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To every reader who unknowingly held my hand through the journey of forging a second book with the eager question, “When is the next one coming out?”

This one’s for you, because of you. It is your personal win, and I wish you many more of them.

The game has a mind of its own.

But so do you.



CHAPTER ONE
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I SWEAR I DIDN’T DO it. That’s what you want to hear from me, right?”

At twelve years old, Ahmad Mirza probably shouldn’t have been used to roundtable interrogations. Or know from experience what your captors wanted to hear before they would let you out from under the lights aimed at your face. “I mean, sneaking around and stealing isn’t part of my daily routine.”

It was the usual setup. The same old faces were clustered in the conference room, all wearing various expressions of dismay. Mrs. Evans, his homeroom teacher, clung to her coffee mug like it was a lifesaver and she was a woman overboard. Mr. Willis, the art teacher who always wore a jolly expression and cheerily arranged dreadlocks, seemed abnormally grim.

The door creaked open ominously, and Ms. Mallory, the nosy office secretary, peered in. “Do you still need the vice principal, Mr. Willis?” she asked.

Her voice sounded a little too eager, in Ahmad’s opinion. Resentment bubbled up and he tried to push it down. Today wasn’t an ordinary day. Today, he might have already pushed the limits of any patience PS 54 had for Ahmad Mirza and his escapades. But he ended up blurting it out anyway.

“Go ahead, Ms. Mallory. You can bring the torture devices too, but I won’t talk.”

Mr. Willis sighed heavily. “No, we don’t need him, Ms. Mallory. Just . . . close the door.”

Ms. Mallory shot Ahmad a giddy smile as she did just that. She was probably off to make sure she still had Ahmad’s parents on speed dial, and she probably did.

He didn’t want to think about that, though. That started the squirming up again, and the shaking in his legs that would reach his voice and really prove his false bravado to be just that: an act. Even if this was Ahmad’s normal—lunch detention and angry teachers—he didn’t want to look his mother in the eyes and tell her he messed up again.

“This sucks,” Ahmad mumbled to himself.

Especially because today—for once—it wasn’t his fault. There had been no fight over the contents of his lunch box, no classmate leaning in and jeering at the green chili–spiked mashed potatoes that made your nose sting with the scent of fresh mustard-seed oil, or the little dried fish even he hated with eyes and silvery scales still intact.

He’d managed to be mostly respectful during class discussions, and kept his hands and feet to himself during gym. He’d even raised his hand a few times in the name of being helpful and passing out pencils, though he wasn’t called on.

But in spite of all that, here he was. It didn’t feel fair.

Particularly today. Because whether Mr. Willis and Mrs. Evans believed it or not . . .

“It’s really not my fault,” he tried again. “I don’t even know how it got here.”

It was the package currently resting in front of Mrs. Evans on the table. It was an innocent yellow mailer, sealed over with Scotch tape. Nothing about it said anything like DANGER or DEVASTATING REPORT CARD INSIDE. It looked like, if you turned it over, it would be something boring like his baba’s tax papers or maybe a trinket Ma ordered from overseas.

It was nothing special. At least on the outside.

Now Mrs. Evans heaved a heavy sigh. She reached for the package, tilting it downward so that its contents could slide into her palm.

“Be careful!” Ahmad gasped in spite of himself, leaning forward in his seat. Mrs. Evans shot him a dirty look but worked it out more carefully.

Though Ahmad had held it himself just half an hour ago, the sight of it made his heart lurch. It was a shiny game case, the type that held a Nintendo Switch cartridge. The cover, though, wasn’t the usual 3-D characters with smiling faces and multicolored backgrounds. It was pitch black, with embossed neon images—thin lined and finely detailed, like hand sketches—on its front. What looked like flying cars and, amazingly, rickshaws were etched over a skyline that looked almost like New York City.

At least, if New York City had buildings even more futuristic than the skyscrapers Ahmad passed on his way to school.

Even though he couldn’t see the title clearly from where Mrs. Evans held it to the light, he still mouthed it, quietly, to himself.

“The Battle.”

Mrs. Evans let out a hiss, startling both him and Mr. Willis, who leaned forward with a frown.

“Everything all right, Mrs. Evans?” he asked.

She frowned down at the game. “Yes. I think it was just static electricity.”

“It’s not just that,” Ahmad blurted out, even though inside his brain was chanting, Shut up, shut up, SHUT UP, Ahmad. “It probably doesn’t like you.”

“Ahmad, really.” His teacher leaned forward and waved the game in his face. “Okay. For the last time, tell me what this is.”

“A video game,” Ahmad responded. It was getting harder to control his snarky tongue and fidgety feet. He was usually better at this. He was. But the fact that they had been here a half hour and he still couldn’t tell his side of the story was rattling him. “Honestly, I’ve told you this like twenty times now. I don’t know where it came from.”

Except, of course, he did. Sort of.

“That’s not what you told us before, Mirza.”

“I did tell you that! I don’t know why I have it. Really, I don’t.”

“You also told me,” Mr. Willis broke in, “that the game belonged to you.”

Ahmad stuck his chin out. “That’s because it does.”

“The question is, Mirza,” Mrs. Evans snapped, “how you knew for sure this was your video game, and—more importantly—how a video game that apparently belongs to you was delivered to the school office this morning to begin with!”

Ahmad had no idea himself, though he’d glanced over the package probably a thousand times since it was first shoved into his hands a few hours ago. His sister’s name and school were neatly printed on the return address—Farah Mirza, care of Princeton University.

His big sister was known for being . . . well, hard to predict. But this was mysterious, even for her. Sending a package straight to his school, without any warning?

“Ahmad, I’m about ready to get the principal in here himself and suspend you,” Mrs. Evans interrupted. “We know what’s in the package, and that it’s from your sister. And you have no idea why she sent it to school?”

“My sister does what she wants,” Ahmad said firmly, and not without a little pride. The next part was harder to ease out, but he managed it, his fingers fidgeting in his lap. “Well, I mean, we did talk a lot about, you know. School. And friends. And how I didn’t really have any. She might’ve wanted to . . . I don’t know.”

And he really didn’t know. Not having friends had never been a problem his sister faced. For him, though, it was his entire life.

“Okay, then,” Mrs. Evans sighed. “Let’s leave your sister alone for now. What I want to know is how much nerve you have, Mr. Mirza, to sneak out and steal a package from the school office when you were supposed to be in lunch detention.”

“Okay. Okay. Listen.” Ahmad closed his eyes and took a deep breath, trying to steady his voice and his thick tongue. “I’m not sure why you keep saying the word ‘s-steal.’ How could I steal it if it was mine?”

Ahmad’s voice broke on the last word, and he could feel his face flush. He tried to pretend he was good at this—the whole bad boy routine—because people seemed to expect it of him. His parents no longer hugged him about the shoulders and patted his back and told him tomorrow would be better. His aunt Zohra wouldn’t call and anxiously shuffle about with offers to help with his homework. (As if she knew as much about pre-algebra and auxiliary verbs as she did about Turkish puzzle rings and weird facts about Middle Eastern architecture.)

If anything, a suspension no longer meant one of his parents would take off in order to collect him. His weird, goofy uncle Vijay would—and that meant never leaving school without being more embarrassed than he ever felt before in his life.

He was the Mirza who came home with urgent notes at the bottom of his report card in red ink. The one who spent lunch with his stomach growling because the contents of his box had already been mopped off the cafeteria floor.

But he didn’t like being that Mirza.

Mr. Willis, as always, came to the rescue. He put a firm hand on Ahmad’s shoulder.

“Never mind that, Mrs. Evans. Look. Ahmad. We can address everything else with your parents. But I am terribly curious to know how the boy I left at the door of lunch detention managed to zip back down to the office, rummage through staff mail, and get back upstairs in time to get himself in a world of trouble.”

“You say that like it isn’t a normal thing,” Ahmad muttered, but he shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Ahmad wished he could tell them. He wished he could spin out the whole yarn, with every snag and loose end, and assure them that for once it was entirely, one hundred percent true.

But they couldn’t believe him.

How could they, when he couldn’t believe himself?

“See, the thing is . . .”

He worked his lip between his teeth. How could he put it, without being accused of another tall tale dedicated to excusing whatever trouble his fidgety body and overactive brain had steered him into?

“Look. I really didn’t go into the office. Mr. Willis even said it! I didn’t have time to.”

“Okay,” Mrs. Evans said cautiously. Mr. Willis leaned closer.

“It was more of a . . . well, someone made sure I got the delivery, while I was still in the hallway.”

“You mean, another student?” Mr. Willis’s voice was full of doubt, and Ahmad’s heart sank. He could see it in his teacher’s eyes: Who in this school cares that much about you?

“I mean . . . well, um . . .”

It was no use. His mind had skittered off track. He banged his fist on the table, fighting back tears. This always happened. He started out sharp and snarky—and then, when he actually needed to be able to say something, it all just fizzled out. Poof!

After another heavy minute Mr. Willis sighed and leaned back.

“Well, that’s that. Mrs. Evans, I hope you don’t mind excusing Ahmad for the rest of the day. He’s going to spend some quality time in here thinking about how he can explain this to us.”

“But . . . the project!” Ahmad burst out, unable to help himself. His heart sank. Today was the day that art class projects were announced, and those were legendary.

“Don’t worry, you’re not going to miss out on all of it,” Mr. Willis said, frowning. “But there is a problem. We’re doing it in partnered pairs this time, so unless someone nominates you during class, you’ll have extra work to make up.”

Ahmad sank down in his seat. This day had just gone from bad to worse.

“This isn’t fair,” he mumbled. “It really isn’t fair.”

“I wish I could make an exception and let you come back to class,” Mr. Willis continued, “but the fact that you won’t tell us the whole story—”

Behind them, the door to the conference room shot open. Mr. Willis, his mouth still open, whirled around. Mrs. Evans gasped and nearly dropped her coffee mug.

“Winnie? What are you doing out of class?”

Ahmad stared as Winnie Williamson—straight-A student and pride of the seventh-grade class—stepped through the doorway. Her brown cheeks were slick with sweat and her dark halo of curls were mussed about her face.

She looked nervous, entirely different from the girl who had rushed toward him earlier as Mr. Willis paused to speak to another teacher. That moment, when she pressed the package between his fingers and whispered, “This is yours,” her entire face had been glowing.

“Well, you see . . .” Winnie hesitated for a moment, her hands balled in fists at her sides. And then, almost the way Ahmad would, she just blurted it out.

“Mr. Willis, I’m Ahmad’s partner in crime. And I want to be his partner for the project, too!”



CHAPTER TWO
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YOU KNOW, YOU DON’T have to follow me all the way home—unless you aren’t done with getting me in trouble today.”

Winnie Williamson nearly knocked over the city trash can she was casually standing behind. Ahmad waited, trying his best not to squirm in sympathy as she shook off a McDonald’s wrapper clinging to her sleeve and smoothed down her curls.

“I’m not following you! We just happen to be walking in the same direction.”

But Winnie wouldn’t quite look him in the eye. Ahmad felt exasperation writhing like a trampled snake in his gut. It helped loosen his tongue.

“You live four blocks down from school, Winnie, in Lenox Hill. And this is Central Park. You actually walked past your building to keep on following me!”

“I needed fresh air,” Winnie insisted, her fingers still busily fluttering to her hair, and then down to check her pockets. “And . . . well, I guess I wanted to make sure you were okay. After everything that happened earlier.”

Ahmad was not okay. He was entirely done with today. Sure, it hadn’t been as bad as it could be. He escaped with only a few hours of solitude and no parental intervention. But at what cost? He wasn’t sure.

And now, Winnie Williamson was following him home, occasionally leaping behind utility poles and stationary taxis like a spy for the CIA. And that wasn’t even the strangest part of the day. Winnie Williamson had, apparently, snuck a package out of the school office for him. Winnie Williamson, who had never even acted like she knew he was alive, had burst into a conference room and told two of their teachers that she was his partner in crime. And that whatever punishment he got, they better be ready to give her as well. He still couldn’t believe it.

“Why do you care?” Ahmad mumbled gruffly. “You didn’t get in trouble.”

Of course she hadn’t. Mr. Willis hadn’t even believed she was part of the situation. He only frowned and shook his head.

“Winnie, I know you’re always ready to stand up for a classmate in need, and I appreciate that. But Ahmad has committed a serious action with serious consequences. I want you to head back to class.”

Winnie said nothing. She just looked at Ahmad, and all he could do was stare back at her. He wasn’t sure what she was up to. Winnie Williamson and Ahmad Mirza lived in entirely different worlds. There were many days where he wished they didn’t, where he wanted them to at least share the same space for an hour so maybe they could talk.

Maybe they could become friends.

Even with that silent hope, he never pictured her rushing up to him in an otherwise deserted hallway, pressing a yellow envelope in his hands, and whispering, “This is yours.”

But she had.

“Even if I didn’t get in trouble,” Winnie said, snatching him back to the street corner they stood on, “I wanted to make sure you didn’t get into it either. I was in the office and just saw your name on it. It seemed like it was important, and I really didn’t think it was going to be such a big deal.”

“Of course you didn’t.” Ahmad couldn’t keep some of that familiar sass off his tongue. Winnie didn’t have to do that long, eyes-down shuffle through the hall every afternoon with a teacher’s hand pressed on her shoulder. Winnie’s conversations with teachers were all smiles, and “Yes, Mrs. Evans” and “Of course, Mr. Willis.” How would she ever begin to imagine how different their experiences were?

Winnie scuffed her sneakers against the ground. In a soft mumble Ahmad wasn’t sure he was meant to hear, she added, “It just seemed like the right thing to do at the time.”

Before he could respond, though, Winnie seemed to realize where they were. “Hey. This isn’t your way home either.”

Ahmad rolled his eyes, stopping in front of an empty park bench. Around this time of day, people were still trickling out of work and school. There was hardly anyone around, except a few old ladies gossiping and one or two joggers. He slid off his backpack and sat down beside it.

“I needed some fresh air.”

Winnie leaned forward, pushing an errant curl behind her ear. Ahmad instinctively pressed his back to the bench.

“What?”

“You’re going to open that package, aren’t you?” Her eyes sparkled with anticipation.

“Why do you care so much?” Ahmad hugged his arms around his waist, hiding the fact that, yes, his Nintendo Switch was already in his hands. The cartridge was plugged in, and the game loading. But he wasn’t ready to share. He didn’t know why, but he felt like he needed time to examine it on his own, before his parents (or anyone else!) got involved. He was sure school had already made that traitorous call home. Or maybe Farah had returned to dutiful daughter mode and told on herself. Being able to check it out before it was confiscated felt important.

But it wasn’t only that. It was the way it felt when he held it. There was an electric spark when he had his hands on the case, like putting a finger on a frayed wire or touching a doorknob after shuffling over a fluffy carpet. It didn’t just feel like a regular old game.

It felt like there was something alive in there.

Winnie put her hands on her hips. “I helped you get that, if you remember.”

“It’s not like I asked you to!” Ahmad blurted out. He could feel his ears turning red. Keep going, Ahmad. Just dig the hole. Remind her who you are and why no one sticks around you too long. “And besides, even if I did, why would you go ahead and do that? It’s not like we’re f-friends or anything.”

Winnie paused. And then, there was that radiant, dimpled smile she seemed to reserve only for teachers. “Who says we aren’t?”

Before he could properly respond to that, she was settling down next to him, without even asking. He had to shuffle away quickly before their elbows bumped. He plopped down on the nearest bench.

She followed and frowned down at the screen. “This was a cartridge game, right? Why is it taking so long to load?”

“Maybe you were rough with it while you were playing Robin Hood earlier,” Ahmad grumbled, but without much heat to it.

She said they were friends. Since when, and how? Ahmad was too embarrassed to admit that he had no experience with friends to his teachers, much less perfect Winnie Williamson. He tried to think back over the previous days and weeks but was interrupted by Winnie’s whisper.

“Paheli.”

At the same moment, there was a wash of scent in the air. Cardamom and scalded milk, with a deep musky undercurrent—like a favorite uncle’s leather jacket slung carelessly over your shoulders when you were cold, bearing with it the remnants of his last cup of chai and maybe a sweet crumbling in the bottom of his pockets—wafted under Ahmad’s nose.

But he was stuck on the word. The hair rose on the back of his neck and he turned slowly to face her. “What did you just say?”

Winnie blinked at him. “That is what you call it, isn’t it? That city you’re always doodling in the margins of your notebooks.”

“How did you—”

“You’re not the only one who looks around during class.” Winnie beamed at him. “Your drawings for art are amazing! That’s why I knew we would make a great team. Are you drawing the world from this game?”

Winnie pointed downward and Ahmad followed her gaze. She was right. There were the blue-inked buildings of the skyline from his drawings on the case, and the odd flying rickshaws. When he hovered over the icon, it read in block letters: THE BATTLE.

And then, in smaller print, Paheli awaits.

“Is Paheli a real place or something?” asked Winnie. “Your sketches always look so real. It’s amazing.”

“Honestly, I always thought it was something I dreamed up,” Ahmad admitted. “I traveled to India and Bangladesh as a little kid with my parents and sister. I thought Paheli was from those memories.”

Except that it had always felt so real. Ahmad could never understand why the actual Taj Mahal and the experience of careening through Dhaka in the back of a rickshaw seemed dull and colorless in comparison to the new city cobbled together by his brain as he slept. It was a place of glittering palaces, of marble domes and marvelous creatures that he knew couldn’t be found anywhere else in the world.

“I don’t think it’s an actual place,” Ahmad said again aloud. “So this is weird.”

Winnie shrugged. “Won’t know until you play it, right?”

She shifted on the bench, and Ahmad prepared himself to shuffle closer to the edge, but she paused.

“Hey, what’s this?” She leaned in over his shoulder. Ahmad impatiently tapped his fingers against his rectangular Switch screen to zoom in on what she noticed.

“It’s really weird, but this game seemed to come with some sort of bizarre avatar system, like one for a game you would play online,” Ahmad said, peering closely at the screen. “You choose them to represent your character. Oh, do you want one of the controllers?”

“Yeah!” Winnie hummed distractedly. “Is it just me, or do these avatars seem really detailed?”

“In what way?” he asked.

She leaned in and tapped against the screen. “The hair on this one looks just like mine. All my frizzy curls. They look so real. . . .”

Ahmad looked up at her.

Winnie’s brow was furrowed. “Ahmad,” she said, “do you have something to tell me?”

Oh no.

He knew that tone of voice.

It was the same tone Mrs. Evans used on him when she had her doubts about who actually started the skirmish at the lunch table or threw an eraser at her back when she was writing on the board.

“No. Like what?”

“You were just freaking out at me for following you home, but this avatar on the screen totally looks like me! It’s even the same shade of brown as me. Did you talk to your sister about me or something?”

“I didn’t! I swear!” Ahmad spluttered. “I just—it doesn’t really look like you.” But he had to admit, it certainly did.

Winnie raised her eyebrows and tapped her finger against the screen. Under her touch, the avatar twitched and shook out its—her—fluffy tight curls in a very Winnie way.

“Well, maybe it does, but I really don’t know how! Honest, I don’t!”

Ahmad really didn’t. He wasn’t the type of kid who was in school plays or exhibitions, so Farah had no opportunity to size up his schoolmates. Besides, this type of deliberate friendship arranging was more of Ma’s embarrassing style.

But it was bothering him now: How could this be?

Before either of them could say more, though, the machine in Ahmad’s lap caught their attention. “It’s ready,” Winnie whispered.

Ahmad took a deep breath and clicked start. For a moment, the screen flickered—and then returned to the same menu. He growled in frustration. “All that time and it won’t even turn on?”

“Let me try,” Winnie said, and took the Switch from his hands. She tapped one of the avatars—the girl that she said looked just like her—and dragged it to the center of the screen.

They waited one moment.

Two.

Ahmad shook his head.

“Forget it. Nothing’s working right today.”

He reached out to take the machine back from Winnie. Their hands met over the avatar.

With a sudden crackle and pop, the machine’s screen went dark.

And around them, the world froze.



CHAPTER THREE
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AHMAD DIDN’T NOTICE IT at first. He was too busy smacking the back of his Switch.

“No, no, no! Please don’t do this to me!”

He tried to tug out the cartridge, but it was good and stuck. Maybe it had been jammed in too tight, or Farah had sent him a bootleg of some sort. His thoughts jittered and jostled against themselves in his head.

“Ahmad?”

It didn’t help that Winnie’s voice had suddenly risen several octaves. Ahmad shook his head, pressing the power button.

“Why . . .”

“Ahmad!” Winnie shook his arm.

“What?” Ahmad snapped, raising his head. “Gimme a minute. And stop shouting in my ear.”

His voice trailed off as his eyes finally took in the world around him. The sun was still shining, and Winnie’s hand on his arm still sent little shocks of disbelief into his brain. So it took him a full minute to realize what was wrong.

For the first time in Ahmad’s life, Central Park was entirely still.

Nothing moved: not the pigeons dotting the pavement or the jogger in the distance, or the tree branches above their heads. Nearby, a mom leaning over a stroller did not lift her head, though her neck was craned at an awkward angle. The ice cream vendor’s mouth was frozen as he shouted a greeting to the unmoving businessman strolling by with a newspaper under his arm. A dog floated in midair with his paws off the ground, lunging for a Frisbee. As Ahmad and Winnie watched in horror, he did not show any signs of plummeting back to the ground.

“What’s going on?” Ahmad breathed.

“It’s like someone hit a pause button,” Winnie whispered back. But her hush was as loud as a shout. There was nothing to compete with: no honking taxis or loud radios. “But why? How could this happen?”

Ahmad opened his mouth to respond. “Ouch, ouch, ouch! That hurts!”

His Switch clattered out of his fingers and onto the pavement. Winnie seized his hand, turning it back and forth. “What happened?”

Ahmad yanked it away, sticking his fingers in his mouth.

“Ith burnth me,” he mumbled. A very small part of his brain was pointing out that Winnie Williamson was concerned about him, but the rest of him was too freaked out to care. In his twelve years on earth, three things remained a constant: his family, his game consoles, and his beautiful city. And suddenly, two out of three were changing the rules without warning.

What was going on?

“Oh my God, Ahmad!” Winnie exclaimed, and pointed at the ground. Ahmad’s gaze followed her finger. The Switch, which had cracked against the concrete, was bleeding what appeared to be black blood. The dark mass spread out in a puddle, and Winnie tugged Ahmad up with her so that they both stood on the bench, hugging each other.

“Is it supposed to do that?” Winnie asked.

“I—I don’t think so.”

One time when their parents were out at Baba’s office Christmas party, Farah and Ahmad had done a classic monster mash marathon. They’d watched Frankenstein, Dracula, Creature from the Black Lagoon, and The Blob. That last movie had been funny to Ahmad at the time. Who got scared of something that looked as easily smashable as Silly Putty?

He understood it now—especially when the black . . . whatever it was . . . reached the edge of the sidewalk, and started creeping up, skyward, forming a wall of darkness in the midst of all the stillness. A low whine buzzed through the air, which itself was picking up into a fierce wind, blowing their hair over their eyes.

“I don’t like this,” Winnie whispered beside him. “Ahmad, pinch me.”

She extended her arm in front of him, without even turning to look and see how he reacted.

“What? Why?”

“That’s what you do when you can’t wake up from a dream, right? This has to be a dream. No, it’s more than a dream. It’s a punishment, because I—” She clamped her lips tight and squeezed her eyes shut. “Just pinch me, Ahmad. Please.”

Ahmad swallowed hard. The little experience he had in friendship, based off enviously observing his sister and her best friends, hadn’t prepared him for a moment like this. Still, the black mass continued to spread, bending and warping around them to form a dark chamber. If this actually was a dream and waking Winnie up would rescue them both from it, he had to listen to her.

Tentatively he closed the tips of his fingers around her arm. “Does that work?”

Winnie’s eyelids fluttered, and when they opened, she looked like her usual determined self. “Not in the way I wanted, but it does prove it isn’t a dream.”

“Why?”

“The Ahmad I might have expected in a dream would pinch harder.”

Before Ahmad could ask what that even meant, there was a resounding crackle. The black “walls” around them shimmered and popped with static, like a television screen.

An oversized head bobbed to life from the scattered pixels.

For a moment, Ahmad thought he was seeing something from The Wizard of Oz: that horrible face surrounded by green flames. But it wasn’t a mysterious, wizened wizard. It was a girl. She looked around their age, with a long pale white face, short blond hair, and a leopard print hat jammed over her ears. A lollipop rolled around her lips as she smirked at them.
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