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  PROLOGUE

  How Camest Thou in This Pickle?

  The handcuffs chafed my wrist, but that was nothing compared with the irritation I felt regarding the cretin to whom I was currently shackled.

  I finally broke my silence, not with a word but with an—“Ow!”

  “Jeez, Miranda, what now?”

  “Would you stop yanking your arm around for two seconds?”

  “I barely moved!”

  “It’s like you have Tourette’s or something. My god!”

  Caleb directed his green-grey eyes at me in a flash of annoyance.

  “Listen, princess — I’m not enjoying this any more than you are. Now let’s think.” He shifted his glance to the towering cardboard boxes surrounding us. “There’s got to be some way out of here.”

  “For the record, I don’t think the psycho who locked us in here conveniently left an escape route for us to find. By the way, if you call me princess again, I will scream.”

  “At least maybe someone would hear us in here and let us out. Anyway, I thought you’re the one who’s supposed to have all the answers. Can’t you wave your magic mascara wand and conjure us out of here?”

  “Very funny. Sorry, but being handcuffed to your ass for the last six hours has robbed me of my powers — not to mention my will to live. And don’t think I wouldn’t kill to have some mascara right about now. I’m sure I look like a hot mess.”

  “Quite the opposite, actually.” His unforeseen compliment threw me off guard. Flustered, I redoubled my efforts at cynicism, shifting awkwardly on the cold cement floor.

  “With my luck, there are rats lurking around here somewhere. Maybe they can chew through these handcuffs and liberate me. I still cannot believe we don’t have the key.”

  “We’re not having this conversation again.”

  I sighed and shifted uncomfortably on my butt bones.

  “What’s wrong now?”

  “Nothing. My back hurts.” Caleb abruptly leaned away from me and started rooting in the corner of the storeroom, as far as he could reach, with his one free hand. Just as I was about to blast him again for jerking me around, he hoisted up a clear plastic garbage bag filled with Styrofoam packing peanuts. This he proceeded to wedge behind my back like a makeshift beanbag chair.

  “Better?” He made a few adjustments as I nodded, unwilling to acknowledge his act of chivalry. I rested my hands in my lap, letting his right hand — manacled to my left — graze my outer thigh. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t have tolerated such close physical proximity from a guy like Caleb, but in one short night, he and I had already been through an extraordinary saga of events. I leaned in to touch my shoulder to his as the reality of the situation sunk in.

  “Caleb?”

  “Yeah?”

  “I’m scared.” Without looking at me, or saying a word, he rotated his wrist to clutch my hand in his. It was strong and guitar-calloused, and I knew that it was my one saving grace in this absurdly surreal night. At least we were in this together.
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  CHAPTER ONE

  Hang Not on My Garments

  Singing along to the latest overplayed indie rock tune pulsing from the stereo speakers, I pulled my car into a spot at the far end of the parking lot reserved for mall employees and then let it idle, dragging out my last few minutes in the cocooning warmth. The song ended and the deejay’s grating baritone voice kicked in:

  
    “That was the latest from a local group, the Drunk Butlers. We’re interrupting this music marathon to let you know about a winter storm advisory in effect for tonight, lasting until five A.M. tomorrow morning. Bundle up! It’s going to be a B-R-R-R-R-utal one tonight! Grab someone hot to keep you warm, and we’ll keep things real with more nonstop hits comin’ atcha.”

  

  Snowflakes the size of quarters drifted onto my windshield as I contemplated the slushy expanse between my vehicle and the mall’s main entrance. I could think of about a million other things I’d rather be doing on a Saturday night than working a five-hour shift serving lukewarm hot dogs to mall rats before driving home in possibly blizzard-like conditions. Unless I literally broke a leg — I wistfully imagined slipping on the ice and being rescued by a cute EMT — there was just no getting around it. I reached into the backseat and grabbed the ridiculously tall, absurdly colorful hat I was forced to wear as part of my Hot-Dog Kabob uniform. Sadly, my recent fall from grace and subsequent mandated employment had coincided with a lack of decent part-time jobs. I’d at least hoped to be spritzing perfume from behind a beauty counter at one of the department stores or playing hostess at the “high-end” chain restaurant Teasers, on the other end of the mall, but all the less-humiliating positions were already taken — so I was resigned to looking like an escaped circus lunatic in head-to-toe garish blue-and-yellow stripes. Have I mentioned the worst part? The fake plastic wiener that sits atop the hat, spinning on an axis? It’s basically a fashionista’s worst nightmare come to life, but try telling that to my dad … or the school superintendent who insisted I take a job as part of my “reparations.” I sighed deeply, turned off the engine, and wrapped my coat tightly around me.

  Stepping gingerly out of the car, I lowered the towering hat onto my head and, shivering, pinned it into place with bobby pins from my coat pocket. I usually waited until the very last second to don this monstrosity, but frankly (pun intended) it was just too damn cold to go without it. I looked to the right and left, hoping no one was observing me. As I glanced behind me, I was startled to see someone standing behind the car.

  A creepy-looking guy in a long black wool overcoat stood about six feet away, staring at me. I self-consciously realized that my hot-dog propeller must have been spinning in the wind, and I flushed, as if I’d just been caught with my pants at half-mast. Damn this hat! But still, it was seriously rude of him to stare. I glanced again, and he was still standing there — tall and broad-shouldered, with a mass of thick black hair. I couldn’t see his eyes, which were shrouded by a furry cap, but he couldn’t have been older than twenty. Snowflakes were collecting on his shoulders — or was that just colossal dandruff? His coat hung open, revealing faded black jeans and bulky black boots. An indistinguishable piece of black fabric hung limply from his fist. As if bored, he slowly turned on his heel and lumbered toward the mall entrance. Whatever, loser!

  I clicked my key fob to lock the door and started off across the wintry expanse of the parking lot. The howling wind swirled around me. I shrieked and placed one hand on top of my hat, lest the propeller somehow succeed in lifting me up off the ground. Small eddies of snow spiraled at my feet on the blacktop, but I walked in baby steps, not wanting to fall on a slick patch. The regulation navy blue sneakers I was wearing offered zero traction. Shivering, I wrapped my down parka closer to my torso, but my legs were freezing, clad only in bright red tights under a polyester, royal-blue-and-yellow-striped jumper. The wind stung my face and brought tears to my eyes. At least, I think it was the wind causing me to well up. I thought about this time last month, when I might have come to the mall only to supplement my wardrobe or hang out with my friends, not to shovel greasy food across a counter at people who seriously needed to rethink their carb intake.

  Brian Bishop was to blame for all of this. Correction: Brian along with the girls formerly known as my best friends — Rachel, Britney, and Whitney. I scowled thinking about them and tried to avoid stepping in the big piles of gray, wet slush near the curb. My life had metaphorically turned to slush in recent weeks, and I held them personally responsible.

  Approaching the entrance, I recognized a faux-deputy uniform on the other side of the glass door. It belonged to Grady Pfeiffer, a member of the mall’s Keystone Cop security team. He looked unnerved as he glanced out at the snow, but when he saw me, he threw me a chipper nod and leaned on the door to open it for me.

  “Thanks,” I said, already exhausted and chilled to the bone.

  “Afternoon, Miranda. Cold enough for you, huh?” Stamping my feet to get a bit of feeling back in them, I wasn’t in the mood for his congenial chit-chat, but he failed to take notice. “How are things?”

  “My life is a complete cataclysm, but thanks for asking,” I grumbled as I walked past him into the mall.

  “Well, uh….” He was stymied by my dose of attitude, and since I wasn’t inclined to elaborate on my troubles I decided to issue a momentary gag order on my grousing. Grady hadn’t done anything to deserve it, after all.

  “Just kidding. I’m freezing my ass off, but other than that I’m fine. Really.”

  “Well, that’s good,” he said, joining me as I trudged on toward my destination. “Not for your, er, ass, I mean, but well … uhh … you know I’m always here to help….”

  “Thanks, Grady, I know.” I flashed him one of my famous smiles, guaranteed to melt butter. “Oh, actually — there is one teensy, tiny thing you can do for me….” I paused dramatically. I normally tried not to abuse my power on people as defenseless as Grady, but every once in a while I had to flex my muscles.

  “Anything! If it’s something the law and the sweet Lord above allows of course.” He blushed to the roots of his brown hair, which was close-cropped, military-style.

  “My request is innocent enough, I can assure you. It’s Ariel’s birthday, and I want to surprise her after work with an ice cream cake from Just Desserts. Think you can swing by and pick it up for me on your rounds a few minutes before nine? I can pay you later,” I added, feeling up to adjust my idiotic chapeau. The Hot-Dog Kabob refrigerator was crammed full of frozen wieners and some rubbery pasteurized processed cheese — I didn’t want a perfectly good mint-chip cake getting tainted by being stored in the same fetid freezer space.

  “Weeellllll,” Grady drew out the word as if it contained five syllables, shifted on his heels, then concluded the performance with a broad wink, “I’m really not supposed to do anything like that while I’m on duty. But for you, I’ll make an exception.” It wasn’t as if I was asking him to steal the cake for god’s sake, but Grady was a tad obsessed with “protocol.” We were both relatively new employees here, but unlike yours truly, he couldn’t take his job more seriously if he were guarding the perimeter at Fort Knox.

  I thanked the rent-a-cop and headed past Treasure Hunt Antiques & Collectibles and its display window full of creepy china dolls, rare coins, and mint-condition baseball cards. I poked my head in to look for Mike, the store clerk who usually worked this shift, but he wasn’t at his usual spot behind the counter. Next door was Hair Apparent, the mall’s only salon with its attached Glamour Puss portrait studio. No matter how many times I passed by, I never failed to snort with derision at the decade-old display photos meant to entice middle-aged moms to doll-up like models for their hubbies. The women were plastered with makeup and wrapped in feather boas like a bad Vegas act, wrinkly cleavage spilling out of low-cut sequined gowns.

  “Miranda! Miss Fabulous!” Alfredo burst from Hair Apparent and traipsed toward me for a hug and a swoopy air kiss on the cheek. Dressed to the nines as usual, he sported a purple tie and matching sweater vest. “Check out the cufflinks,” he said, holding out his arm for inspection. “They’re mermaids.” The boy did have exquisite, if colorful, taste.

  “Nice,” I said admiringly. “Hey, I’m throwing a surprise birthday party for Ariel after we close tonight. Can you come by?”

  “I don’t know,” he said, pushing his long, razored bangs out of his face. “I have a scorchingly hot date tonight.”

  “Stop by, pleeease, and you can have the challenge of a lifetime — giving Ariel a makeover,” I wheedled.

  “Well, you know I can’t pass up the chance to turn that duckling into a swan. I’ll swing by, but just for a few minutes. How old is the tiny thing, anyway? Twelve?”

  I made a face.

  “She’s turning seventeen and you know it. Oh, by the way, I was going to ask Mike, too, but it looks like he’s on his break. Can you let him know for me?”

  “Sure thing.” Alfredo sauntered back inside Hair Apparent and I continued my forced march down the wide hallway. The piped-in easy listening tunes were already giving me a killer headache, and I could hear the faint screeching of kids at the Cheeze Monkey pizzeria/arcade on the other side of the mall. Oh well, I thought optimistically, at least I’m not working again until Tuesday night. I mentally added up the amount I’d make tonight. Five hours of work equaled just about forty-two bucks — it would barely make a dent in what I was expected to pay back in restitution. Back when I’d had an allowance, fifty dollars had been chump change, approximately what I’d spend on a sushi lunch during a shopping spree with my friends. My former friends, that is.

  I wondered, a tad wistfully, what Rachel and the “Itneys” were doing today. Probably planning their annual winter ski trip to Aspen or breaking in matching pairs of whatever high-priced boots Vogue deemed “must-have” this season. They didn’t have a care in the world that their daddies’ AmEx cards couldn’t fix. As shallow as it sounded, sometimes I wished I could still say the same.
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  CHAPTER TWO

  O Brave New World

  I hung a right at the corner by the Bead Bungalow and headed toward the escalator leading down to the food court. Like the Greek goddess Persephone, I was constantly forced to return to this underworld. A garishly painted plaster arch curved ominously around the escalators as though it were the very mouth of hell. The smell of grease wafting up triggered my gag reflex.

  “Hey, Miranda, wait up!” My coworker Ariel’s chirpy voice interrupted my fleeting sense of nausea as she half skipped up beside me, her matching uniform hat swaying level with my shoulder. I teasingly flicked her hot dog propeller and sent it spinning. A gung-ho grin spread across her perky face and revealed the astonishing shimmer of orthodontia, which caused her to speak with a breathy lisp. Ariel’s brown hair curled around her face in waves, and her cheeks were always rosy, as if she was in a constant state of having just finished a ten-yard dash. At a diminutive five-foot-two, she reminded me of a mischievous pixie. She was still wearing a pair of mittens, which were attached to her coat cuffs by Hello Kitty clips.

  “Don’t you love the snow? I love the snow!” she as good as squealed. “Snow angels and snowmen and snowball fights and snow forts and snow angels and….”

  “Stop! What are you, like, seven?” I remembered Alfredo’s earlier quip about her childish nature.

  “As a matter of fact, today’s my….”

  “Your birthday. I know. You don’t have to remind me.”

  “I just love that it’s snowing on my birthday. It’s like getting the whole world covered with the universe’s magic birthday frosting!” Oh boy. At times, Ariel’s naively chipper disposition grated on my nerves. Her boundless enthusiasm and my healthy sarcasm went together about as well as a helium balloon and a bucket of rusty nails. Then again, her happy-go-lucky attitude had singlehandedly propped up my defeatist one during the duration of my always-hellish shifts. And given that she wasn’t exactly up to speed on my recent academic offenses, it was actually somewhat refreshing to be in her nonjudgmental presence. Truth be told, the girl kind of idolized me, and I knew it.

  “Because it’s your birthday, and only because it’s your birthday, I won’t make you drain and clean out the fryer.”

  “But you hate doing that.” Ariel looked astonished. “Toxic sludge, you called it. You’d do that for me?”

  “I didn’t say I’m going to do it! We’ll just, you know … conveniently forget! Let Sunday’s crew deal with it.”

  Ariel’s eyes widened gleefully, as if we’d just hatched a plan to rob the Louvre.

  “You think we can?”

  “Of course!”

  “Wait….” she seemed confused. “Aren’t I your manager?”

  “Semantics.” Ariel had been working at Hot-Dog Kabob for about nine months, which technically made her my supervisor when we worked shifts together. But we both knew who was really running the show. C’est moi.

  As we hopped on the escalator and started our descent, I glanced over at Got Games and noticed a guy standing just outside the shop. Where had I seen him before? Oh yeah. The creep from the parking lot! I almost didn’t recognize him because he was now wearing a stupid black sorcerer’s cape with glittery crescent moons emblazoned upon it. Given his brooding stance, he could have been mistaken for a bar bouncer or a Secret Service agent. What a ridiculous getup, I scoffed, before it occurred to me that I had absolutely no room to talk. I pulled my back straighter and held my head up trying to project a sense of dignity while simultaneously avoiding eye contact. I could tell he was staring at me again.

  “What’s with the Hogwarts dropout over there?” I mumbled to Ariel, out of the corner of my mouth. She immediately whipped her head in the direction of my gaze. “Don’t look!” I said with a groan. “He’ll know we’re talking about him!”

  “Well, how am I supposed to know who you’re talking about if I don’t look?”

  “Just don’t be obvious about it.” I craned my head in the opposite direction.

  “Okay, you can relax,” she said, “Caleb can’t see us anymore.”

  “Caleb? You know him?”

  “Yes, he started last month, too, which you would know if you’d pay attention to what was going on around here. You’re kind of self-obsessed, you know?” Did I mention that Ariel was also whip-smart and totally called me on my shit? She was the only one who could.

  “Whatever. He’s clearly a degenerate, in any case,” I shrugged.

  Ariel shook her head as if in protest. “He’s really nice! Last week he helped me find a copy of the new Unicorn Fantasy III game.”

  “Okay, as if you needed anymore geek credentials,” I said. “Hey, maybe he’s your match made in avatar heaven! I can see where he might clean up okay.”

  “Miranda!” Ariel emitted an embarrassed squeal. “Nooo! He’s so not my type.”

  “You have a type?” I wondered, curious now. We stepped off the escalator and headed in the glaringly fluorescent-lit direction of the food court, leaving oafish gamer boy in our wake.

  Expert matchmaker that I was, I would have liked to press Ariel for more details regarding her ideal mate, but as we approached the throng of tables and chairs arrayed in the center of the food court, I was silenced by the multitude of angry stares aimed in my direction.

  Normally chatty, Ariel didn’t breathe a word; meaning she’d noticed it, too. Let’s just say my high school classmates hadn’t been very subtle in their scorn ever since I’d been busted a little more than a month ago. My crime? Running a secret online matching service that paid geeks to tutor athletes and other scholastic underachievers — all for a small commission fee, of course. It had seemed innocent enough at the time. The dumb jocks got passing grades, and the geeks made a tidy profit. How was I to know it would turn into a massive cheating scam? I stared straight ahead as we walked passed Paisano’s Pizza-by-the-Slice and Fro-Yo-Yo frozen yogurt, trying not to let my face show how pained I was to have become my high school’s pariah. This was the thanks I got for trying to help people! Was it my fault that their college apps were now dead in the water because of the disciplinary storm that had ensued?

  “Nice hat,” said an epidermally challenged junior, Stacy Scott, who was refilling her Diet Coke from Taco Corner’s soft-drink machine. Wow, really creative insult, I mused, giving her a tight, cynical smile.

  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Reggie Williams dunk his chicken nugget in a massive pile of ketchup. He waved the sauce-soaked morsel of processed meat over his head.

  “Hey, Miranda,” he said with a sneer as his friends grinned devilishly. “Have you managed to ‘catch up’ yet? Or should I say … pay up?” (School officials had demanded that I pay back the entire $3,920 that I had earned from my little enterprise.) Kids at a few other tables echoed more profane and equally idiotic sentiments that I pretended not to hear.

  I noticed Ariel dart me a sideways glance as we hurried along toward Hot-Dog Kabob, and I ignored her imploring, concerned eyes. I threw open the hinged counter separating the customers from the employees, chucked my purse on the shelf under the stack of Styrofoam cups, and raced to the grim, closet-sized bathroom. Slamming the door, I leaned my head against it, no longer concerned about whether or not I was mussing my bangs in the process. Giant tears started to pool in the bottom rims of my eyes, and my face flushed hot.

  It could have been worse, I told myself. Brian, Rachel, and the Itneys could have been out there throwing me their accusatory bullshit, as if I’d started this whole mess in the first place.

  After about a minute, my breathing had returned to normal. Not being the sort of chick who’d hide out in the bathroom all evening rather than face her detractors, I wet a paper towel and dabbed my cheeks, cursing the fact that there was no mirror in which to check my eye makeup. Hopefully I wasn’t too raccooned-out. I fake flushed the toilet, ran the faucet once more, took a deep breath, and reemerged hopefully looking cool as a cucumber. Couldn’t let ’em think I’d been bested.

  “Hot-diggity-dog!” I said, returning to the counter with a businesslike smile on my face. I grabbed my apron and tossed Ariel a package of wooden skewers. Relieved that I wasn’t down for the count, Ariel flashed me a metallic grin and returned to her post. I slid a giant bucket of lemons across the counter and began slicing them in half for the lemonade press. Only four hours and fifty minutes to go.
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  CHAPTER THREE

  What a Spendthrift Is He of His Tongue

  I took my sweet-ass time on the lemon-halving, so that the food-court’s high-strung supervisor, Randall Bauer, wouldn’t put me to work manning the dreaded fryer. Just then, as if conjured from the deep, the whale of a man sauntered over on his two chubby legs. He yanked at his clip-on tie, which came off in one gesture. Under his other arm, he clutched a down parka, ski cap, and bulky hand-knit scarf, ridiculously over-prepared for the simple trek to his car.

  “Ariel, Miranda — I’m heading home now before the roads get too iffy. I trust you two girls can hold down the fort this evening?”

  “Sure thing, Randy,” I replied, knowing he hated the shortened version of his name. He raised his eyebrows and glanced at me.

  “You,” he pointed. “I don’t want to get another complaint from management saying you’re serving food without your hat. It violates the health code.”

  “Won’t happen again,” I swore with a diffident smile. He harrumphed once, cleared his throat, then pivoted to go on his way when I called him back.

  “Speaking of health….” Randall sighed and glanced at his watch. “I was thinking maybe it would be a good idea to consider offering some healthy alternatives to the food court menu. It’s like we’re in the fast-food Dark Ages. I mean, even McDonald’s has salads and yogurt these days.”

  “Miranda,” he said. “Trust me, we’re giving the people what they want. And what they want is pizza, hot dogs, and something a little exotic — like stir-fry.”

  “Stir-fry is hardly exotic. What about organic, local, fair-trade? Don’t those words mean anything to you?”

  “Ever consider moving to California?” He changed the subject, reminding me that I needed to get some more dogs out of the walk-in freezer. If Randall thought the argument was over, he had another thing coming. My powers of persuasion would ultimately wear him down.

  After retrieving more hot dogs from the back and placing them in the fridge under the counter to thaw, I stared out at the deserted dining area of the food court and realized the futility of my errand. “There’s no way we’re going to need these,” I pointed out to Ariel.

  “It is pretty dead today,” she agreed.

  “It’s the weather. Everyone’s staying home. And with Randall gone….”

  “What are you saying?” Even someone as artless as Ariel could tell I was up to something.

  “Well, when the cat’s away, the mice are obligated to play. Or at least slack off a little.”

  Thirty minutes later, Ariel and I sat cross-legged on the counter in our jumpers and sneakers — health code be damned!—using frozen hot dogs to play our own jimmy-rigged version of Jenga. As I concentrated on liberating a loose hot dog from the bottom of the stack without letting the precarious tower come crashing down, Ariel gave me the third degree about high school life.

  “So, do you get to decorate your locker however you like?”

  “Uh. Yeah, I guess.”

  “God, you’re soooo lucky!” she sighed.

  “Seriously, Ariel, it’s not that great. You’re the one living the charmed life.”

  “What, because I’m homeschooled? If being trapped all day with your MOM is considered cool these days then, yeah, I guess.”

  “But you get to just hang out at your house all day.”

  “You make it sound like a vacation! It’s more like prison! With my mom as the warden!”

  “I’d give anything to spend some time with my mother.”

  Ariel seemed cowed, but not necessarily convinced. “The worst thing about not getting to go to a real high school is that I’m so out of it,” she continued. “How can I ever be cool or have any friends if I don’t even know what the cool kids are like? It’s like being on a deserted island or something. No prom, no pep rallies … I’m so out of the loop.”

  “For the record, it’s not even cool to use the word ‘cool,’” I explained. “Besides, the loop’s not all that. In fact, it’s a real minefield.” As I said the words, something out of the corner of my eye caused me to startle, which sent the entire tower of frosty frankfurters crashing down onto the counter.

  “Playing with your food again, are we?” Oh no. Not him.

  “Caleb!” Ariel jumped off the counter and used the back of her forearm to sweep all the frozen hot dogs into the garbage can.

  “Uh, hey there,” he muttered back. “How’s the video game working out?”

  “I reached the third level of Lavender City two nights ago!” Ariel reported proudly. “I’m still trying to find the glitter key to unlock Pegasus from his moonbeam cage.” She may as well have been speaking Geek Chinese, but apparently Caleb could decipher it.

  “I don’t know that game well,” he said, glancing at me as if to prove his manliness, “but I think the key for that level is hidden in one of the secret thoroughfares.”

  “The Misty Tulip Passage?” Ariel sounded fascinated.

  “Could be. That sounds familiar.” I vaguely understood what Ariel meant when she said Caleb wasn’t her type. There was something dark, even surly about him. Watching him try to discuss Unicorn Fantasy III was like watching a vampire politely attempt to eat people food, especially since he was still wearing that stupid cape. My coworker made the obligatory introductions.

  “Caleb, this is Miranda; Miranda, Caleb.”

  “Charmed, I’m sure.” (Though I wasn’t. Not in the slightest.)

  “So you guys haven’t met before?” Ariel asked.

  “I’m not sure I’ve had the pleasure,” he answered. I decided to spare us both the mortification of mentioning our little tête-à-tête in the parking lot earlier, but the smirk on his face as he stared at me suggested he hadn’t forgotten.

  “You want to order something? Can I entice you with a frankfurter impaled on a wooden stake?”

  “After watching you play Lincoln Logs with the merchandise, uh, no thank you.”
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