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Era: Suburbia, early 1990s (pre-internet boom; pay phones, Walkmans, video stores, chain diners)

Atmosphere: Overcast afternoons, cozy cul-de-sacs, golden-hour nostalgia, flickering streetlights, boxy cars, posters of pop stars, basement hangouts

Magical Element: The cursed mixtape is an analog object—worn, hand-labeled, with songs that don’t exist in any other reality

Locations: Protagonist’s messy bedroom (posters, string lights, diary under the mattress), a hidden record store, abandoned playground, after-school parking lots, retro arcade, a secret midnight meeting spot (old train bridge or woods)

Social World: Tight friend group on the cusp of high school/college; outsiders, misfits, siblings, maybe a teacher who knows too much

––––––––
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1. Protagonist:

Name: Alex Vega

(Works for any gender; classic, a bit androgynous, and easy to say)

2. Love Interest:

Name: Rowan Price

(Soft but bold; mysterious and a bit dreamy)

3. Best Friend / Sibling:

Name: Parker Lane

(Gender-flexible, outgoing, a little spiky, feels like someone who’d jump a fence)

4. The Outsider:

Name: Jules Marrow

(Retro, enigmatic, works for any gender; evokes both fragility and edge)

5. The Crew:

Here are some “crew” options to mix and match as you like:

Theo Bell (the jock with a secret crush)

Ivy Winters (artsy, dreamy)

Sydney Cho (loyal skeptic, witty)

Marisol Reyes (complicator, wild card)

Mr. Bishop (the teacher, mentor vibe, slightly eccentric)

6. The Antagonist (hidden identity):

Name: The Editor

(True identity TBD; you can pick a real name if it’s revealed later, or leave as “The Editor” for the supernatural angle)

Sample Relationship Web with New Names

Alex Vega & Rowan Price: Romantic tension, can’t trust what’s real—is it the tape or their hearts?

Alex Vega & Parker Lane: Sibling or bestie dynamic, loyalty, and conflict

Rowan Price & Jules Marrow: Both outsiders, both with secrets, subtle rivalry

Crew: Theo, Ivy, Sydney, Marisol—each with their own quirks and stakes in the tape’s power

Mr. Bishop: “Cool teacher” who knows more than he lets on
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Chapter 1: Side A, Track 1


Part 1: Thrift Store Static
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The thrift store always felt like a shipwrecked dream, dust motes swirling in lazy golden light above piles of old board games, cracked vinyl, and the occasional forgotten holiday sweater. Alex Vega drifted through the aisles with a practiced restlessness, fingers trailing over battered Walkmans and faded yearbooks, feeling that familiar ache for a different life—a life that always seemed to exist on the other side of the glass display case or behind a locked cabinet. Somewhere between a stack of Boyz II Men cassettes and a cracked Jewel case, Alex’s hand landed on something different: a blank cassette, no label, the case sticky with age, a curl of blue tape poking out like a stray thread. The moment their fingers closed around it, a strange static prickled along their skin. The shopkeeper—a woman with turquoise reading glasses and a t-shirt that read “I Brake for Yard Sales”—looked up from her romance novel as Alex brought the tape to the counter. “Didn’t know we had any blanks left,” she said, peering over her glasses as if the tape might crawl away. Alex shrugged, feigning nonchalance, and fished out a dollar. “I like surprises.” The woman raised an eyebrow, but just nodded, sliding the tape across the counter with a care that felt almost ceremonial. “Sometimes surprises like to stick around longer than you’d expect, kid.” Alex pocketed the cassette, ignoring the twinge of unease that crawled down their spine, and pushed out the door into the summer-bright parking lot, where the air was thick with the scent of tar and honeysuckle.
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Part 2: Walk Home, Walkman On

[image: ]




The thrift store’s bell still echoed behind Alex as they stepped into the syrupy heat of late afternoon, the blank cassette a tangible weight in their pocket. They slipped their battered Walkman from their backpack, the stickered plastic warm from sun and overuse, and threaded in the tape with a click and the whirring protest of tired gears. Alex tugged their headphones over messy hair, already half-lost in the hypnotic rhythm of their own footsteps on cracked pavement. Neighborhood sounds bled through the music: cicadas, the distant bark of a dog, a lawn sprinkler hissing somewhere behind a fence. Every detail felt strangely heightened—the soft squelch of their sneakers, the shimmer of heat rising off a dented mailbox, the sweet-acid tang of cherry slush still clinging to their tongue from the convenience store. Passing a neighbor’s yard, they caught a snippet of “No Rain” spilling from a radio, and for a second Alex almost turned to wave at someone they didn’t know. The cassette’s silent presence thrummed in their palm with every step, as if the tape were waiting for them to find just the right place to listen. Alex cut across the empty lot behind the video store, where wild grass tangled with forgotten shopping carts, and felt a giddy anticipation crawling up their spine—like the opening chords of a favorite song, or the half-second before a secret is finally told. By the time Alex reached their block, sunlight had faded to gold and shadow, painting the street in long stripes, and the world felt quietly conspiratorial, as if even the breeze was whispering: go on, press play.
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Part 3: Bedroom Rewind
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The door to Alex’s room closed with its usual soft, sticky click, shutting out the restless murmur of the house and drawing a line around the little universe they’d curated—walls plastered with posters (a sun-faded “Empire Records,” a scowling Gwen Stefani torn from a magazine), the desk half-buried under mixtapes and notebook pages scrawled with lyrics and half-remembered dreams. Alex dropped their backpack, flopped onto the bed, and slid the blank cassette into the Walkman, heart thumping to the slow mechanical churn. The first seconds were only static, sharp and oceanic, filling their ears until a melody began to bleed through: something tender, haunted, achingly familiar yet absolutely foreign. As the song unfurled—a warbling synth, vocals low and close—Alex’s vision seemed to ripple, the bedroom spinning away into a new reality. Suddenly, it was night, the world glazed with the blue of sodium streetlights, and Rowan Price stood across from them on the curb outside the 7-Eleven, their jacket too big, hands jammed in pockets. Rowan’s voice was a trembling hush: “I like you, Alex. Not as a friend, but—” The air was syrup-thick with anticipation and the smell of cherry cola. Alex’s heart seized. Every detail felt as sharp and real as breath—Rowan’s gaze, the hum of the payphone behind them, the crumple of a receipt in their own sweaty hand. Then the scene shattered: the tape clicked, the song snapped off mid-word, and Alex was sprawled on their comforter, headphones askew, skin prickling, the taste of cola ghosting on their tongue. The memory hung in the air, as vivid as if it had just happened—except Alex was certain it never had.
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Part 4: Snap Out of It
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The silence after the tape clicked off was heavy, so much sharper than the music had been, and Alex sat up slowly, as if surfacing from underwater. Their heart hammered a weird syncopated beat—half fear, half excitement—while the phantom weight of that memory lingered in every sense: the hum of neon, the grit of pavement under sneakers, the tang of soda and nerves. For a moment, Alex simply stared at the Walkman, thumb brushing the plastic as if it might be hot. They yanked off the headphones, breath catching, half expecting to see Rowan standing in the doorway, jacket hanging off one shoulder, the secret still glimmering in their eyes. But the room was still: just posters, the clatter of dishes in the kitchen below, and the distant drone of a sitcom laugh track. Alex reached for their notebook, hands trembling, and scribbled the memory down in a jagged rush—every image, every word, desperate to anchor what had just happened. “Rowan, streetlight, confession. Smell: cherry cola. Payphone. My hands were shaking. Felt real.” The details pulsed on the page, more solid than actual memories of today’s school day or the lunch they’d half eaten and forgotten. Alex reread the words, frowning. It felt like stepping off a curb and finding the street replaced by water. Was it a daydream? Had they dozed off for a second? But their pulse was too wild, their senses too sharp for sleep. Across the room, the cassette sat in the Walkman’s open maw, as innocuous as any thrift store junk, and yet suddenly so much more—proof, maybe, that something had shifted in the very marrow of their reality.
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Part 5: Unwelcome Echoes
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The notebook still open in their lap, Alex slid off the bed and wandered to the window, drawn by the low drone of the neighbor’s lawnmower and the golden hush that settled over the street in early evening. Outside, everything looked the same—sidewalk cracked and dappled with weeds, Mrs. Chambers coaxing her ancient dog along for a slow walk, distant laughter from the Miller kids’ front porch. But nothing felt the same. That confession clung to Alex, threading through every sense; it was as if the whole world had absorbed the same strange frequency. Rowan’s voice, velvet and unsteady, echoed beneath the rhythm of the everyday, and Alex found themselves humming the tune from the tape, mouth moving almost unconsciously. They shook their head and tried to focus on the comforting monotony of dinner—reheated lasagna, clink of silverware, the television muttering in the next room. But even the fork felt unfamiliar in Alex’s hand, as if they’d just woken up in someone else’s life. Their parent glanced over with mild concern. “You okay? You’re quieter than usual tonight.” Alex managed a shrug, lips twisted in a half-smile. “Just tired, I guess.” In truth, a prickling awareness had Alex turning toward the window again, certain that someone was watching. And there—just for a heartbeat, across the street under the flickering porch light—stood Rowan, half-shadowed, as if pulled straight out of the memory that shouldn’t exist. Alex blinked, and Rowan was gone, the only proof a lingering sense of being seen, as if the tape’s magic had spilled into the night.
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Part 6: The Call
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Alex sat at the edge of their bed later that night, the cassette glinting on the desk, every light in the room dim except for the soft blue glow of the lava lamp. They kept thinking about Rowan’s silhouette—how it had felt more like déjà vu than actual sight, as if the memory was bleeding out of their head and into the neighborhood. The room seemed too quiet; Alex’s thoughts circled, untethered. That’s when the phone rang, a sharp, old-school jangle that made Alex jump. They stared at the receiver for a second, then picked up, pressing it to their ear. On the other end, Rowan’s voice sounded hesitant, weirdly vulnerable, every word wrapped in static. “Hey, Alex. Sorry—it’s late, I know. But... did I say something strange to you today?” Alex froze, pulse thudding. The question echoed the phantom memory with uncanny precision. For a second, Alex almost laughed—how could Rowan know? But Rowan’s voice was serious, uncertain, searching for something that made no sense. “I just... I keep thinking I told you something. Something important. But I don’t remember if it actually happened or if I just... dreamed it.” Alex’s breath hitched. Their eyes flicked to the cassette, the blank label catching a glimmer from the lamp. They gripped the receiver, heart pounding, and managed, “I... don’t know.” The truth hung between them, fragile as thread, while outside the window the night seemed to listen, every shadow holding its breath.
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Chapter 2: False Notes

Part 1: Hazy Morning
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The echo of Rowan’s uncertain question lingered in Alex’s mind all night, looping like a half-remembered chorus, refusing to be silenced even as the sun forced its way through the window blinds. By morning, everything was sharp and brittle—sunlight too bright, the world too loud, and Alex’s thoughts cluttered with static. Breakfast tasted off; the radio seemed to skip, landing on fragments of old songs Alex couldn’t place. They left for school still clutching the notebook, thumb brushing the edge of the page where they’d scribbled the details of the “confession,” half-convinced it would have vanished overnight. As Alex cut across dew-slick lawns toward the cracked blacktop of Lincoln High, the familiar bustle felt a shade wrong—like a set rearranged for a different show. At the lockers, Parker Lane found them first, one eyebrow arched, the kind of friend who could always tell when Alex was running on nerves. “You look like you spent all night cramming for a test you forgot about,” Parker teased, thumping their shoulder in greeting. Alex forced a grin, mumbling something vague about insomnia, but their eyes kept flicking past Parker, searching for Rowan. When Rowan finally arrived—late, eyes shadowed, jacket slung unevenly over one shoulder—Alex felt a strange jolt, every sense suddenly on high alert. Rowan caught their gaze, held it for a moment too long, and then looked away, as if embarrassed. Parker snorted. “What’s up with lover boy today?” Alex tried to laugh it off, but the question stung, setting every nerve jangling. Rowan never acted like this—never uncertain, never flustered. Something had changed between them, something that felt both impossibly new and hauntingly familiar. And as the first bell rang, Alex couldn’t shake the uneasy suspicion that the tape’s magic had followed them all the way to school, rewriting more than just their memories.
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Part 2: Under the Surface
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The first period dragged by in a blur of overhead fluorescents and the drone of Ms. Benitez reading out quiz instructions. Alex barely registered the words, their mind snagged on Rowan’s lingering glance and Parker’s offhand joke. Every so often, Alex glanced sideways, catching Rowan two rows over, drumming fingers on a spiral notebook, eyes distant and unfocused—like someone lost in a song only they could hear. When class finally let out, Alex slipped into the crowded hallway, letting the tide of students pull them along until a hand caught their backpack strap. It was Rowan, their voice pitched low, urgent. “Hey—wait. Can I ask you something?” Alex nodded, pulse quickening. Rowan’s face was close, their breath warm, eyes wide with worry. “Did we... talk last night?” They hesitated, lips parted, searching Alex’s face for answers. “Because all morning, I keep thinking I told you something big. I can’t get it out of my head. Like a song stuck on repeat.” Alex’s throat tightened, memories spinning between real and imagined. Parker, just ahead, shot them a look—part curiosity, part concern. Alex forced a steady tone. “We talked. Just, you know... late night stuff. Nothing major.” Rowan’s gaze dropped, disappointed, or maybe relieved. “Right. Sorry. Guess I just—” They shook their head, running a hand through their hair. “Never mind.” For a second, Alex wanted to blurt everything—the cassette, the memory, the creeping sense that reality itself was slipping sideways—but something stopped them. As Rowan melted back into the stream of students, Parker fell in beside Alex, eyebrow raised. “You two rehearsing for a soap opera, or what?” Alex tried to smile, but the question rattled inside them, hollow as the echo of that haunting song.
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Part 3: Hallway Discord
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Alex trailed Parker down the noisy main hallway, half-listening to the swirl of gossip and slamming lockers, their mind whirring with what-ifs. Parker nudged them, an edge of impatience in their voice. “Seriously, what’s up with you and Rowan? I swear, you’re both acting like you woke up in someone else’s dream.” Alex hesitated, glancing over their shoulder as Rowan disappeared into the art wing, the echo of that imagined confession a fresh bruise in their chest. “Nothing’s up. People can just be weird sometimes.” Parker rolled their eyes, stopping at their own locker, and twisted the combination with practiced annoyance. “You say that every time something’s actually up, you know?” They pulled out a mess of notebooks, then glanced at Alex, softer now. “I’m just saying, if you need to talk—about anything, not just your crush—” Parker let the sentence trail off, the offer hanging in the air, earnest and awkward in the way only true friendship ever is. Alex opened their mouth, ready to spill the whole story, but something—fear, shame, or maybe the suspicion that Parker would never believe them—stopped the words in their throat. Instead, they forced a small smile. “Thanks. I’ll let you know.” Parker looked unconvinced, but let it drop, slamming the locker and slinging an arm around Alex’s shoulders. “Come on, Vega. Lunch is almost here. Try to look less haunted or someone’ll call the school counselor.” Alex let themselves be pulled along, trying to blend into the noise, but every nerve still hummed with uncertainty, Rowan’s troubled eyes following them even in memory.
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Part 4: Table Talk
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The cafeteria’s chaos washed over Alex and Parker as they claimed their usual spot at the corner table, backs to the wall and eyes on the door—a habit from too many awkward lunchtimes. The din of voices and the clang of lunch trays offered cover, but Alex’s nerves frayed with every glance toward Rowan, who sat with Ivy Winters and Theo Bell near the vending machines, laughing a little too loudly at something Alex couldn’t hear. Parker launched into a rant about their latest chemistry quiz disaster, waving a fork for emphasis, but Alex only half-listened, watching Rowan’s smile fade the second Ivy looked away. When Jules Marrow slid into the seat across from them, headphones askew and eyes sharp, Alex startled, nearly knocking over their carton of milk. Jules didn’t bother with hellos, just fixed Alex with a knowing look and said, “You hear that song last night?” The question was so out of place, so perfectly timed, that Alex nearly choked. Parker frowned. “What song?” Jules shrugged, lips twitching at the corner. “Thought I heard music—something new, something weird. Kept me up.” Alex met their gaze, searching for any sign of a joke, but Jules’s eyes were unreadable, their voice low. “You ever feel like a song’s trying to tell you something?” For a heartbeat, the world narrowed—cafeteria noise, Parker’s laughter, even Rowan’s nervous glances—all blurred into static as Alex tried to find the words. “Yeah,” they whispered, just loud enough for Jules to hear. “All the time.” Jules nodded, satisfied, and for the first time all day, Alex felt a flicker of relief—maybe, just maybe, they weren’t the only one hearing echoes from somewhere else.
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Part 5: Out of Tune
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Lunch slipped by in a strange rhythm, conversations stuttering and looping, as if someone was spinning the room like a scratched record. Alex picked at their food, watching Jules pull out a battered spiral notebook covered in band stickers and start scribbling lyrics or maybe codes. Parker, trying to keep the mood up, began an over-the-top story about spotting a raccoon in the school parking lot, but their eyes kept darting to Alex, worry etching lines into their usually bold expression. It was only when Ivy and Theo passed their table, deep in an argument about a missing hoodie, that Alex realized just how fragmented things felt—friendships fraying at the edges, laughter that never seemed to reach anyone’s eyes. Rowan, for their part, kept glancing at Alex from across the cafeteria, their fingers tracing nervous patterns on the tabletop, as if searching for a message in invisible ink. At one point, their eyes met, and for a second the noise faded, replaced by a current of longing and fear that Alex felt deep in their bones. Jules cleared their throat, breaking the spell, and handed Alex a folded scrap of paper. “You ever want to talk music—or anything weird—find me at the arcade after school.” The invitation felt both casual and loaded, a secret handshake disguised as small talk. Alex nodded, tucking the note into their pocket as the bell rang. The lunchroom exploded into motion, but Alex lingered, head spinning with more questions than answers, sure now that the tape’s ripple was spreading further than just their own haunted memories.
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Part 6: Detention Chords
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After lunch, the school day unraveled in a haze—classes blending together, Alex barely registering roll calls and the scrape of pencils. By last period, their nerves were too raw to focus, so when Mr. Bishop caught them staring blankly out the window instead of answering a question on postwar poetry, detention was inevitable. The classroom emptied quickly, and soon Alex was alone at a corner desk, sunlight slanting over rows of empty seats. Mr. Bishop stacked papers at his desk, humming softly to himself—a song Alex almost recognized from the tape, though it was warped, the melody off by a note or two. Alex watched, a chill pricking their skin, as Mr. Bishop paused, looked up, and met their eyes with an intensity that felt just a little too knowing. “Sometimes the world changes one note at a time,” he said quietly, as if picking up a conversation from another life. Before Alex could respond, the phone on his desk rang, and as he turned away, Alex’s attention was pulled to the window. Outside, Rowan stood alone by the bike racks, fiddling with their headphones, gaze fixed on the horizon. For a moment, Rowan glanced up and looked straight at Alex, their expression unreadable, and Alex felt that same jolt—the sense of a memory just out of reach, a song whose lyrics you can almost, but not quite, recall. The room suddenly felt too small, the air thick with secrets, and Alex understood with a cold certainty that the tape’s mystery was far from over; if anything, it was just beginning to pull everyone deeper under its spell
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Chapter 3: The First Skip

Part 1: After Detention
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The halls were nearly empty by the time Alex stepped out of detention, the echoes of hurried footsteps already faded into the soft hum of after-school quiet. Light slanted through high windows, painting the linoleum in pale bands, and Alex moved on autopilot, their mind tangled with the weird energy of the day—Rowan’s searching eyes, Jules’s cryptic invitation, Mr. Bishop’s off-key humming. Their fingers absently traced the outline of the blank cassette hidden deep in their backpack, feeling its presence like a phantom bruise. Turning down the main corridor, Alex nearly collided with Parker, who was lurking by the trophy case, chewing nervously on the end of a pen. “There you are,” Parker muttered, relief flickering across their face as they fell in beside Alex. “I was starting to think you got abducted by the marching band.” Alex mustered a half-smile, too tired to fake normalcy. “Just detention. Bishop thinks I’m developing a window obsession.” Parker snorted, but concern creased their brow. “You okay? You’ve been... off all day. Even for you.” Alex hesitated, wanting to spill everything, but the words tangled in their throat. Instead, they just shrugged. “Just tired. Weird dreams. You know.” Parker looked unconvinced, but didn’t push. As they left through the side door, the late-afternoon heat pressed in, cicadas buzzing, the sky a smear of gold and violet. For a heartbeat, everything seemed almost ordinary—until Alex heard it: the faintest trace of that haunting melody, threading through the air from somewhere impossible. They froze, head tilted, and Parker glanced at them. “You hear that?” Alex started to say no—then realized they didn’t know if Parker could hear it, or if the music was only meant for them. The world felt unstable, the present blurring at the edges, and Alex knew with sudden clarity that the tape’s magic was no longer content to stay hidden.
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Part 2: Domino Effect
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Alex stood frozen on the front steps, every nerve straining toward that ghost of a melody, as if the song might materialize if they just listened hard enough. Parker nudged them, eyebrows knit in concern, but Alex barely registered it—too caught up in the echo looping through their mind. “Seriously, what’s up?” Parker asked, voice dipping low. “You keep zoning out like you’re on another planet.” Alex forced themselves to focus, the present feeling slippery, insubstantial. “Sorry, just... thought I heard something.” Parker shrugged it off, but as they made their way toward the bike racks, a flicker of déjà vu passed over Alex—Parker turning to say something, the sun glinting on the metal, a loose shoelace trailing—details slotting into place with eerie precision, like reliving a memory that wasn’t quite theirs. At the curb, they found Theo Bell and Ivy Winters arguing over a borrowed jacket, their voices tense, an old wound reopening for no clear reason. “You said you’d give it back,” Ivy snapped. “Last week. You promised.” Theo looked genuinely confused, as if he remembered an entirely different conversation. Parker tried to mediate, but the argument only deepened the feeling that reality was skipping, repeating, rewriting itself in minor keys. Alex watched, unsettled, as Ivy stormed off, and Theo stared after her, lost. It struck Alex then—this wasn’t just about them. The cassette’s ripple was widening, tugging at the group, at history itself, like dominoes tipping in slow motion. As they headed for the sidewalk, Alex could almost hear the faint whir of tape spooling, the world’s soundtrack subtly, irrevocably changed.
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