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	Garryn

	T


	he night the Warren was devoured should have been the worst of my life, but it wasn’t. Isn’t that something? We lost so many people that night, but when I sit and think, ordering which days of my life were the worst–and I do that often–it never ranks as number one. I am not sure if that says something about me or something about my life. Heh. Either way, it’s a hell of a thing, don’t you think?

	Although, perhaps... perhaps I am starting this story in the wrong place.

	Allow me back up a bit–we have time, I promise–and I think it is important that I tell this story right. So let me start at the beginning. The real beginning. Before the fire. Before the murders. Before... before everything that came after. You know much of this already–probably most of this, really–but indulge me…

	The gnomish slums slithered in a single undulating line from the northern wall of the city to a little more than halfway to the southern one. 

	When the first gnomish refugees had appeared the city told them they could settle in the great park near the north wall. And the gnomes sent word to their relatives that the people of Mournborough were kind and generous. That there was space and food for all here, unlike back home where our fields had been churned by the boots of the invading hordes and our homesteads pillaged and put to the torch.

	So more gnomes came. And more. 

	They built a shanty town of sorts in the park and then, once it was full, spilled out into the surrounding areas. Suddenly, the once desirable parkside properties became significantly less valuable, so the city bought those mostly human residents out, moved them to the west part of the city and converted their homes into multi-family dwellings for the gnomes. And since gnomes are much smaller humans that worked well–where once a family of four had been able to comfortably live in a single house, now they could fit eight or twelve. And given the alternatives outside of the city, the gnomes were more than happy to accept these slightly cramped accommodations.

	And then more gnomes came. And more humans were bought out and moved to the west end, and more, and more. Until eventually there were no more houses to be bought and converted but also no shortage of gnomes needing homes. 

	So they built where they could, with what they could. Corrugated iron lean-tos in the yards of their relatives, driftwood and mud structures between one house and another. They scavenged materials, efficient as vultures and inventive as only gnomes can be, and they cobbled together a, well, a hive of sorts. 

	For the most part the citizens of Mournborough were content to look the other way, to pretend the slum didn’t exist. 

	The gnomish refugees did not bring crime with them, oddly enough, and more’s the pity. If we’d been willing to steal more, to demand more, perhaps we would not have lived in such poverty. Perhaps so many of us would not have frozen to death in the winter, and died of the heat in the summer. But that was not our way, and so we toiled and suffered. 

	Though, slowly the goodwill of the residents of Mournborough dissolved because, crime or not, we were an affront to them. To their city. To their way of doing things.

	Outside of our warren the citizens of Mournborough had arranged their city so that their houses and business were in nice, evenly spaced lines, with streets and sidewalks that were swept weekly, and lampposts that were lit every night. Compared to that, The Warren was chaos. 

	As you know, there were no streets because we built everywhere that we could build, so even where streets had once been they were no longer. Now we had narrow paths and passageways–some of which felt like tunnels–but nothing a vehicle could pass through. That meant if someone needed to get goods from one side of the city to the other, they had to go around us. Individuals could go through, of course, but most did not because they feared losing their way. And that fear was legitimate, for the ways shifted and changed almost daily.

	The Warren was a bit like a living thing in that regard–ever changing. Timble would move in with Kasvin, and so the parts of Timble’s hovel would be repurposed to enlarge Kasvin’s–reinforcing a wall here, perhaps building another there. And so, very soon, where Timble’s hovel had once been there was now an open hole–a passage that might let you shortcut from Perriwinkle Corner to Fancy Leg Lane. But Kasvin’s place had become wider, completely taking over the little path that had once existed between Shadowy Alley and Dandelion Path so that to reach one from the other you now had to walk all the way around Pete’s Corner.

	But before long, someone would get tired of making that trip and would move their hovel over to the space recently vacated by Timble. So now it was easy to get from Shadowy Alley to Dandelion Path again, but a hassle to get from Perriwinkle Corner to Fancy Leg Lane.

	Keeping track of these things was easy for those of us who lived there–it was just how it was, remember?–but for anyone coming through from the outside it must have been a mess. Especially if they were larger than we were, and most of the people outside The Warren were larger than we were. We were a bunch of small folk trapped in the middle of a city of mostly human-sized folk. But to them we were a bunch of small pains in the ass that added up to be one giant pain in the ass.

	I hated living there.

	Oh, it had its upsides, of course. There was never a shortage of children to play with, and there is something to be said for the sense of family and community that comes from living through hardships together. It forges bonds that are not easily broken, I have found–which is precisely why I’m here today. But mostly I hated it. 

	I was acutely aware of the poverty we lived in, of the squalid conditions of our homes. Of the rats and the fleas, the damp, the cold, and the endless, endless ache of a belly that was never ever full. 

	Perhaps if my mother had a different occupation I might not have noticed, but as it was I could see it in the stark contrast between her “friends” and ourselves. It was there in the way they dressed and smelled, the fullness of their cheeks, the thickness of their waists. I saw the way they looked at us, the way they looked at her–even though they had sought out and paid for her company. I saw how their noses were perpetually crinkled, their lips ever so slightly curled. Most of mother’s ‘friends’ were men, and human. And I knew even from a very young age exactly what it was that she sold them. 

	Our hovel was one of the largest in our corner of The Warren–it had to be to accommodate her human-sized guests–but even so it was only two rooms. There was one in the back where we lived, and where I hid away while she had company, and the one up front where she worked. 

	The back room had her prize possession–a little wood burning stove which, when we could find fuel for it, warmed not only our home but our neighbours all around. It didn’t keep us especially comfortable, but it took some of the bite out of the air when winter was at its worst. 

	There was also a table with two chairs and a chest that contained all we’d managed to take from home–my father’s lap harp, one of his shirts and some heirloom silver mother had been slowly selling off piece by piece. The front room contained a human-sized bed and a nightstand. We slept there together each night, curled up like kittens to try and keep warm on the days when the stove wasn’t going. 

	Sometimes as I climbed into bed I could still smell her last visitor, still feel their fading heat on the sheets. On winter nights I hated them as much as I craved that wee bit of warmth. In the other three seasons I simply hated them.

	There is no privacy in The Warren. Along with the lack of privacy came a lack of secrets. Everyone knew what my mother did for a living. All the neighbours could surely hear through the corrugated walls as clearly as I could through the thin curtain she slung across the bedroom doorway. We could hear them too–every nighttime grunt and groan, every fart, every whisper. 

	But while some of our neighbours and many of the children my age seemed oblivious, or at least accepting of, the conditions we were forced to live in, I chaffed at them in the same way my rough spun clothing chaffed at my skin. This life was not for me. I was meant for grand stone houses, for silk and velvet. I was meant to have a full belly and waft through rooms in a cloud of expensive perfume. I tried to hide my feelings from my mother–the one time I had brought it up she had cried. “I do my best for you, Garryn, I really do,” she had said. And my guilt sat heavy as a stone in my belly as I saw the tears glisten in her eyelashes before dropping to roll down her face. I tried to swallow my resentment, my pride, my longing. I tried to hide it away so she would not see, would not cry.

	But she would see it anyway and cluck her tongue, shake her head. “Wanting what you cannot have is a sure path to misery, my boy,” she would say. Over and over and over again. If I close my eyes and imagine her, those are the first words I hear her say. “Can you not find a way to be content with your reality?”

	But I could not. I would not.

	In truth, I did not even try. I knew I was meant for glory, even if no one else did.

	My childhood wasn’t all terrible, though. I had a friend, one dear friend and sometimes that makes all the difference doesn’t it?

	Of course you know who I am talking about. Lildira. She was a tiny little thing back then, even by gnomish standards, but whip smart, fast as a finger snap and nimble as a goat. She used to venture outside The Warren with me. I would sing and play my father’s harp on street corners in the human parts of the city to earn tips. My take home pay was always much higher when she was with me because while I would sing and play she would dance. 

	Oh, how she could dance. 

	She could dance slowly, gently, holding out her arms to embrace an invisible partner and do the most intricate of the latest court dances perfectly while I sang soft romantic songs, or if we put down two crossed sticks to take the place of the swords gnomes were forbidden to own, she’d dance between them. High-stepping, jumping and twirling, always a breath away from cutting herself on the imaginary blades, skirts flying, hair spinning out around her.

	I liked those second songs the most. Not just for her dancing, but for the playing. I thought any fool could strum three chords and sing something saccharine, but it took skill to play the fast, intricate songs that accompany sword dancing.

	There was risk involved in our busking, of course. Most people in the city were content to avert their eyes from us gnomes, pretend we weren’t there, but anti-gnome sentiment was growing in the city. Anytime one of us left the relative safety of The Warren we were in danger. Several times I’d seen men limp or be carried back with broken arms and black eyes. And more than one gnomish girl with a torn dress had sobbed into the darkness. None of them had to tell us what happened, we knew. But an empty belly is a good motivator, and so we’d venture out, I would play and she would dance.

	We split the money down the middle. Or, at least that’s what she thought. In truth I always gave her the bulk of it. 

	Her father had died alongside my own, fighting the marauders in a noble attempt to buy us all time to retreat to the city, and though her mother was as fair as my own, she hadn’t been able to find it in her to take on the sort of work my mother did. Instead, she worked in the east end of the city, at a laundry. The job had seen her transform from a vibrant young woman into a hunched crone who coughed all night long. Lildira needed the money more than I did, is what I am trying to say, so I gave it to her. And then I would sneak out again on my own and play some more without her there to dance or back me up if I needed it.

	More than once it was me who came limping back into The Warren in the dark, robbed and bleeding. Blessedly none of my bones were broken in those beatings. Imagine if my hands had been broken so that I could not play the harp? What would my life have looked like then? Would it have been happier? Would I have traded the flashes of brilliant light I found to avoid the soul-tearing darkness? I don’t think I would, but I guess we will never know.

	Those were the only things I ever lied to Lildira about, by the way. How much we’d earned and where I got my injuries. She knew I was lying to her, I could see it in her eyes, but she pretended to believe me when I said I’d fallen from atop Wigglebelt’s roof, and I pretended to believe that she believed. That might be ironic, now I come to think of it, but it worked well enough. We kept anyone in our family from starving, at least, and occasionally we even managed a piece of coal for my mother’s little stove and the heat would be enough to warm Lildira ‘s bed because her hovel shared a wall with ours.

	She was my best friend, still is. There is nothing I will not do for her. Nothing. Some people couldn’t quite get it–thought there had to be some sort of romance between us, but there never has been. We’re much more like brother and sister than husband and wife. The kids used to tease us about all the time we spent together, “Garryn and Lildira, high up in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G”, that sort of thing. They stopped finding it amusing after I started making up songs about them. “No One Likes Tigram” or “Stinky Estebella”, for example. 

	I’ve never been very strong, I couldn’t hold my own in a fistfight, for example, but in a game of wits I have a fair chance, and when it comes to performing–even spiteful songs at the top of my lungs–I don’t think it’s vain to say that there are few who could match me. Heh.

	So, yeah. It wasn’t all bad. If not for Lildira it would have been, though. I had other friends, sure, but it takes a special kind of friend to make up for all the depredations that we endured there...

	Our hovel was literally in the shadow of Paxwerth and I think that made it all worse. Paxwerth, the hoity toity magic school with its big sprawling grounds, magical gate and a veritable forest all around it. We could have fit thousands of gnomes in there, but, of course, that was why they had a magical gate–to keep undesirables out. There were lots of buildings on the grounds but the most grand was the clock tower–remember it? Hugely tall, the tallest building in the whole city–it was gleaming white and featured an enormous clock. That thing kept perfect time. You could watch each second tick by on it from half the city away, and when it rang the hours they could be heard even beyond the city walls. And the thrice damned thing cast its shadow, literally or figuratively, over me the entire time I lived in The Warren. 

	Many of the ‘friends’ who came to visit my mother were from Paxwerth. The Paxwerth people, or the ‘Wands’ as rest of the city called them, were arrogant enough under the best of circumstances–believing that their magic set them above most of the rest of us. But combining that arrogance with the fact they were paying my mother to sleep with them? It made them completely insufferable.

	One time, while mother was entertaining someone on the other side of the curtain, I was scratching lyrics into the ground in the backroom when I uprooted a little worm. The wand had literally looked down his nose at me when he came in, so my willpower was, admittedly, somewhat lacking. Knowing him to be distracted, I reached beneath the curtain and felt around until I found his discarded shoe. I thought an apology at the worm and then dumped it inside.

	Then I went back to writing.

	I was deep in thought, trying to find an appropriate rhyme for ‘Cabbage’ when the man’s scream brought me back to the present reality. 

	He screamed like a little girl–high-pitched and sharp–and then growled deep in his throat. I did not hear what he said but I didn’t need to understand the words to understand the tone. I jumped to my feet and tore the curtain out of the way–leaving it hanging by one corner–as I charged into the other room. The man was kicking off his shoe, cursing at my mother and shaking his fist at her. I stood between them... I must have been a teenager then–I was slightly taller than my mother, which made me about half as tall as the man.

	“Why, I ought to–” he said, and I had a moment to regret my rash action as I realised that I knew nothing of magic. What if he turned us into worms? 

	But then I took in his face and realised that his sputtering was all bluster, bravado. Whatever magic this man had he wasn’t going to use it to punish us, and without that he had little else in his arsenal. Still, I held my tongue because I could hear my mother’s voice ringing clear as that damn Paxwerth clock tower bell inside my head–she had some magic as well, you see. “Do not, Garryn,” she pleaded with me. “Do not anger him further. We need his money.”

	And so I just stood there, my little body interposed between the two of them. 

	I was breathing hard, chest heaving. I can still feel the way my nails bit into the palms of my hands, how my blood sang in my ears while my mother’s words resounded in my head.

	In time, I do not know how much time because it felt like an eon but that’s not possible, the man shoved his shoe back on his foot and, in a flurry of fluttering cloaks and cape, he left.

	The moment he was gone I felt my mother’s hands like claws on my shoulders as she spun me around. “You must never, never do that again,” she said, shaking a finger in my face. 

	I was young but not so young I could not understand what she meant. She meant the frogs we could have been turned into and the money I might just have sent away. She meant the way I’d made myself noticed instead of invisible. And I understood her anger and even the fear I saw in her eyes, but I hated it. I hated it with every hair on my body, with all the breath in my lungs.

	I did not want to have to hop away for fear of someone else’s magic–I wanted to be the one with the magic. I wanted to be noticed. 

	She whirled away, following behind the wizard, no doubt intending to placate him, to convince him to come back.

	And as much as half of me hated her for it, half of me understood its necessity and was thankful.

	I stood frozen, paralyzed by fury and shame and practicality. Not unthinking, but perhaps the opposite–thinking and feeling too much.

	Slowly the sound of my thoughts and the blood pounding through my veins receded and the noise of The Warren rushed in to fill the vacuum–a peddler pushing a jangling wagon and calling out an offer to sharpen knives, the clucking of a chicken, children shouting as they ran by our door, old women laughing, angry shouting from just over the way... I closed my eyes as my world pummeled me with its sounds. Though they, most of them, were not unpleasant, still they felt like a punishment. Like a reprimand. “This is where you belong, Garryn,” they said. “Among the chickens and the old women and the children.”

	Most of our men had died in the retreat, of course, and those who were left were largely injured or broken... But. Just then, as the world around me began to beat me down, just as I heard myself think, “Perhaps this is where I–” the clock tower struck the hour. A heartbeat before I finished the thought it interrupted it, and I opened my eyes. I looked around the hovel we called home and I shouted, “No!” 

	Or, perhaps I only thought it very hard, because I do not recall hearing it outside of my head, only in it.

	And then my eyes fell on a splash of colour where colour had not been before. The corner of a dark blue book poked out from beneath the bed. It must have fallen from the wizard’s cloak in all his raging.

	I stared at it for a long time, in the same way I might stare at a viper. It was dangerous, this thing, but also tempting.

	I had long thought, “If I could do magic, I would–” but those were safe thoughts, safe threats to make inside my head, because I did not see any possibility of ever having magic. 

	I had no innate magic as my mother did–no ability to speak in my head and be heard in another’s. I had tried, gods know I tried, but it was not in me. 

	And I did not want the kind of magic that comes through prayer. 

	The only way that I could think to learn to do magic would be to study it. And the chances of a gnome from The Warren getting into Paxwerth to do that were about as good as a snowflake’s in a volcano. 

	It wasn’t going to happen. 

	Even if I could, by some miracle, acquire the money to get in, I could not acquire the status. The wizards were snobs in more ways than one.

	After an interminably long battle with myself–definitely longer than the one I had had with the nameless wizard who had left this behind–I snatched it up. 

	I half-expected my fingers to burn when I touched it, but they did not. Nor did my eyes when I opened it up and began to read. 
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	very gnome has their own way of escaping, I guess.

	Some drink themselves to oblivion. Others learn to swing swords so they can hire them out, or join the City Watch. Or both.

	My mother gets up before even the earliest of birds every morning. She goes to the edge of The Warren and watches the sun come up.

	I joined her once. Waking up that early was difficult, and it was cold. So cold. It’s always coldest right before the dawn, they say. I think they mean it metaphorically, mostly, but it’s true in a literal sense as well.

	But I woke with her, and wrapped my threadbare blanket around myself, and followed her. We walked through the twisty turny passageways that, like ant trails, twine their way through The Warren. It was quiet, but I could hear gnomes all around me snoring and snorting. Farting and scratching. Some few who were awake as early as we were had whispered conversations...

	It was much quieter than during the day, and there was a sort of cozy peace to it that I enjoyed.

	We walked and walked until we were out of the slums, and then we walked some more. Eventually we came to her spot. It was just a spot in the middle of the street a few blocks away from where the slums kind of unofficially started. As we stood there, watching east, my mother shuffled her feet and I could see a little concave part of the road beneath them. Possibly it hadn’t all been caused by her daily visits, but possibly it had. At least some of it had.

	She’d picked that spot because it was the place nearest ours where, if you tilted your head just so, you could see between a multitude of buildings straight to the city walls, which was the closest thing to a horizon that any of us could enjoy from within them. 

	So we stood there, shivering and shuffling, and watched the sun come up. Watched its weak early winter light push itself over the wall and through the buildings until, eventually, its languid fingers reached us, brushing our faces.

	My mother inhaled so deep. It was like she was trying to fill her lungs up with the sunlight, weak and pallid though it was. And maybe it worked, because when she turned to look at me her eyes were bright and shining.

	“One day, Lil,” she said, smiling in a way that let even more of that light escape from her, “we will be able to see this view from our window.”

	Maybe she believed it. Her smile said she did? But I couldn’t. I didn’t.

	The next morning when she woke and whispered, asking if I wanted to join her, I pulled my blanket up over my head, hoping to hold in a wee bit more heat for just a while longer.

	She never asked again.

	Her way of escape is not my way of escape. But I do have one.

	I escape through dance.

	I often dance for money while Garryn performs, so in that way I am the same as the wannabe adventurers and soldiers with their wooden swords. But, though the money helps make my existence better, it does not help me escape. I will never save up enough from dancing to be able to go anywhere. But while I dance... while I dance I do. I go somewhere else.

	I am in my body and out of it at the same time. I feel every stretch, revel in every leap, in every twist and spin and stomp. Feeling what I can do with my body, testing it and playing. But I am also outside of it. Not just outside of it, but outside of reality. It is as though I am transformed, changed into something ethereal that can mingle with the music and be carried up, up and away. I feel more than gnomish and less than at the same time.

	I know. I know that hardly makes any sense but it’s true.

	This helps as well, I suppose. Writing.

	It’s harder to do, though. Dancing is something I can do with only my body. Writing requires a pencil and paper.

	Garryn writes in the earthen floor of their shanty, scratching the words out with sticks or sharp stones and then rubbing them away with his toe when he is done with them. But Garryn writes songs, so once he has written them he simply memorizes them and they live in him forever. 

	I do not write songs, I write thoughts. 

	And you would think that once thought those would stay with me forever, but they do not. They are fleeting as dawn’s first light and do not fill me quite the way the light does my mother. So, I cannot write on our floor as Garryn does. Instead, I must use some of the coins we earn from performing to buy paper and pencil.

	But, as I say, that is an escape of a sort too, I think. An escape into myself where as dancing is an escape out of myself. Either way they both take me away from the slums, away from the miserable flea bitten reality that surrounds me at all other times.

	“It’s better than dead,” Melli says whenever I complain to them. And that is probably true, but we don’t know for sure do we? Those people who feel close to the gods, at least the ones who preach about love and mercy (those who talk of vengeance and anger are of a different sort entirely) make the afterlife sound pretty good. So is this horrid existence we’ve scratched out of the city, like Garryn scratches words in the floor, actually better than being dead? If my father truly is resting in a place of plenty where no one hurts and no one hungers and no one feels sad or alone, is this actually better?

	I only spoke these questions aloud once to Mother, and she looked at me with such abject terror that I will never say them again. I rushed to assure her that I did not intend to look for that escape–the one so many people around us take–but even so I felt her worried eyes follow me everywhere I went for days after.

	She cannot read, though, so I am free to fill these pages with whatever thoughts I’d like without fear of frightening her.

	I really am not seeking that escape, though. I was not lying about that.

	I see my life a bit like the night sky. It is mostly dark, but there are spots of light. Of light that is so bright and beautiful that it makes it worthwhile to deal with the rest. To endure it.

	A little less black would be welcome, though. 

	Or at least fewer fleas.
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	Garryn, if you do not put down that dirty old book and pay attention to what I am saying right now, I swear I am gonna–”

	Garryn chuckled, the sound warm as melted chocolate, and nearly as dark. “You’ll do what Lildira?” he asked, reluctantly pulling his gaze up from the page to meet hers. His eyes were so bright a shade of blue that they were shocking, but they twinkled with mirth as they met his friend’s. “What will do you exactly?”

	Lildira was an attractive gnome with sea glass green eyes and long chestnut hair. This last was pulled up into something that was once a bun but was now a moment away from giving up its shape completely. She shook her head at Garryn and it did just that, tumbling in waves down to the middle of her back. Several of the pins she’d been using to hold it in place clung to it, but a few also pinged off the ground at her feet. She stomped one foot, far too prettily to be sincere. “I will scream.”

	The pair of them were in a sort of dead end alley. The backs of shanties surrounded them on three sides and barrels pressed around the edges, doing double duty as water catchments but also helping to hold some of the walls of the precarious-looking shelters up. Garryn was sitting on the cobblestone ground, his back against one of the barrels, feet crossed at his ankles, while Lildira looked down at him, her hands on her hips, her body blocking the light and casting a long shadow across him.

	“You will not scream,” Garryn said, his voice level. He spoke a couple arcane words, enunciating them loudly and clearly, twisting his fingers and then flicking his wrist. His left hand suddenly seemed slightly out of focus, but then something separated from it. It looked like the hand’s ghost, and once the phantom hand floated toward the hairpins on the ground, his actual hand looked as it should.

	“Show off,” Lildira said, as the translucent hand began picking up the scattered pins.

	“Would you rather I didn’t? That I just let you pick them up and–”

	“No, of course not,” she said, rolling her eyes and putting out her hand, palm up, to receive them. “But I do wish you’d pay attention to me when I’m talking to you instead of always having your nose deep in that book. You’ve already learned the only spell that’s in it, after all.”

	“My nose is not always in it,” Garryn protested and, with a thought directed his magic hand to place the pins one by one into her still outstretched palm. “And sure, yes, it is true there was only one spell in it, but the book itself is filled with theory. It’s more of a textbook than a spellbook–”

	“And you probably already have it memorized. And you’re not listening to me when I have important things to–thank you–” she directed this last to the hand as she slipped the pins into her pocket, and then continued as though she hadn’t interrupted herself to speak to a spell effect, “tell you.”

	“Tell me what?”

	“Important things!”

	“No, I mean, tell me now. I am all ears.” Garryn patted the empty stone beside him with the magical hand.

	“I am not sitting down there,” Lildira protested.

	“You’re too good for it now? Wasn’t it you, just the other day, who was telling me to stop being such a snob and–”

	“Because I have a!” she interrupted again, and this time when she stomped her foot it had some weight to it. “I knew you weren’t listening to me.”

	Garryn leaned forward, brow furrowed. “A date? With who?”

	“Jebar.”

	Garryn frowned deeper, and tilted his head to one side while he contemplated the name. “Who is Jebar? Do I know Jebar?”

	“You barely know anyone,” Lildira protested with a laugh. “You’re too busy with your books to–”

	“Jebar who?”

	“Lightspring.”

	“Don’t know him.” Garryn shook his head, his disapproval clear.

	“Doesn’t matter.”

	“What doesn’t matter?”

	“If you know him or not, I still have a date with him.”
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