

      Beth squeezed her hand.

      “Then what happened?” Elise asked.

      Beth gave Elise a dark look. “Mrs. Gallagher happened, that’s what.”

      “Mrs. Gallagher told them about my sickness all the time. I tried to tell them it wasn’t anything serious, and it was mostly just colds and allergies and stuff. But she wouldn’t stop talking about how much money she had to spend to make me better again.”

      “Oh, Lily.” Elise’s expression softened.

      Lily sniffled, wiping at her eyes with tiny fists. Beth held her close to her side.

      “She didn’t even let me tell them myself! I could have shown them I was worth it. They could have brought me home with them. But—but—”

      Lily broke out in tears, and Beth pulled her into a tight hug. Thomas watched silently from the bunk above Elise, but she could feel the tension in the room like a blanket. Elise fumed on her bunk as Lily sobbed. Lily—who was the gentlest, kindest, sweetest person she knew.

      Lily should’ve been adopted ages ago, and she had many opportunities to be, but Mrs. Gallagher always foiled those meetings. Beth and Elise figured she did so in order to keep all the kids here longer. Then she wouldn’t have to take on many new ones due to the lack of space.

      She could retain control and power over them, and she wouldn’t lose potential government funding for her efforts here. It seemed obvious to her—if the kids didn’t get adopted, she’d keep receiving more money to care for them. Money that was, instead, going right into her own wallet.

      Once Lily’s sniffles died down, Elise took a steadying breath so as not to overload the tiny girl with her raging thoughts.

      “It’ll happen, Lil. One day, the right couple will come along and sweep you out of here. Today just wasn’t that day,” Elise said softly.

      Lily sniffled. “But how? No one’s going to want me when Mrs. Gallagher always makes a big deal of my illnesses.”

      “One day, a couple is going to come in here, and no matter how Mrs. Gallagher treats you, and no matter what she throws out about your health issues, this couple isn’t going to care. Because once they see how sweet and kind and caring you are, they’re going to love you, no matter what. Okay?”

      Lily stared at her with red-rimmed eyes. Elise reached out and squeezed her knee.

      “Okay?” she repeated.

      Lily nodded slowly. “Okay.”

      “Good. Now go to bed. It’s time to sleep, and I’m sure you’re tired after a long day.”

      Elise helped Lily onto her top bunk and tucked her in once she was settled. She nestled Lily’s stuffed bunny into the crook of her arm, and Lily squeezed it tight. Elise gave her a final kiss on her forehead and smiled at her friend. Lily managed the smallest of smiles herself, and Elise hoped that by the morning, her smile would replace her sniffles.

      Beth slid under her covers, and Thomas rolled onto his stomach. Elise flipped out the lights and moved to get onto her own bed, but she stopped when the door cracked open and in peeked Ms. Augustine. She smiled at Elise and waved her into the hall. Elise followed, and the two of them sat on the carpet in the hallway, leaning against the wall outside the bedroom.
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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,
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OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
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