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​Chapter 1: The Dewey Decibel System
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The city council chamber had been hastily converted from a community theater, and it showed. Alexandria stood beneath a spotlight that refused to dim, flanked by Bonnie, who was live-tweeting, and a flickering hologram of Dewey, who kept correcting the stenographer’s transcript in real time.

Alexandria glanced at Dewey’s projection above the witness table. Ever since the collapse, he hadn’t been able to manifest physically because the council insisted on “remote testimony” to avoid contamination.

“Correction: I did not ‘unleash a genre tsunami.’ That’s inflammatory and hydrologically inaccurate.”

Councilwoman Loretta Loop leaned forward, her reading glasses perched atop two other pairs. “Miss Winters, can you explain, in plain language, why the Mystery Wing leaked into the mayor’s memoir?”

Alexandria opened her mouth to answer, but froze. The nameplate in front of Loretta now read “Loretta Loop-de-Loop.” No one else reacted.

Councilman Chad Chronos tapped his watch. “This reeks of temporal zoning violations. Did you or did you not authorize a time-loop in the Romance Stacks?” His placard now read “Chad Churros.” He didn’t notice.

Councilman Gregor Genre was highlighting passages in The Great Gatsby with a glitter pen. His nameplate flickered: “Gregor Generica.” He didn’t even blink.

Bonnie nudged Alexandria, whispering, “You see it too?”

Alexandria nodded as her throat tightened. Only the staff could see the names unraveling.

The stenographer’s transcript began rhyming: WHEREAS citizens must refrain from mixing Mystery with Romance in public spaces...

Bonnie raised her hand. “We’d like to formally request a recess on account of narrative instability.”

“Correction: You’re all infected,” Dewey added cheerfully. “But don’t worry, it’s genre specific.”

The chamber erupted.

Councilwoman Loop-de-Loop gasped. “Infected? Should we mask up? Stay six feet apart? Cancel the town’s summer musical?”

Churros began measuring distances between chairs, while Generica demanded an ordinance for “genre distancing.”

Alexandria pinched the bridge of her nose. Dewey flickered beside her, unimpressed. They exchanged a long, weary look. It was the universal language of “we are not doing this again.”

The gavel slammed and echoed like a gunshot. “This hearing is adjourned.” the chair declared, though the word adjourned kept repeating in the air like a skipping record.

Alexandria exhaled as the spotlight dimmed at last, but as she stepped into the hallway, she could still hear adjourned... adjourned... adjourned following her like a ghost. The hallway outside the chamber flickered between fluorescent and candlelight, so she leaned against the wall and rubbed her temples. Dewey hovered beside her, his hologram slightly misaligned, and one eyebrow glitching three pixels to the left.

“You okay?” he asked, voice echoing in triplicate.

She sighed. “No, and you’re glitching worse than usual. I still don’t understand why you can’t just be here.”

“Correction: My physical form is in narrative quarantine. Projection is the compromise.”

She turned to him. “Why do you always start with ‘Correction’? I noticed it towards the end of our last adventure.”

Dewey paused, flickered, and then settled. “It started as a cataloging loop. I was indexing a recursive genre. Metafiction nested inside satire nested inside unreliable memoir. Every sentence I spoke got flagged as inaccurate. The system forced a correction prefix.”

“So you were stuck in a feedback loop?”

“Correction: I am the feedback loop.”

She laughed, despite herself. “I tried to fix it once.”

“Correction: You tried to edit me, so I refused. I’m not broken, I’m editorial.”

The hallway flickered again as this time it was lined with bookshelves that hadn’t been there a moment ago.

“It’s spreading,” she whispered.

“Correction: It’s rewriting.”

The Narrative Response Center was packed as reporters jostled for position and microphones sprouting like hydras. The podium refused to settle on a font: Times New Roman, then Comic Sans, and then hieroglyphics. Bonnie adjusted the mic, which briefly turned into a quill before snapping back.

Alexandria stepped up, steadying her voice. “We’re here to clarify the events surrounding the library collapse, and to assure the public that...”

“Correction: Assurance is a genre,” Dewey interrupted, flickering across the teleprompter. “You’re performing speculative fiction.”

The reporters pounced. One waved a tabloid titled Real Housewives of the Reference Desk. “Is it true your library card can summon fictional characters on demand?”

A second reporter demanded to know if the soap opera outbreak in District 9 was intentional genre leakage. A third reporter’s voice shifted mid-question from noir narration to rom-com banter. “The cat stood there, noble and glitching, as the press devoured his metaphors.”

From the back, a woman reporter raised her hand, and her microphone briefly morphed into a feather duster. “And what about the individuals who appeared during the collapse? The soldier, the princess, and the sitcom father? Where are they now?”

Alexandria hesitated before forcing herself to wear a professional smile. “HR is working on it.”

Bonnie leaned into the mic. “We’ll provide staffing updates once the reclassification process is complete.”

The reporters scribbled furiously, though their notepads immediately contradicted each other.


Library Staff Expanded by Three
Library Staff Reduced by Three
Library Staff Neither Expanded Nor Reduced, Sources Say

The news ticker rewrote itself mid-scroll.

The podium began narrating Alexandria’s speech in third person. “She tried to steady her voice, but the microphones were already monologuing.”

Bonnie whispered through her smile. “We need to wrap this before the cameras start demanding character arcs.”

The auditorium lights split into genres. Stage left glowed noir-dark, and stage right blazed with daytime soap lighting, while the center pulsed like a game show.

Dewey flickered across the teleprompter. “Correction: This is not real journalism, but genre-journalism.”

Bonnie leaned close. “If we don’t leave now, they’re going to assign us character arcs we can’t control.”

The cameras swiveled toward Alexandria, lenses narrowing into eyes. “Who are you in this story? Hero? Villain? Side character?”

Bonnie grabbed Alexandria’s arm, still smiling. “Time to exit stage left.”

Dewey flickered, projecting an emergency exit sign pointing in three contradictory directions. They bolted anyway and ducked through a door that insisted on narrating itself. As it slammed shut, Alexandria caught one last glimpse of the auditorium. The reporters were no longer people, but headlines with legs, chasing their own bylines in circles. The sound followed her into the hallway: the relentless click of typewriters, multiplying.
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Chapter 2: The Narrative Quarantine
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The door slammed behind them with a finality that felt scripted. Alexandria leaned against the wall, chest heaving, as the muffled roar of reporters dissolved into the steady click clack of phantom typewriters. The sound echoed through the municipal back corridors like distant gunfire, though the hall itself was empty and beige, lined with bulletin boards and flickering fluorescents.

“That wasn’t a press conference,” she muttered. “That was a genre riot.”

Bonnie scrolled through her phone, her smile finally dropping. “Every outlet’s running a different version of the same story. In one, you’re a savior. In another, you’re a saboteur. And in one particularly creative headline, you’re a musical guest star.”

Dewey’s hologram stuttered and flickered beside them. For a moment, his outline collapsed into a cat-shaped silhouette, tail twitching and ears flat, before reforming into his humanoid archivist frame.

Alexandria frowned. “You’re slipping again. Why can’t you just be here?”

The hologram steadied, though his tail glitched in and out of existence like a faulty cursor. It looked like he shrugged. “The council insisted.”

Bonnie muttered, “HR spin for ‘we don’t trust a glitching cat in the room.’”

They moved deeper into the corridor where the bulletin boards lining the walls were covered in community notices, but the words were rewriting themselves as they passed. Lost Dog became Lost Plotline and Community Bake Sale became Community Betrayal Arc.

Alexandria stopped and stared at the shifting words. “It’s not just the library anymore. The whole town is infected. But why...” She broke off, glancing at Dewey. “And what about Nora? Or the Archivist? Where are they in all this?”

Dewey’s hologram flickered, his voice layered in static. “Correction: Both remain inside the quarantined stacks. Their statuses are accounted for.”

Bonnie added quickly, “Which is bureaucratese for don’t ask follow ups.”

Before Alexandria could press further, a klaxon blared overhead, and a tinny voice crackled through the intercom. “All personnel report to the Narrative Stabilization Office. Briefing begins immediately. Briefing may already be over. Correction: Briefing is both.”

Bonnie grabbed her arm. “Looks like we’re summoned.”

The typewriter echoes grew louder as they followed arrows stenciled on the floor that kept changing direction mid stride. The municipal gymnasium had been hastily converted into what a banner insisted was the Narrative Stabilization Office. The banner rewrote itself as they entered. Office became Agency, then Task Force, and then Spin Off Pilot.

Folding chairs were arranged in crooked rows. A projection screen flickered at the front and cycled through formats: PowerPoint slides, courtroom sketches, and comic strip panels. Each time the image changed, the officials at the podium adjusted their tone to match.

Alexandria, Bonnie, and Dewey slipped into the back row. The air smelled of stale coffee and toner ink, though the coffeepots were filled with ink and the printers were brewing coffee. A council liaison cleared his throat. His name badge read Coordinator, then Curator, and finally Culprit.

“We want to assure the public that the situation is under control.”

The projection screen contradicted him instantly. SITUATION NOT UNDER CONTROL.

Bonnie leaned toward Alexandria. “Classic briefing. They’re already losing the room.”

Alexandria raised her hand. “Why is the infection spreading outside the library? The collapse should have been contained. Why is the town...”

The gym doors banged open, and an intern stumbled in clutching a clipboard that was rewriting itself faster than he could read. “New outbreak! The traffic system’s gone full sports broadcast. Stoplights are calling plays, cars are arguing penalties, and pedestrians are frozen in instant replays.”

The officials panicked as papers dissolved into confetti. The projection screen switched to a live feed of an intersection where a giant foam finger loomed over the crosswalk. The liaison banged his gavel, but it turned into a whistle. “Briefing adjourned. Correction: Briefing never happened.”

The banner overhead rewrote itself one last time:


Narrative Stabilization Office
Narrative Destabilization Office

Bonnie grabbed Alexandria’s sleeve. “Looks like we’re headed to the field.”

Dewey flickered and then projected a map that immediately contradicted itself. “Correction: All routes lead to escalation.”

They burst out of the gymnasium and froze. The intersection ahead was a madhouse. Stoplights barked play by play commentary in booming announcer voices. Pedestrians stood frozen mid stride and replayed their movements in slow motion like instant replays. A referee’s whistle shrieked from the sky, and a giant foam finger descended from nowhere, wagging judgment over the crosswalk.

Bonnie shielded her eyes. “We’re not walking through that. We’ll get flagged for unsportsmanlike conduct.”

Alexandria clenched her fists. “We need to get back to the library. If the infection’s spreading this fast...”

Dewey’s hologram flickered beside her as his outline broke into static. For a moment, he was only a cat silhouette again, and his tail was twitching like a metronome. “Correction: Return is not possible. The library is sealed, and I am already there.”

Alexandria turned to him, startled. “What do you mean, you’re already there?”

“My projection is a tether,” Dewey said, his voice layered in stereo, echoing from somewhere deeper. “My physical form is still inside the quarantined stacks. To conserve stability, I will now end this hologram.”

Bonnie reached out instinctively, but her hand passed through static. Dewey’s image glitched one last time, his humanoid frame collapsing into a flicker of feline eyes, and vanished.

The street erupted in a roar of crowd noise, as if the entire town had become a stadium. Alexandria stood in the chaos, suddenly aware of how alone she felt without his constant correction.

Bonnie touched her arm. “Looks like it’s just us now.”

The whistle shrieked again and the crowd noise swelled.
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Chapter 3: The Narrative Refuge
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By the time they reached the library’s front steps, the town behind them was still roaring like a stadium. Headlines chased each other down the streets, stoplights barked penalties every time someone ran a red light, and the air itself seemed to hum with commentary. The library doors loomed ahead, sealed with heavy chains of text, literal sentences wrapped around the handles, and each one was contradicting the last.


Do Not Enter.
Enter At Once.
This Entrance Is Metaphorical.

When Bonnie pressed her palm against the door, the words unraveled, dissolved into punctuation dust, and the doors creaked open.

Inside, the library was dimmer than Alexandria remembered. The great atrium smelled of dust and ozone, as if the collapse had scorched the very air. Shelves leaned at odd angles, their spines whispering to each other. The silence was thick, not peaceful, but the hush of a place holding its breath. She exhaled as her shoulders sagged, and said, “Finally, we’re back.”

Bonnie dropped into one of the reading chairs, which immediately tried to narrate her exhaustion in purple prose. She swatted at it until it quieted. “Back, sure, but not exactly safe.”

Alexandria glanced around, half expecting Dewey’s dry correction to echo from the shadows, but the space where his hologram usually flickered was empty. The absence pressed on her more than the silence. She ran her hand along a shelf, feeling the titles shift beneath her fingers. “If the library’s sealed, then why does it feel like it’s still leaking?”

Bonnie didn’t answer because she was staring at the circulation desk, where a stack of forms had appeared, and were stamped with the words: STAFFING REASSIGNMENTS PENDING. The stamps pulsed faintly, as if the ink itself were alive. Alexandria reached for the top sheet, but the words shifted under her fingers.


Personnel Update became Character Update and Character Update became Plot Device Update.


Bonnie leaned over her shoulder. “Looks like HR’s been busy.”

A sharp whistle cut through the silence. From the Periodicals Wing marched the Marine, his posture rigid, and his boots were echoing like a metronome. He carried a stack of pamphlets under one arm.


Know Your Genres.
Obey the Index.
Loose Plots Sink Ships.

He stopped at the desk, saluted, and barked, “Reporting for duty, ma’am. Periodicals and Propaganda Wing, newly assigned. Mission: enforce circulation discipline.”

Alexandria blinked. “You’re staff already?”

The Marine’s jaw didn’t move, but the pamphlets in his hand flipped open and answered for him in bold headlines.


YES.
ALWAYS STAFF.
NEVER NOT STAFF.

Bonnie muttered, “That’s one way to cut down on overtime.”

From deeper in the stacks came the faint sound of trumpets. A moment later, the Princess swept into view, her tiara gleaming, and pushing a shelving cart draped in velvet. She waved regally. “Welcome to the Romance and Fairy Tale Annex. Please enjoy your happily ever after, now available in paperback and hardcover.”

Bonnie raised an eyebrow. “What? No ebook? No audiobook?”

The Princess faltered but recovered with a dazzling smile. “I have never heard of such formats. Stories are meant to be bound in gilt and ribbon, not trapped in glowing rectangles.” She stamped a book with her tiara-shaped stamper, releasing a puff of glitter.

Before Alexandria could respond, a squeaky A/V cart rolled into the atrium. Sitcom Dad pushed it proudly, stacked high with VHS box sets and a portable TV that would not stop playing his own freeze-framed grin.

“Guess who just got tenure in the A/V Department?” he said. “That’s right, your new Family Programming Liaison.” The TV blared a laugh track on cue. He winked. “Perks include rewinding tapes, shelving reruns, and making sure every instructional video comes with a hearty chuckle.”

Bonnie eyed the wobbling tower of VHS tapes and crossed her arms. “Seriously? VHS? We’ve got DVDs, Blu Rays, even streaming, and you’re stuck in the Reagan era?”

Sitcom Dad chuckled, patting the top tape like it was a loyal dog. “Hey, VHS has character. Besides, nothing says family night like tracking lines and a tape that eats itself halfway through the movie.” The laugh track swelled, then cut off abruptly, leaving silence that felt heavier than the joke.

Bonnie groaned. “HR really did it. They reshelved them.”

Alexandria stared at the three of them as the Marine saluted the pamphlets, the Princess stamped glitter, and the Sitcom Dad basked in phantom applause. “The library isn’t just collapsing,” she whispered. “It’s rewriting its own staff.” She circled the circulation desk, staring at the stack of forms as they rearranged themselves again. Each page bore a name she recognized, but the job titles kept changing.


Marine became Periodicals Enforcer.
Princess became Romance Annex Attendant.
Sitcom Dad became A/V Liaison, Family Programming.

“They’re not fragments anymore, they’re assignments.”

Sitcom Dad looked up, grinning. “Hey, at least I finally got a steady job. Benefits include canned laughter and a two-episode arc about my cholesterol.” The laugh track swelled and cut off again.

Bonnie leaned against the desk, arms crossed. “HR would call it onboarding. I’d call it conscription.”

The Princess beamed. “We are honored to serve in hardcover and paperback.”

Bonnie muttered, “Still no eBook.” but her voice lacked its usual bite.

Alexandria pressed her palms flat against the desk and tried to steady herself. She half expected Dewey’s voice to cut in, to correct her phrasing, and to soften the thought. Instead, there was only silence. She closed her eyes. For a moment, she thought she heard him anyway, not aloud, but inside her own head, but she shook it off.

Bonnie noticed. “You’re waiting for him, aren’t you?”

Alexandria didn’t answer as she looked again at the Marine, the Princess, and the Sitcom Dad. “If the library can rewrite them, what’s stopping it from rewriting us?”

The atrium lights flickered as the question hung in the air, unanswered.
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Chapter 4: The Narrative Hearings
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The town’s civic center had been rebranded overnight, so Alexandria was staring at the marquee: Narrative Hearings: Season 2: Truth, Fiction, and the Genres Between! Beneath it, a scrolling LED banner read: Now streaming live. Viewer discretion advised.

Inside, the chamber had mutated. What was once a council hall now flickered between courtroom, debate stage, and game show set. The judge’s podium rotated slowly, flanked by a scoreboard and a velvet curtain, and a voiceover boomed from unseen speakers.

“Tonight, on Narrative Hearings: Season 2. Alexandria Winters faces the fiction fallout. Will she testify, tremble, or trend?”

Bonnie elbowed her. “I miss when hearings had chairs and laws.”

Alexandria stepped into the spotlight, literally. It tracked her like a stage cue, refusing to dim. A moderator in a powdered wig and sequined robe gestured dramatically. “Please state your name, genre affiliation, and preferred narrative arc.”

Alexandria blinked. “I’m not affiliated with a genre. I’m only here to present evidence.”

A buzzer sounded and the moderator held up a cue card: BORING. REPHRASE FOR DRAMATIC EFFECT.

Bonnie sighed. “This is what happens when HR outsources to streaming platforms.”

Alexandria tried again. “The library collapsed, so it’s rewriting people and the infection is spreading.”

The scoreboard lit up: GENRE BLEED DETECTED. A klaxon sounded. The moderator spun a wheel labeled TONE SHIFT and it landed on Noir. The lights dimmed and a saxophone wailed.

The moderator leaned in, voice gravelly. “So, the dame walks in, carrying a story too heavy for one heart. Says the library’s gone rogue. Says the genres are leaking. Says she’s got proof.”

Alexandria pinched the bridge of her nose. “Can I just show the catalog entries?”

The moderator snapped back into game show cheer. “Let’s see what the audience thinks.”

Applause signs lit up. A spotlight hit Bonnie, who instinctively raised her phone. “Live-tweeting this. Hashtag: #GenreCourt.”

Alexandria opened the folder of corrupted catalog entries. The pages twitched. One tried to rhyme, another bled glitter, and a third whispered adjourned... adjourned... adjourned like a ghost from the first hearing.

Bonnie leaned in. “We’re not in a hearing, but a pilot episode instead.”

The velvet curtain parted with theatrical flair. A glitter cannon misfired, coating the moderator in sparkles, and a trumpet fanfare played from somewhere offstage that was possibly a kazoo.

The Princess stepped forward, tiara gleaming, flanked by two interns dressed as footmen. She waved to the audience, who applauded on cue. Her staff badge read Romance Annex Attendant, laminated in pink foil. She curtsied deeply. “It is my honor to serve the library in its most noble formats: hardcover and paperback.”

Bonnie leaned toward Alexandria. “She sounds like she’s running for prom queen of the Dewey Decimal Ball.”

The moderator cleared his throat. “Princess, can you confirm your annex’s accessibility for digital patrons?”

The Princess blinked. “Digital?”

The moderator tried again. “Will your annex be available on Kindle?”

The Princess gasped, hand to heart. “Kindle? Oh, you mean a fireplace. I do adore a good hearth. Nothing warms the soul like a roaring blaze and a well-bound romance.”

Bonnie groaned. “She thinks streaming is a babbling brook, so don’t ask about WiFi.”

The audience murmured. A few viewers pulled out phones, searching for Kindle definition. One shouted, “It’s an e-reader.”

Another yelled, “She’s right. It’s a fire.”

The moderator held up a cue card: CONTROVERSY = RATINGS.

Alexandria stepped forward. “She’s been reshelved. The library reassigned her, and she doesn’t know digital formats.”

The Princess smiled serenely. “I remember everything that matters. Love, loyalty, and laminated bookmarks.”

Bonnie muttered, “HR spin for we wiped her metadata.”

A squeaky A/V cart rolled into view, stacked with a boom mic, a portable TV, and a clipboard labeled Family Programming Liaison. Sitcom Dad waved to the audience, who applauded on cue. His badge flickered faintly, the font shifting between formats. He adjusted his tie, patterned with remote controls. “Glad to be here. I brought visual aids, emotional support, and a rerun of my best punchline.” The TV behind him freeze-framed his own wink and a laugh track blared.

The moderator gestured grandly. “Mr. Dad, can you describe your reassignment?”

Sitcom Dad nodded. “Sure thing. I was shelved in the Family Section, tasked with keeping things light, rewinding morale, and making sure every scene lands with a chuckle.”

Bonnie raised a hand. “Is that an actual job description or a sitcom plot?”

He winked again. “Why not both?”

The laugh track swelled, then misfired during the silence that followed, and cut off mid chuckle.

Alexandria squinted at his staff form on the moderator’s tablet. The title flickered.


A/V Liaison, Family Programming
Comic Relief Unit
Narrative Buffer (Non-Essential)
Unassigned

It reset to A/V Liaison, but the glitch lingered like a stain that wouldn’t scrub out.

Alexandria stepped forward. “He’s been overwritten. The library isn’t just assigning roles, it’s scripting them.”

The moderator held up a cue card: TOO META. CUT AWAY.

The spotlight finally dimmed, but a new light flickered behind the velvet curtain, pale and archival. A voice whispered from somewhere that was not the civic center. “Miss Winters, the library requests your presence.”

Bonnie turned, already suspicious. “That’s not protocol, it’s a plot hook.”

Alexandria stepped through the curtain. The hallway beyond was pure library: stone archways, catalog dust, and genre bleed seeping through the mortar. She entered a chamber lit by floating index cards. At the center sat a tribunal: three figures, each glitching between archetypes.

The first flickered between judge, wizard, and noir detective. It spoke in fragments. “You stand accused of narrative disruption.”

The second was a corrupted catalog entry, its text rewriting itself mid-sentence. “Submit your genre for classification.”

The third was a staff badge with no wearer, hovering above a stack of reshelving forms. “Your arc exceeds authorized bounds.”

Alexandria stepped forward. “I’m a person, not a genre.”

The tribunal murmured as the catalog entry bled ink and the badge flickered:


Unassigned.
Protagonist.
Unwritten.

“Unstable arcs must be contained,” the detective said, voice turning gravelly again.

Alexandria clenched her fists. “You can’t rewrite me.”

The tribunal paused. The detective leaned in. “We already have.”

From the shadows, a small shape padded forward. It was Dewey in cat form. He nudged a catalog page toward her. It was blank except for one line: Winters, Alexandria. Status: Unwritten.

She stared at it while the tribunal waited. The badge hovered and the catalog whispered like paper learning how to breathe. Alexandria whispered back, “If I’m unwritten, then I can write myself.”

The tribunal flickered, the chamber dimmed, and Dewey vanished into the stacks.

The curtain reopened to fanfare. The moderator reappeared in a new costume, half judge and half game show host, with a gavel shaped like a buzzer. “And now, the moment you’ve all been waiting for. The verdict.”

The audience cheered as a roulette wheel spun. A voiceover announced, “Will Alexandria Winters be cleared, condemned, or rebooted?”

Alexandria stepped forward, with catalog pages still clutched in her hand. “This isn’t a show. This is real. The library is collapsing, and people are being rewritten.”

The moderator held up a cue card: TOO SERIOUS. INSERT TWIST.

The roulette wheel landed on Fantasy Redemption Arc. A confetti cannon misfired. The scoreboard blinked: DRAMA RISING.

Bonnie raised her hand. “We’d like to formally request a verdict based
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