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Chapter 1.The Boiling River
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The asphalt shimmered, not from heat haze, but with an oily, unnatural sheen that reflected the sky as a sickly, bruised purple. It was barely dawn, yet the air already felt like a blast furnace. Silt Falls, a town typically baked alive in summer, was currently being slow-roasted in a crucible of its own making.

Jackson felt the tremor in the earth before he saw it. He stood on the bluffs overlooking the parched ribbon that used to be the Verde River. Now, it was a cracked, gaping wound in the land, its bed resembling a shattered, sun-bleached mirror. The tremor wasn't seismic; it hummed through his marrow, a low, persistent thrum that tasted like copper and old static.

"It's not just dry, Chief," Mercy said, her voice tight with suppressed panic. Her dark hair was already plastered to her forehead, and she squinted at the riverbed through thick, horn-rimmed glasses.

The device in her hands—a chaotic tangle of copper wire, scavenged diodes, and glowing LEDs—pulsed in jagged synchronicity with the ground. "The entropy readings are off the charts. It’s like the molecular structure of the atmosphere is being forced into a new, aggressive state."

Jackson didn't look away from the abyss. He was a man defined by the geography of his own scars, his skin mapped by years of sun-creased worry lines and silent vigils. "It isn’t physics, Mercy. Physics doesn’t hum like a hive of hornets."

Down in the deepest, most shadowed reach of the riverbed, where stagnant mud should have been, a perfect, glassy dome of water pulsed. It wasn't steaming or evaporating into the oppressive air. It was silently, impossibly boiling, a contained, unsettling sphere of furious, internal motion.

Pearl adjusted the silk bandanna over her silver hair, her eyes fixed on the horizon where the heat shimmer began to take on the distorted shape of a kneeling giant. She didn't look at the river; she looked at the ghosts the heat was trying to paint onto the air. "The river isn't boiling because of the temperature," she whispered, her voice like sandpaper on velvet. "It's boiling because it’s trying to wake up."

A fourth figure, Elias, stepped up to the edge of the bluff, his movements fluid and unnervingly quiet. He pulled a canteen from his belt, shook it, and frowned at the hollow, metallic sound of emptiness inside. He looked at the boiling sphere, then back at the town, where shadows were detaching themselves from the storefronts.

"The water isn't the only thing agitated," Elias remarked, pointing toward the town square. "Look at the dust."

The dust didn't rise in the wind. It swirled into the silhouette of a child, then collapsed, only to form the fleeting, frantic image of a hand pressed against a glass pane. The heat was acting as a medium, a projector for the things Silt Falls had worked so hard to bury.

Jackson finally turned, his jaw set. "We don't go down there until we understand the frequency. Mercy, lock the containment field."

"The field is already flickering, Jackson," Mercy hissed, tapping frantically at her device. "Whatever is happening in that river, it’s leaking into the local reality. The heat isn't just meteorological anymore. It’s hungry."

As if in response, the boiling sphere in the riverbed surged. It expanded, sending a shockwave of distortion that buckled the air like wet paper. The purple sky deepened into an ink-black bruise, and the temperature spiked, climbing so fast the thermometer on Jackson’s wrist cracked.

"Get back!" Jackson roared, grabbing Mercy’s shoulder and hauling her away from the lip of the bluff.

A sound ripped through the valley—not a roar, but a long, mournful sigh that echoed every regret ever whispered into a pillow in Silt Falls. The riverbed shimmered, and for one terrifying second, the reflection of the sky in the boiling sphere showed a world that wasn't there. It showed a forest, lush and emerald green, drowning in a deluge of impossible, ice-cold rain.

Then, the vision snapped back to the searing, cracked mud of the Verde. The boiling sphere flattened, sliding along the riverbed like a drop of mercury. It wasn't moving with the current; it was moving toward them.

"It’s not an accident," Pearl said, her expression unreadable. "It’s an invitation."

Jackson gripped the railing, his knuckles white. The heat crawled up his skin, prickling like needles, carrying the distinct, suffocating scent of ozone and forgotten promises. The unraveling had begun, and the town was the first thread to snap.
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Chapter 2.Echoes in the Asphalt
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The mercury-like sphere didn’t just move; it flowed, liquefying the dry earth of the riverbed into a viscous, shifting slurry. As it crested the embankment, the air pressure spiked, a physical weight that forced the quartet to stagger back, boots slipping on the loose shale of the bluffs.

"Back!" Jackson roared, his voice thin against the sudden, unnatural hum of the air. He grabbed Silas by the back of his canvas jacket, hauling him away from the ledge just as the ground beneath them began to pulse in rhythmic, violet ripples.

They scrambled toward the access road, a ribbon of cracked asphalt that sliced through the scrub brush. The heat wasn't just a temperature anymore; it was an intrusive, sensory assault. It tasted of old copper and ozone, the metallic tang of a dying battery.

"It’s not coming for us," Nana wheezed, clutching her chest, her eyes locked on the shimmering distortion. "It’s looking for a place to settle."

They reached the highway, but the road ahead was wrong. The asphalt, usually grey and cracked, was undulating like the surface of a dark pond. The heat haze had solidified into thick, bruise-purple light, hanging in the air like stage curtains.

In the center of the road, a silver sedan sat idling. The driver—a man in a faded work shirt—was trapped in a stuttering, rhythmic loop. He gripped the steering wheel, his knuckles white, his mouth moving in a silent, jagged plea. Every five seconds, the sedan would lurch, the front end would crumple into a phantom barrier, and then the car would snap back to its pristine state, the engine revving in a frantic, distorted pitch.

Jackson didn't think; he moved. He pulled his service pistol, then holstered it—a useless reflex. He sprinted toward the car, his boots splashing through the purple light, which rippled outward from his heels like ink in water.

"Jackson, stop!" Silas screamed, but he followed. He couldn’t help it. The scene before them was horrific, a glitch in the fabric of existence, but as an artist, he felt the terrible, magnetic pull of it. It was a masterpiece of entropy.

Jackson reached the driver’s side door. "Sir! Open the door!"

The driver didn’t see him. His eyes were wide, fixed on a point in space where the air glowed with a sickening, static flicker. The man’s mouth formed the word Momma, over and over, his voice a distorted, slowed-down rasp that seemed to come from everywhere at once.

"The loop," Silas whispered, standing three feet behind Jackson. He reached out, his hand trembling as he traced the outline of the purple light. "Jackson, look at the edges. It’s not just light. It’s... it’s memory. It’s memory trying to occupy physical space."

"I don't care what it is, I have to get him out," Jackson growled. He hammered his fist against the driver’s window. The glass didn't shatter; it rippled, soft as gelatin, before snapping back into a hard pane. His hand stung, the skin turning a faint, pulsating violet where it had made contact.

The air around them began to thicken, the temperature plummeting from scorching heat to a bone-chilling, pressurized cold. The purple light intensified, swirling around the sedan like a cocoon.

"It’s feeding," Nana shouted from the shoulder of the road, her voice strained. She was leaning on her cane, her knuckles white. "It’s feeding on his regret, Jackson! You can’t pull him out if he’s already inside of it!"

Jackson ignored her, his fingers clawing at the window frame. The metal felt wet, like cooling wax. "Hey! Listen to me!" He shoved his face against the glass, trying to catch the driver's gaze. For a second, the loop stuttered. The man’s eyes flickered, landing on Jackson, and the confusion vanished, replaced by a raw, naked terror that mirrored Jackson's own buried ghosts.

The sedan’s horn blared—a long, mournful sound that dragged on for ten, twenty seconds, morphing into the sound of a roaring wind. The bruise-purple light expanded, swallowing the hood of the car, then the wheels.

"The physics—they’re completely inverted," Silas said, his voice strangely calm as he pulled a sketchbook from his pocket, though he didn't write. He couldn't. He just watched, his hands shaking. "The heat isn't rising. It's pulling everything toward it. The vacuum of the past."

"Silas, get back!" Jackson shouted. He grabbed the driver’s door handle, feeling the metal bend under his grip like soft clay. With a guttural yell, he yanked.

The door didn't open. Instead, the entire side of the car seemed to dissolve, the metal warping into a translucent, shimmering film. Jackson fell backward as the sedan collapsed inward, not into a pile of scrap, but into a single, blinding point of light.

Silence followed. Not the silence of a quiet room, but the sudden, vacuum-sealed silence of the grave.

The sedan was gone. The asphalt was flat, grey, and cold. The man was gone.

Jackson lay on his back, gasping for air, the taste of ozone turning to the dry, bitter grit of desert dust. He stared at the empty stretch of road, his hands trembling. The purple light was receding, pulling back into the cracks of the earth like a retreating tide.

Silas stepped forward, his eyes searching the empty road. He looked at the spot where the car had been, then at his own hands, which were stained with a faint, iridescent film.

"He didn't die," Silas said, his voice barely a whisper. "He was just... moved. Re-filed."

Jackson stood up, his legs shaking. He didn't look at Silas. He looked toward the horizon, where the heat still shimmered, a wall of distorted air waiting for them. "We’re done with police procedure," he muttered, reaching down to pick up his hat from the dust. "There’s no report to file for this."

"There is," Silas replied, turning back toward the sound of approaching footsteps. "But it isn't a police report, Jackson. It’s a witness statement for a reality that doesn't want us to see it."

He pointed down the road. Dr. Mercy Alani was approaching, her hair wild, holding a handheld diagnostic array that was screaming with a high-pitched, discordant whine. She wasn't looking at them; she was looking at the air, her face pale, the screen of her device pulsing with the same rhythm as the fading purple light on the road.

"It’s not just here," Mercy called out, her voice detached, scientific. "It’s everywhere. Every square inch of this town is currently experiencing a total breakdown of local temporal stability. My sensors aren't reading heat. They're reading grief."

She stopped a few yards away, staring at the empty road where the car had been. "Where did he go, Sheriff?"

"He went where the past goes," Nana said, finally reaching them, her breath coming in ragged hitches. She looked at the empty patch of road, then up at the darkening, shimmering sky. "And it seems the town is finally ready to show us exactly how much of it we’ve been trying to forget."

Mercy’s portable spectro-radiometer hummed with a frantic, stuttering pitch, the display glowing a violent, pulsating violet that matched the horizon. She tapped the casing with a gloved finger, her brow furrowed into a sharp, intellectual knot.

"It’s not ionizing radiation," she muttered, her voice thin against the oppressive roar of the heat. "It’s not even electromagnetic in any standard sense. The sensor is recording the delta, but the baseline is... it’s emotional resonance. Chief, the device is flagging 'grief' as a thermal output."

Jackson didn't look at the screen. He was staring at the space where the silver sedan had been, his hand hovering near his holster as if he expected a ghost to solidify out of the shimmering air. "Grief doesn't boil asphalt, Mercy. Grief doesn't trap a man in a loop of his own death."

"And yet," Silas chimed in, his voice unnervingly calm. He was hunched over his sketchbook, charcoal fingers tracing jagged, impossible lines. "Look at the light. It’s not refracting. It’s observing us."

Nana stepped forward, the dust of the highway settling around her boots like fine, grey flour. She didn’t look at the sky or the road; she looked at the quartet, her eyes tracking the way the air clung to them like static. "The Echo isn’t something you measure with a box, child," she said, her voice a low vibration that seemed to settle the air for a brief, breathless second. "It is the land exhaling. We are the ones who put the air inside it."

Mercy spun around, her social awkwardness replaced by a sharp, defensive prickliness. "I have a doctorate in atmospheric physics, Pearl. If I can define the variable, I can calculate the trajectory. If I can calculate the trajectory, I can mitigate the damage. This isn't a ghost story. It’s a systemic collapse of reality triggered by extreme thermal stress."

"Call it what you want," Jackson snapped, turning toward them. The heat wave hit him like a physical blow, a sudden spike in temperature that tasted of ozone and burnt hair. "But the town is coming apart. That man... that wasn't a hallucination. I felt his sweat. I smelled the gasoline. If this is ‘thermal stress,’ then we’re all going to be smeared across the pavement by sunset."

Silas stood up, his charcoal sketch a chaotic sprawl of light and shadow. "It’s not just the town, Sheriff. Look at your shadow."

Jackson blinked, looking down. His shadow didn't match his posture. It was hunched, clutching at its head, a dark, flickering silhouette that pulsed in time with the violet shimmer on the road. Mercy rushed to him, her scanner wailing a high-pitched, discordant alarm.

"Your cortisol levels are spiking," she said, her eyes wide as she hovered the scanner over him. "The light—it’s feeding on the internal state. The more you fear the unraveling, the more the environment mirrors that fear. It’s a feedback loop, Chief. A closed system."

"Then we stop fearing it," Nana said softly.

"That’s not how human biology works, Nana!" Mercy countered, though her hand trembled as she tried to calibrate the device. "We’re hardwired for fight-or-flight. We are currently surrounded by an entity that weaponizes that exact response. It’s a death trap."

"It’s a mirror," Silas corrected, his gaze fixated on a distant clump of sagebrush that was slowly dissolving into a swarm of golden, burning embers. "And a mirror only shows you what you're holding in front of it. We've spent our whole lives burying what Silt Falls used to be. The Echo is just the town finally deciding to show us the body."

Jackson paced the narrow strip of solid road, his boots crunching on glass-like silt. "Fine. It's a mirror. It's an echo. It's a localized atmospheric anomaly. But we have a population of six hundred people who don't know that their living rooms are about to turn into scenes of their worst regrets. We have a jurisdiction to manage."

"The jurisdiction doesn't exist anymore," Mercy said, the realization finally landing with a heavy, hollow thud. She looked at her device, then shut it off, the screen fading to black. "The data is nonsensical. Every time I try to pin it down, the environment adjusts to defy the measurement. It knows how I think. It’s learning us, Jackson."

"Then we stop thinking like ourselves," Nana said. She walked to the center of the road, ignoring the way the asphalt bubbled and groaned beneath her, the purple light curling around her hem like a playful, lethal cat. She turned to look at the three of them, her face an impassive mask of ancient granite. "The heat is a memory, and memory is a river. You don't fight a river by building a dam. You learn to swim."

Jackson looked at the horizon. The heat haze was thickening, turning the distant water tower into a shifting, liquid nightmare that stretched toward the clouds like a reach of desperate fingers. The silence of the desert was gone, replaced by a low, rhythmic thrumming—the sound of a thousand forgotten breaths.

"We need a plan," Jackson said, his voice dropping into that familiar, authoritative register that had kept the town together for a decade. "Mercy, you stop trying to measure the impossible and start looking for patterns—what triggers it, where the concentration is highest. Silas, keep your eyes open. If it’s feeding on us, tell us what you see before we realize we’re seeing it. And Nana—"

"I will hold the center," she said.

"We head to the town square," Jackson decided, pointing toward the cluster of buildings shimmering in the distance. "If this is about our history, that’s where the roots are. That’s where the memory is deepest."

As they began to move, the ground beneath them rippled like a disturbed pond. A memory of a childhood bicycle, rusted and twisted, rose out of the sand, only to be consumed by a flare of purple light.

Mercy kept her gaze locked on the back of Jackson’s head, her mind racing with equations that no longer mattered, trying to build a bridge between the cold, hard logic of the world she knew and the surreal, incandescent hellscape they were walking into. She looked at Silas, who was watching a swarm of static shapes dancing in the air above them, his expression one of terrifying, artistic awe.

"It’s not just us," Silas whispered, his voice barely audible over the crackling air. "It’s the whole town. Every house, every street, every grudge. We're walking into a funeral that’s being held in a furnace."

"Then we make sure we’re the ones conducting it," Jackson replied, his stride purposeful, though his shadow continued to weep on the ground behind him, a dark, detached inkblot trailing into the heat.

They stepped off the highway and onto the parched, shimmering earth of the town outskirts, the air turning thick and viscous, smelling of damp earth and old, unkept promises. The sun hung bloated and sickly in the sky, a pale, hemorrhaging eye watching them walk toward the heart of the unraveling.
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Chapter 3.The Humidity of Regret
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The air grew heavy, thickening into a gelatinous slurry that clung to their skin like a damp shroud. It wasn't just heat anymore; it was a weight, a physical pressure that pushed against their eardrums. As they stepped into the town square, the asphalt beneath their boots—once scorched and dry—transformed. A slick, dark moisture bubbled up through the fissures, smelling of turned soil and the saccharine, cloying rot of a basement left flooded for decades.

Jackson stopped, his hand instinctively dropping to the holster at his hip. Logic dictated that water didn’t seep from bedrock in a hundred-degree drought. Logic was failing.

"It’s breathing," Mercy whispered. She wasn't looking at the square. She was staring at her tablet, the screen flickering with erratic, rhythmic pulses of amber light. "The atmospheric pressure is fluctuating in perfect synchronization with our heart rates. It’s not just around us. It’s... it’s digesting us."

"Don't listen to the readings, Doctor," Pearl said. She stood in the center of the square, her eyes closed, her hand hovering just inches above the shimmering, wet pavement. "Listen to the air. It’s not hungry. It’s just trying to remember."

Silas didn't say a word. He was hunched over his sketchbook, his charcoal moving in frantic, jagged strokes. He wasn't drawing the square; he was drawing shadows that weren't there, limbs and faces that seemed to dissolve into the edges of the page.

Then, the whispers began.

At first, it was just a low hum, like a hive of bees trapped in a jar. Then, it sharpened.

“You were the one who held the key, Jackson. Why didn't you turn it?”

Jackson jerked his head around. The voice was clear, intimate—the raspy, regret-filled cadence of a man he had buried three years ago. He stared into the center of the square. A shimmer of heat coalesced, forming a pale, flickering outline of a doorway. He saw the fire. He saw the child he couldn’t pull out of the wreckage.

"Stop it," Jackson growled, his voice cracking. He reached for his radio, though he knew there was no signal. "This is a hallucination. Just a chemical reaction. A trick of the refraction index."

“Logic is just a way to keep from screaming, Chief,” the voice echoed, dripping with cold, wet sarcasm.

Mercy staggered, dropping her tablet. It clattered against the stones, the screen shattering into a spiderweb of dead pixels. She pressed her hands to her ears, but the sound wasn't coming from outside; it was vibrating in her teeth. “You chose the data over the person. You always choose the math because the people are too messy, too loud, too broken to be calculated.”

"Shut up!" Mercy lunged at the air, swinging her arms through a veil of heat that felt like a slap of ice-cold wet wool. "I am trying to save you! I am trying to understand the variables!"

"Mercy, back away!" Jackson yelled, stepping toward her, but the ground buckled.

The square began to tilt. A fountain that had been dry for a decade groaned, its rusted iron pipes shuddering as a thick, black sludge sprayed upward, turning into a fine, suffocating mist. The scent of the rot intensified, bringing with it the memory of every failure they had ever tucked away.

Silas fell to his knees, his sketchbook sliding into the mud. He looked up, his eyes wide and vacant. "It’s beautiful," he murmured, his voice hollow. "Look at the composition of our own ghosts."

"Silas, get up!" Pearl’s voice cut through the chaos like a whip. She didn't flinch. She walked toward the center of the square, her stride steady, despite the way the air seemed to wrap around her like an octopus.

The heat manifested another form—a looming, dark silhouette that mirrored Jackson’s stance. It pointed a finger at him, the air vibrating with the accusation. The weight on Jackson’s chest became almost unbearable. He felt the cold iron of the memory, the smell of smoke and gasoline, the paralyzing indecision of that night. He had been a rational man then, too. He had waited for backup. He had waited for protocol. And in the waiting, the world had burned.

"It's not real," Jackson gasped, his lungs burning with the humid, suffocating air. He gripped his own arms, trying to ground himself in the physical pain of his knuckles whitening. "It’s a projection. My fear is the fuel. If I don't give it... if I don't feed it..."

"It’s not just a projection, Jackson!" Mercy screamed, crouching low as the air pulsed with a flash of light that blinded them for a heartbeat. "It’s an feedback loop! We’re externalizing our amygdala response! If we don’t detach, we’re going to be processed into the ground!"

The whispers were a roar now, a cacophony of lost opportunities and curdled love. The square was no longer a town center; it was a museum of their collective regret. Silas was sobbing, his fingers tracing patterns in the mud that looked like faces.

Jackson looked at them—his group, his burden. He saw Mercy’s trembling hands, Silas’s shattered composure, and Pearl, who was the only one standing tall, though her face was etched with a sorrow so deep it looked like stone.

He realized then that he couldn't "solve" this. He couldn't arrest it, he couldn't measure it, and he couldn't shoot his way out of it. He looked at the phantom of the man he had failed to save, the flickering heat-haze that bore his own guilt.

"I remember," Jackson said, his voice quiet but steadying against the rising tide of the roar. He dropped his hand from his side, leaving his weapon behind. "I remember the smell of the smoke. I remember the weight of the door. I remember that I stayed back."

The silhouette shuddered. The intense heat in the immediate vicinity dropped by ten degrees, just enough for them to draw a sharp, agonizing breath of air.

"It wants us to acknowledge it," Pearl said, her voice strained. She reached out and grabbed Silas’s shoulder, yanking him upward. "It’s a mirror, child. If you look away, you break. If you look at it—if you own it—it loses its bite."

The silence that followed Jackson’s admission was not the absence of sound, but a sudden, terrifying compression of reality. The roiling black mist that had been suffocating the square froze in place, suspended like ink dropped into clear water.

Jackson didn’t blink. He stood before the flickering, heat-warped phantom of the man he’d failed—a man whose face was a smear of light and shadow, shifting with the temperature. "I stayed back," Jackson repeated, his voice devoid of the bravado that usually armor-plated his presence. "Not because I was smart. Not because I was following procedure. I stayed back because I was terrified."

The phantom flickered. It didn't disappear; instead, it compressed, the edges of its form sharpening into something terrifyingly human. It tilted its head, a motion that sent a ripple of dry, searing heat rolling across the pavement.

"Chief," Mercy breathed, her hands still trembling, though she had stopped covering her ears. She watched the data-points in her mind scramble, trying to reconcile the impossibility of the entity with the undeniable physics of its impact. "Don't... don't give it more surface area to latch onto. It’s an entropy sink. Every ounce of emotional vulnerability you pour into it just increases the atmospheric instability."

"Let it," Pearl said, her voice like grinding tectonic plates. She stood beside Jackson, her feet planted wide on the slick, weeping asphalt. She wasn't looking at the phantom. She was looking at the cracks in the earth beneath them. "The land has been holding its breath for forty years, Mercy. This isn't just Jackson’s ghost. It’s the town’s. It’s the river’s. If we keep fighting it with science and stubbornness, we’ll be the ones that crumble."

Silas, still on his knees, began to laugh—a jagged, wet sound. He was staring at the space where the phantom met the air. "Look at the edges, Mercy! It’s not an entropy sink. It’s a canvas. It’s not eating us; it’s finally, finally showing us the portrait we’ve been painting behind our own eyelids."

He reached out, his hand passing through the shimmer of the phantom’s outstretched arm. Silas didn’t burn. Instead, the heat seemed to pass through his skin and come out the other side as a faint, shimmering violet mist. He gasped, his eyes rolling back as if he were seeing something distant and immense. "It’s not just guilt," he whispered. "It’s the weight of the things we didn’t say. The letters we burned. The apologies we swallowed until they turned into bile."

The square groaned. The fountain’s black sludge surged, rising into the air in defiance of gravity, weaving itself into a translucent, undulating canopy over the four of them. The heat, previously a physical bludgeon, shifted into something more nuanced—a low-frequency vibration that rattled the very marrow of their bones.

Jackson felt the pressure in his skull recede, replaced by a sudden, jarring clarity. He looked at the phantom, really looked at it, and saw not a demon, but a reflection of his own indecision, cast in the mold of the climate-choked town. He realized the Echo wasn't a predator. It was an environmental immune system, trying to flush out the toxicity of long-held secrets that had curdled in the town’s collective psyche.

"We have to stop shielding it," Jackson said, his voice ringing with a newfound, terrifying authority. He turned to the others. "Everything we’ve tucked into the corners, every mistake we’ve buried to keep the town 'orderly'... we have to put it on the table. Right now."

"That’s insane," Mercy countered, though she was already pulling her broken tablet from the ground, her fingers frantically tapping at the cracked glass. "If we open ourselves up to a full psychic feedback loop, the localized reality collapse could be permanent. We’d be rewriting the local laws of physics based on personal trauma."

"The laws of physics are already broken, Doctor," Pearl reminded her, pointing toward the sky. The sun, obscured by the canopy of
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