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            The Perfect Morning

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning light filtering through the Hyperfocus Café's diamond-paned windows caught the steam rising from six different brewing methods, each one perfectly timed to the heartbeat of Willowbrook's awakening day. Willow Stormweave moved between her coffee stations like a conductor orchestrating a symphony, her fae glamour humming beneath her skin as she guided each cup toward its destined drinker.

      "Medium roast with two sugars for Mrs. Henderson," she murmured, her hyperactive energy crackling through her fingertips as she simultaneously ground beans for the gnome artificer's triple-strength espresso, monitored the cold brew steeping for the elven night-shift workers, and kept one eye on the Turkish coffee pot that demanded her scattered attention every thirty seconds. "Dark roast, no sugar but extra foam art for young Bramble—he's having anxiety about his apprenticeship exam today."

      Her fae magic danced through the morning routine, six tasks flowing together in perfect harmony. Other business owners complained about the exhaustion of serving a neurodivergent magical community, but Willow thrived on it. Every customer needed something different, every order required her to hyperfocus on their emotional state while her scattered awareness tracked seventeen other brewing processes. It was like conducting an orchestra where every instrument played a different song, and somehow, miraculously, it all blended into exactly what Willowbrook needed.

      "Good morning, Professor Whiskers," she called to the elderly tabby cat perched atop the newspaper rack, his tiny reading glasses reflecting the morning sun. "What's the gossip from the overnight edition?"

      Professor Whiskers adjusted his spectacles with one precise paw. "The Gnomish Council is still debating the new accessibility ramps for the library steps," he reported in his crisp, academic tone. "Apparently, Councilwoman Brightleaf is concerned about the 'aesthetic integration' of magical levitation platforms."

      "Aesthetic integration," Willow snorted, her ADHD brain immediately spinning off into seventeen different solutions. "I could glamour those platforms to look like flowering vines, or maybe crystal formations that match the building's stonework, or—oh, the timer!"

      She spun toward the cold brew station just as Melody, the musical tea kettle, began her morning aria. The sentient copper kettle's voice soared through the café, a wordless song that tasted like honey and cinnamon, perfectly pitched to ease the anxiety of early customers while harmonizing with the gentle percussion of Spark's hyperactive teleportation attempts.

      Pop! The golden retriever materialized three inches above Mrs. Henderson's table, landing with a soft thud that barely rattled her teacup. A basket of fresh morning pastries dangled from his mouth, only slightly drool-dampened.

      "Success rate is improving," Willow observed cheerfully, catching the pastries as Spark wagged so enthusiastically his whole body vibrated. "Yesterday you only landed in the right room sixty percent of the time."

      "Spatial calculations are challenging when you're excited about delivering cheese danishes," Spark panted, his tail creating a small windstorm behind him. "But I think I've figured out the correlation between treat anticipation and dimensional accuracy!"

      From his corner table, Dizzy the fidget spinner wobbled sympathetically. "Deep breaths, my friend. Remember, the goal isn't perfect teleportation—it's joyful teleportation."

      Willow's heart swelled as she watched her magical family interact. One hundred and fifty-six years of life had taught her that love came in many forms, and the deep, nurturing affection she felt for her community was every bit as precious as any romance. Her aromantic heart had never yearned for a partner, but it overflowed with tenderness for every soul who found sanctuary in Willowbrook.

      The bell above the door chimed with the sound of wind through silver leaves, and Sage Thornsong ducked through the entrance, her green hair adorned with morning glory blossoms that definitely hadn't been there when she'd left her greenhouse an hour ago.

      "The mint is gossiping again," Sage announced without preamble, her gentle orc accent making even complaints sound like lullabies. "Apparently, the basil told the oregano that the rosemary thinks we're having unusually strong magical weather patterns, and now everyone in the herb garden is having opinions."

      Willow's fae magic automatically began crafting Sage's usual—earthy oolong tea with honey from the magical bees, strong enough to ground an orc but gentle enough to complement her earth magic. "What kind of opinions? The plants usually know things before we do."

      "That's what worries me." Sage settled into her favorite chair, the one made from reclaimed driftwood that somehow perfectly accommodated her larger orc frame. "The mint mentioned something about 'deep magics stirring,' and you know how mint gets when it's nervous—it starts spreading anxiety like it spreads runners."

      A tiny prickle of unease touched the back of Willow's mind, but she dismissed it as she handed Sage her tea. Her prophetic abilities had been quiet lately, probably because life in Willowbrook had been so peacefully routine. The morning rush was building now—Brightleaf hurrying in for her lavender latte (extra foam, arranged in the shape of tiny flowers), three dwarven crafters needing emergency caffeine before their early shift at the forge, and a scattered halfling scholar who couldn't remember if he'd already had breakfast but definitely needed something warm and comforting.

      Willow moved through the crowd like water, her hyperactive energy finding perfect outlet in the controlled chaos of morning service. Her fae glamour enhanced every interaction—a touch of extra warmth in the professor's coffee to ease his arthritis, a hint of confidence-boosting magic in the nervous apprentice's hot chocolate, a gentle calming influence in the overwhelmed parent's tea while they corralled three bouncing gnome children.

      She lived for moments like these: her magic and her community coming together in perfect harmony. Every cup was a love letter, every conversation a chance to nurture someone's day. Her hyperfocus turned routine coffee service into an art form, while her scattered awareness let her track every customer's needs simultaneously.

      "Melody's song sounds different today," Professor Whiskers observed, pausing in his dramatic reading of an editorial about proper parking etiquette for flying carpets. "More... complex. Like she's harmonizing with something we can't hear."

      Willow glanced at the tea kettle, whose usual cheerful morning melody had indeed gained an undertone of something deeper. Almost like a warning, if kettles could warn people. "Probably just picking up the atmospheric pressure changes. You know how sensitive she is to weather patterns."

      Her fae magic stirred restlessly beneath her skin, responding to something her conscious mind hadn't quite identified yet. Outside, the morning light seemed to flicker strangely, as if clouds were passing over the sun—but when she glanced through the window, the sky was perfectly clear.

      Spark appeared beside her in a shower of golden sparks, his usual precise teleportation slightly off-center. "Did anyone else feel that weird magical hiccup? Like when you try to remember something important but it stays just out of reach?"

      "The rosemary mentioned something similar," Sage said slowly, her earth magic automatically reaching out to check the health of her potted herbs scattered throughout the café. "A... disturbance in the magical substrate. Like ripples in still water."

      Professor Whiskers looked up from his newspaper, ears twitching with concern. "Plants and animals agreeing on anything? That's never good news."

      Dizzy wobbled more rapidly from his perch on the nervous gnome's table. "Perhaps this would be an excellent time for some grounding exercises? Deep breaths, everyone. Sometimes magical sensitivity just means we need to⁠—"

      The first rumble of thunder cut him off mid-sentence.

      But it wasn't ordinary thunder. This sound came from deep beneath the ground, resonating through the café's floorboards and into Willow's bones. Every piece of magical equipment in the café—Melody, Professor Whiskers' reading glasses, the self-stirring spoons, even Dizzy—flickered like candles in a sudden breeze.

      The thunder rolled again, and this time Willow felt it in her fae magic, a discordant note that made her glamour stutter and her hyperactive energy suddenly feel scattered in all the wrong ways. Through the window, she could see other magical shopkeepers stepping out onto the street, their faces turned skyward with the same expression of confused concern.

      "That," said Professor Whiskers with academic precision, "was definitely not weather."

      Melody's song faltered for just a moment—the first time in all of Willow's years of ownership that the kettle had ever missed a note. In that brief silence, Willow's prophetic sight suddenly blazed to life, showing her a flash of something terrible: darkness spreading through Willowbrook's magical ley lines, talking animals falling silent, sentient objects going still and lifeless.

      The vision lasted only a heartbeat, but it was enough to send ice through her veins.

      "Everyone stay calm," she said, her voice remarkably steady even as her mind raced through possibilities. Her hyperfocus sharpened like a blade, cutting through the scattered panic of her hyperactive thoughts to settle on one crystal-clear certainty: something was very wrong with Willowbrook's deep magic, and she was the only one who might understand what.

      The thunder rumbled a third time, longer and deeper than before, and every magical light in the café dimmed simultaneously.

      Spark materialized halfway through the café counter, his golden fur sticking out of the wooden surface at an impossible angle. He yelped in confusion, scrambling with his visible paws while his hindquarters remained stubbornly embedded in solid oak.

      "Oh no, oh no—" Willow rushed toward him, but her own magic sputtered like a candle in wind. Her usual graceful fae movement turned clumsy, hyperactive energy scattering in directions that felt all wrong.

      "I'm stuck!" Spark's voice pitched higher with panic. "It's like my magic forgot how matter works!"

      Sage was already there, her earth magic pulling at the wood grain, coaxing it to release the trapped dog. But even her steady orc power wavered, green light flickering uncertainly around her hands.

      Professor Whiskers' reading glasses slipped down his nose as the enchantment holding them suddenly weakened. Melody's song cracked on a high note, the beautiful melody dissolving into the flat sound of ordinary metal being heated.

      All around the café, Willow's customers looked up from their drinks with the dawning realization that something fundamental had shifted. The gnome children stopped giggling as their enchanted toys went still. The apprentice's confidence-boosting hot chocolate tasted suddenly ordinary. Even the self-stirring spoons slowed to a confused stop.

      "What's happening to us?" whispered Brightleaf, her perfectly crafted lavender foam flowers collapsing into simple white froth.

      Willow stared at Spark, still half-phased through her counter, and felt a cold understanding settle in her chest. This wasn't just magical weather or atmospheric pressure.

      This was the magic itself coming undone.
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      The magical lightning that split the sky three minutes later looked nothing like regular storms. Instead of white-hot electricity, veins of deep purple energy crackled between clouds that hadn't existed moments before, each bolt striking the earth with the resonance of a cathedral bell struck by a sledgehammer.

      Willow felt the first strike in her bones before she heard it—a discordant vibration that made her fae magic recoil like touching ice. Through the café windows, she watched other shop owners stumble as the lightning hit, their own magical abilities flickering in response to whatever was happening to Willowbrook's foundational energies.

      "Everyone stay calm," she called to her customers, though her hyperactive mind was already racing through seventeen different catastrophic possibilities. "Sage, can you⁠—"

      The second lightning strike cut her off, and this time she felt it like a physical blow. Her glamour magic shattered completely, leaving her feeling naked and exposed. Around the café, every piece of magical equipment dimmed simultaneously.

      Melody's song died mid-note with a sound like a record player suddenly unplugged. The beautiful copper kettle, which had been Willow's constant musical companion for thirty years, went completely silent.

      "Melody?" Willow rushed to the kettle, her hands hovering over the suddenly ordinary metal. No warmth of personality, no gentle hum of consciousness. Just copper and steam and terrible, empty silence.

      Professor Whiskers leaped onto the counter, his reading glasses sliding off his nose as the enchantment failed. He opened his mouth to speak, and nothing came out but a confused mew. His golden eyes widened with panic as he tried again, producing only the ordinary sounds of a regular cat.

      "No, no, no," Willow whispered, gathering the elderly tabby into her arms. He pressed against her chest, trembling, and she could feel his terror at losing not just his voice but his ability to communicate entirely.

      Spark materialized in the middle of the room—not his usual controlled teleportation, but a wild, desperate pop that left him sprawled on the floor, whimpering. When he tried to speak, only confused barks emerged. The golden retriever who had delivered pastries and philosophical observations was reduced to the frustrated whines of an ordinary dog who couldn't understand why his family had suddenly stopped comprehending him.

      The third lightning strike hit so close that the café windows rattled, and Willow felt something deep beneath Willowbrook crack.

      Not break—crack. Like the first fissure in a foundation that promised complete collapse.

      Her fae magic, even damaged, recognized the sensation immediately. The Connection Keystone. The ancient magical artifact that linked all of Willowbrook's sentient creatures was failing.

      "Sage, I need you to watch the café," Willow said, her voice steady despite the growing horror in her chest. She set Professor Whiskers gently on his favorite cushion, where he curled into a tight, frightened ball. "I have to check something."

      "Where are you going?" Sage's earth magic was still partially functional, green light flickering around her hands as she tried to comfort the panicking customers.

      "The basement." Willow was already moving toward the door marked 'Private' behind the counter. "I should have checked something."

      The basement stairs creaked under her feet—ordinary wood now, without the gentle magical reinforcement that had supported them for decades. Each step took her deeper into the earth, deeper into the heart of Willowbrook's magical infrastructure that most residents never knew existed.

      In the chamber beneath the café, the Connection Keystone sat like a dying star. For two hundred years, it had pulsed with steady, warm light. Now, a hairline crack ran from its base to its apex, and the light was fading.

      Willow sank to her knees before the failing keystone, her mind reeling. If this anchor point died, Willowbrook would lose everything that made it special. The sanctuary spells that protected neurodivergent magical folk. The accessibility enchantments that let every species live together. The barriers that kept harmful magic at bay.

      If it failed completely, Willowbrook would become just another ordinary place. Worse—it would become a place where neurodivergent magical folk had nowhere else to go.

      Her prophetic sight blazed to life without warning, showing her flashes of what would come: Professor Whiskers growing old and confused without his intelligence, Melody becoming just another kettle, Spark forgetting how to teleport and slowly losing the hyperactive joy that made him special. The protective barriers failing, leaving vulnerable residents exposed to a world that didn't understand or accept them.

      Everything she had spent one hundred and fifty-six years helping to maintain, gone.

      "There has to be something," she whispered to the cracking keystone, her hands pressed against the cool crystal surface. Her remaining fae magic reached out, trying to diagnose the damage, trying to understand what had caused such catastrophic failure.

      The magical storm had been the trigger, but the underlying problem went deeper. The keystone was old—older than Willowbrook itself, created by the five founding species working together in ways that modern magic-users barely understood. The storm had simply revealed stress fractures that had been building for decades.

      More lightning struck above, each bolt driving the crack deeper. Soon, this keystone would shatter entirely, and the cascade failure would spread to the others hidden throughout the town. Without the Connection Keystone to anchor the system, they would all go dormant.

      Willow's hyperactive mind spun through options with desperate speed. She wasn't strong enough for keystone magic alone—that required power on the level of the original creators, multiple species working together. The town had magical practitioners, but none with the deep foundational knowledge required.

      Her prophetic sight flickered again, showing her glimpses of a possible future: a young half-fae with familiar eyes and untrained but powerful magic, working alongside an orc earth-mage and others, somehow managing what she couldn't do alone.

      But they would need time. Years, maybe, to learn what they needed to know and gather the allies required for such a massive undertaking.

      Time she could buy them, if she was willing to pay the price.

      Willow pressed her palms against the cracking keystone and felt her fae magic respond to her desperate need. Not to repair—she wasn't strong enough for that—but to stabilize. To pour her own life force into the failing crystal and give it the strength to hold together a little longer.

      It would burn out her magic completely. The powerful glamour abilities that had been her birthright, the prophetic sight that had guided her through a century and a half of life, the connection to the fae courts that linked her to her heritage—all of it would be consumed in the effort to buy Willowbrook a few more years.

      Above her, Professor Whiskers was trapped in confused silence. Melody sat cold and voiceless on her counter. Spark couldn't understand why his family had stopped talking to him. And beyond them, an entire community of neurodivergent magical folk faced losing the only place in the world where they truly belonged.

      Willow closed her eyes and began to pour every scrap of her fae magic into the failing keystone. The power flowed out of her like blood from an opened vein, bright and warm and irreplaceable. She felt her glamour abilities burning away first, then her prophetic sight, then the deep wells of magical energy that had sustained her for over a century.

      The keystone's light steadied, the crack stopped spreading, and for a moment the ancient crystal pulsed with renewed strength.

      But it was temporary, she knew. A bandage on a broken foundation. Maybe two or three years before the damage progressed beyond even her sacrifice to contain.

      Someone else would have to finish what she'd started. Someone with the power and knowledge and community support to restore the keystone system properly.

      Someone who would need to understand exactly what was at stake.

      As her magic finally guttered out like a spent candle, leaving her empty and exhausted but still alive, Willow began planning the letter she would write. A letter to a half-fae nephew she'd lost touch with years ago, inviting him to visit his aunt's café in a magical town he'd probably forgotten existed.

      A letter that would, eventually, save everything she'd just sacrificed her power to protect.
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      The moment Willow opened herself completely to the stabilization ritual, her fae magic erupted like a kettle finally boiling over. One hundred and fifty-six years of accumulated power poured out of her in waves of silver warmth, flowing through her hands into the cracked Connection Keystone with the desperate intensity of a mother protecting her children.

      This wasn't her usual gentle glamour work. This was raw, primal magic—the kind that had shaped the original keystones centuries ago. It burned through her like the worst coffee she'd ever made, bitter and scalding. Her hyperactive mind, usually scattered across seventeen different thoughts, focused down to a single point: save Willowbrook, no matter the cost.

      The Connection Keystone drank her power like parched earth drinking rain. The crack that had threatened to split it in half began to glow with renewed energy, the fracture lines filling with molten silver that hardened into new crystal formations. Not a true repair—she could feel that the underlying structure remained damaged—but a reinforcement strong enough to hold.

      For now.

      Her fae glamour unraveled first—the ability that had made every coffee perfect, every customer interaction exactly what was needed. She felt exposed without it, like losing her apron and having to serve customers naked.

      Her prophetic sight went next, the gift that had guided her through major decisions. The loss felt like going blind while still trying to navigate the morning rush.

      Her connection to the fae courts burned away in cascades of silver fire. With it went the timeless vitality that had kept her young despite her advanced age. Gravity settled more heavily on her shoulders, and she felt truly mortal for the first time in her life.

      The power drain accelerated, pulling from deeper and deeper reserves. Her ability to sense magical ley lines, to communicate with other fae across vast distances, to manipulate probability in tiny but meaningful ways—layer after layer of magical capability stripped away and poured into the failing keystone.

      But it was working. Through her connection to the stabilization spell, she felt the other keystones throughout Willowbrook responding. The Growth Keystone steadied. The Creation Keystone stopped its dangerous fluctuations. The Memory Keystone ceased its alarming flickers. Even the Unity Keystone stabilized its chaotic resonance.

      Willowbrook was safe.

      Willow collapsed forward as the last of her fae magic guttered out, her hands still pressed against the now-stable Connection Keystone. Every muscle trembled with exhaustion that went deeper than the physical—as if the very foundation of her being had been hollowed out and refilled with ordinary mortal uncertainty.

      She was alive. Mortal now, drained and aged in ways that went beyond the physical, but alive.

      And Willowbrook would survive.

      

      Climbing the basement stairs felt like ascending a mountain. Each step required conscious effort, her legs shaking with a weakness she hadn't experienced since childhood. The magical exhaustion went deeper than physical tiredness—it was as if the very foundation of her being had been hollowed out and refilled with ordinary mortal uncertainty.

      The café above was eerily quiet. Sage had managed to calm most of the customers, though several had left as soon as the magical lightning stopped. The remaining patrons sat in subdued clusters, speaking in hushed voices about the strange morning. Without her fae glamour, Willow couldn't sense their emotional states or know instinctively what they needed. She felt like a stranger in her own establishment.

      Professor Whiskers immediately appeared at her feet, winding around her ankles with desperate affection. His golden eyes held all the intelligence and personality she remembered, but when he opened his mouth, only soft mews emerged. He seemed to understand that something fundamental had changed, that the magical bridge between their minds had been severed, possibly forever.

      "I know, old friend," Willow whispered, kneeling to stroke his fur. Her voice sounded different to her own ears—flatter, more ordinary, without the subtle musical undertones that fae heritage provided. "I know you want to tell me things. I wish I could hear you."

      Professor Whiskers pressed his head against her palm and began to purr, a sound that somehow conveyed both gratitude and forgiveness. He understood the sacrifice she'd made, even if he couldn't express it in words.

      Melody sat silent on her heating element, just copper and steel now. The beautiful tea kettle that had provided musical accompaniment to countless mornings was now merely functional. Willow approached carefully, running her fingers over the familiar curves and engravings that no longer held any trace of consciousness.

      "Thank you for all the songs," she murmured to the silent kettle. "I hope someday you'll be able to sing again."

      Spark lay curled in his favorite sunny spot by the window, but his usual hyperactive energy was dampened by confusion and loss. When he saw Willow, he bounded over with his tail wagging, but his attempts to teleport resulted in nothing more than ordinary dog movement. The golden retriever who had brought such joy through his magical mishaps was now grounded, unable to understand why his special ability had simply vanished.

      "It's temporary," Willow told him, scratching behind his ears as he leaned against her legs. "Someone's going to fix this. Someone who knows what they're doing."

      She spoke the reassuring words, but doubt crept in. The stabilization spell would hold for maybe three years if she was lucky, two if she wasn't. And she had no guarantee that the person from her prophetic visions would actually come, or that they'd be able to accomplish what she couldn't.

      "How are you feeling?" Sage asked quietly, approaching with a cup of tea. The orc's earth magic was still functional, though weaker than before, and she'd managed to brew something that smelled like comfort and recovery.

      "Different," Willow admitted, accepting the tea gratefully. "Empty. Like someone removed something essential and forgot to fill the space with anything else."

      Sage's gentle eyes held understanding. "The plants are quieter too. Not silent like the animals, but... muted. Whatever you did affected the whole magical ecosystem."

      "I bought us time," Willow said, sipping the tea and finding it perfectly brewed despite the lack of magical enhancement. "But time for what, I'm not entirely sure."

      That night, after the last customer had left and Sage had gone home to check on her own plants, Willow sat in her empty café surrounded by silent companions. Professor Whiskers curled in her lap, Spark at her feet, and Melody cooling on the counter. The absence of their voices felt like a constant ache.

      But as exhaustion finally overtook her and she dozed in her favorite chair, the faintest whisper of prophetic sight returned. Not the powerful visions she'd once commanded, but tiny glimpses—fragments of possibility that drifted through her dreams.

      She saw a young person with her sister's chin and her own stubborn eyebrows, standing in a coffee shop in some distant city, looking lost and tired and utterly unaware of their magical heritage. Half-fae like herself, but raised in the mortal world, probably not even knowing that places like Willowbrook existed.

      Ember. Her nephew Ember, who she'd lost touch with when her sister had chosen to live entirely among mortals. The child who'd inherited fae magic but never learned to use it, who probably struggled with focus and energy and fitting into a world that didn't understand neurodivergent minds.

      The vision shifted, showing her that same young person in Willowbrook, working behind the café counter with growing confidence, their mixed heritage finally making sense. Learning to use their scattered attention as a magical strength, finding community among others who understood, gradually developing the skills needed to restore what she'd only been able to stabilize.

      Maybe it would happen. Maybe it wouldn't. But it was hope.

      When Willow woke in the pre-dawn darkness, Professor Whiskers still purring in her lap, she knew what she had to do. The letter wouldn't be easy to write—how did you explain to someone that they'd inherited both a magical café and the responsibility for saving an entire community? How did you invite someone to leave everything they knew for a destiny they'd never asked for?

      But carefully, honestly, with all the love and hope she had left.

      She found paper and pen, ordinary tools now that her magic was gone, and began to craft the words that would eventually bring Ember home.
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      Learning to make coffee without magic was like trying to write with her non-dominant hand—technically possible, but everything felt clumsy and wrong. Willow stood behind her counter on the third morning after the stabilization, grinding beans with ordinary precision instead of the intuitive perfection her glamour had once provided. The coffee was still good—she'd been a skilled barista long before her fae abilities enhanced every cup—but it lacked the magical touch that had made each drink exactly what the customer's heart needed.

      Mrs. Henderson sipped her medium roast with two sugars and frowned slightly. "Tastes fine, dear, but it's missing that special something. Are you feeling alright?"

      "Just tired," Willow replied, which was true enough. The magical exhaustion clung to her like a heavy blanket, making even simple tasks feel monumental. Without her fae stamina, she found herself needing breaks between customers, something that would have been unthinkable before.

      The hyperactive energy that had once let her manage six brewing methods simultaneously now scattered uselessly. She'd start grinding beans for one customer, get distracted by another's order, then forget where she'd put the first cup. Her ADHD, previously channeled into magical multitasking perfection, became ordinary neurodivergent struggles without the fae enhancement to focus it.

      Professor Whiskers had taken up permanent residence on the counter beside the cash register, his golden eyes tracking every movement with obvious concern. He couldn't ask how she was feeling or offer his usual sardonic commentary, but his presence was steady and warm. When customers looked puzzled by the unusually quiet cat, Willow simply said he was having a thoughtful day.

      Sometimes she caught him staring at his favorite newspapers with a heartbreaking intensity, as if willing the words to make sense again. His tiny reading glasses sat abandoned on the side table—without his enhanced intelligence, they were just decorative now. He'd approach the newspaper stand each morning with hope, only to retreat when the black marks on white paper remained meaningless symbols.

      "I miss your opinions about the editorial section," Willow whispered to him during a quiet moment, scratching behind his ears. Professor Whiskers pressed against her hand and purred, but she could see the frustration in his eyes—all that intelligence trapped behind the limitations of an ordinary cat's vocal cords.

      Melody presented a different kind of heartbreak. The copper kettle still produced perfect hot water, her mechanical function unchanged, but the silence where her songs used to be felt like a missing heartbeat. Customers would pause expectantly when the kettle whistled, waiting for the cheerful melodies that had brightened countless mornings. When nothing came beyond the simple sound of boiling water, they looked disappointed, as if something essential was missing from their day.

      Willow found herself humming while she worked, trying to fill the musical void, but her ordinary voice couldn't match Melody's magical ability to sing exactly what each listener needed to hear. The café felt flat without that emotional soundtrack, like a theater performance with no background music.

      Spark had perhaps the worst time adapting. The golden retriever would crouch in his favorite sunny spot, muscles tensing as he attempted to teleport to the counter. Each failed attempt left him more confused and frustrated. He'd whine softly, looking at Willow with pleading eyes that seemed to ask why his special ability had abandoned him.

      "I know, boy," she murmured during a quiet moment, kneeling to scratch behind his ears. "You don't understand why everything's different."

      Spark pressed against her, his tail wagging with something approaching his old enthusiasm. He was still hyperactive, still joyful, but earthbound now. Instead of popping between tables with magical precision, he ran from customer to customer with purely physical energy. His pastry delivery service continued, though with significantly more drool and considerably less efficiency. Watching him bound up the stairs instead of simply materializing on the second floor broke Willow's heart a little more each day.

      The regulars noticed the changes immediately, though they couldn't quite articulate what felt different. Brightleaf stopped by every morning, her lavender latte foam art now simple swirls instead of delicate flowers. She never complained, but Willow caught her studying the cup with puzzled disappointment.

      "The atmosphere feels different," the gnome councilwoman said one morning, settling into her usual chair. "Quieter. Like something's gone to sleep."

      Willow nodded, focusing on the espresso machine to avoid meeting her eyes. "Sometimes places need rest."

      It wasn't entirely a lie. The café did need rest—needed time for her to figure out how to function without the magical enhancements that had become second nature. But explaining that the town's entire magical ecosystem hung by a thread, sustained only by her sacrifice and destined to fail within a few years, was impossible.

      The apprentice baker who'd always relied on her confidence-boosting hot chocolate now struggled with anxiety that his regular drink couldn't touch. The overwhelmed parent of three bouncing gnome children found that her usual calming tea worked only as well as any ordinary brew. Even simple interactions felt stilted without her glamour smoothing social edges and intuiting exactly what each person needed.

      By the end of the first week, the physical exhaustion was undeniable. Willow found herself sitting down between customers, something she'd never needed to do in over a century of café ownership. Her fae constitution had been replaced by mortal limitations—she needed more sleep, more food, more rest. The endless energy that had sustained her through eighteen-hour days was simply gone.

      

      By the end of the first week, Sage had started arriving earlier and staying later, her gentle presence filling gaps Willow hadn't realized existed. The young orc's earth magic was still functional, though muted, and she seemed to sense the weight of unspoken crisis without needing explanations.

      "You don't have to do this alone," Sage said on a particularly difficult morning, taking over the pastry display while Willow struggled with the espresso machine. "Whatever's happening, the community's here."

      Willow watched Sage work—efficient, caring, naturally accommodating the needs of customers without making a fuss about it. When the nervous gnome apprentice came in shaking with pre-exam anxiety, Sage quietly made sure he got the corner table away from the bustle. When Brightclaw's arthritis was obviously bothering him, she brought his coffee directly to his chair without being asked.

      "How did you know he needed that?" Willow asked.

      Sage shrugged, her green hair tucked behind pointed ears. "Same way the mint knows when it needs more water. You just pay attention."

      Willow watched as Sage noticed Mrs. Henderson struggling with her heavy shopping bags and quietly moved a chair closer to the door. When the dwarven crafter's hands shook too much to manage his coffee cup, Sage appeared with a travel mug without making a fuss about it.

      "You're taking care of everyone," Willow said.

      "We all are." Sage gestured toward the window, where the gnome children were walking slowly to match the pace of an elderly halfling with a cane. "People notice when something's needed."

      Through the window, Willow saw old Bramblewood organizing the children into teams that included the quieter gnome girl who usually sat alone. At the next table, two dwarven crafters were quietly discussing who would walk Professor Brightclaw home since his arthritis was acting up.

      "The plants are talking about deep changes," Sage mentioned during the afternoon lull, arranging fresh flowers from her greenhouse in the café's window boxes. "Not bad changes, necessarily. More like... preparation for something big."

      Willow's heart skipped. "What kind of preparation?"

      "New growth coming. Seeds that have been waiting for the right conditions." Sage's earth magic made the flowers bloom a little brighter despite their non-magical environment. "The rosemary keeps mentioning 'young roots finding old soil.'"

      The cryptic plant messages gave Willow hope, but also urgency. If her prophetic visions were right, help was coming—but would it arrive in time? Her sacrifice had bought them maybe three years, but keystone magic was unpredictable. The temporary stabilization could fail much sooner if stressed.

      Other community members seemed to sense something had changed without understanding what. The town's magical practitioners complained that their abilities felt "muffled." Spells that had once been effortless now required conscious effort. The accessibility enchantments were weakening—steps that had once adjusted automatically now needed manual help.

      Instead of panic, Willow watched people adapt. Shopkeepers started keeping step-stools handy. Neighbors checked on each other more often. The town council organized volunteer groups for tasks that had been magically assisted.

      "We're stronger than I realized," Willow murmured to Professor Whiskers one evening, watching through the window as a mixed group of species worked together to help an elderly gnome repair her roof. "Not just individually—together."

      Professor Whiskers purred and rubbed against her hand, somehow managing to convey agreement despite his silence. They were surviving even without perfect magic. They'd built something that went deeper than spells.

      Sage's presence became essential during those difficult weeks. Her earth magic, while weakened, could still encourage plants to grow and provide some of the emotional grounding that Willow's glamour had once offered. More importantly, her natural empathy and practical nature helped bridge the gap between Willow's exhaustion and the community's needs.

      "You're going to be important here," Willow told her one afternoon, watching Sage effortlessly manage three different customer needs while brewing the perfect pot of tea. "More important than you know."

      Sage looked puzzled but pleased. "I just like helping. And your plants are easier to talk to than most people."

      The comment made Willow smile—the first genuine smile she'd managed since the stabilization. Sage's matter-of-fact acceptance of plant communication, her gentle strength, her natural ability to create community—all of it would be crucial when the real restoration work began.

      

      After closing the café and settling her silent companions for the night, Willow climbed to her apartment and opened the trunk that had sat undisturbed in her closet for decades. Inside, wrapped in silk that had faded to the color of old tea, were the books she'd inherited from the previous café owner—texts about Willowbrook's founding that she'd never had reason to study.

      She opened the first book and began to read.

      The keystone system had been created by five founding species working together: fae, orc, dwarf, halfling, and gnome. Each keystone needed more than just power—it required understanding how that species approached magic and community. Connection linked hearts and minds. Growth nurtured potential. Creation transformed raw materials into wonder. Memory preserved wisdom. Unity bound them all together.

      Willow turned the page and found something that made her heart race. The keystones could only be fully restored by someone who carried magical heritage from multiple species. Someone like her—or like Ember.

      She kept reading, searching for more details. Ember's father had been human, but their mother had been her sister, carrying both fae and orc bloodlines through their grandmother's mixed marriage. Mixed heritage that would let them understand and channel different types of magic.

      Near the end of the oldest text, she found descriptions of the original creators. The fae founder was described as "one whose mind danced between seventeen thoughts like crystal catching light." That sounded familiar—like her own hyperactive awareness, like the scattered attention that she'd learned to channel into magical multitasking.

      The more she read, the more convinced she became that ADHD had been part of Willowbrook's magic from the very beginning.

      Willow closed the ancient book and reached for paper and pen. She needed to bring Ember to Willowbrook without frightening them away. She couldn't mention the keystone crisis, but she could offer something else: family, belonging, and a chance to discover their magical heritage.

      She wrote three drafts, crumpling each one. Too desperate. Too vague. Too overwhelming. Finally, she settled on something that felt honest:

      Dear Ember,

      I know it's been far too long since we've spoken, and I hope this letter finds you well. I've been thinking about family lately, about the connections that matter most, and I realized how much I miss having you in my life.

      I'm writing to invite you to visit me in Willowbrook, the small town where I run a café. I think you'd love it here—it's the kind of place where people understand that everyone's mind works differently, and where being unique is celebrated rather than merely tolerated. There's magic in everyday moments here, and I have a feeling you'd fit right in.

      If you're interested in a change of scenery, or if you're simply curious about your family history, I'd love to have you stay for a while. The café could use an extra pair of hands, and I could use the company. There are stories I'd like to share with you—about our family, about this place, about possibilities you might not have considered.

      I know this might seem sudden, but sometimes the best opportunities come when we least expect them. If you're ready for an adventure, Willowbrook is ready for you.

      With love and hope, Aunt Willow

      P.S. Bring comfortable shoes. The town has some wonderful walking paths, and I suspect you'll want to explore.

      She read the letter three times, changing small words and adjusting the tone. Would Ember think she was being too pushy? Would they remember her fondly enough to consider visiting? Would they be curious enough about their magical heritage to take the risk?

      Her weakened prophetic sight gave her faint glimpses as she sealed the envelope. Ember reading the letter in a cramped apartment, looking tired and lost. Ember packing a single suitcase with uncertain hope. Ember stepping off the mail coach in Willowbrook's town square, eyes wide with wonder.

      Maybe. Or maybe Ember would dismiss the letter and continue their ordinary life. All she could do was send the invitation and hope.

      The next morning, Willow walked to the post office with Professor Whiskers at her side and Spark bounding ahead, still trying unsuccessfully to teleport to interesting smells. She handed the letter to the postal clerk, a cheerful gnome who promised it would go out on the first mail coach.

      "Important letter?" the clerk asked, noting Willow's nervous energy.

      "The most important one I've ever written," Willow replied truthfully.

      As she walked back to the café, Willow felt something she hadn't experienced since the stabilization: genuine hope. The letter was traveling toward her nephew, carrying possibilities she couldn't quite name.

      Whatever happened next, she'd done everything she could. Now she just had to wait, and hope, and keep the community together until help arrived.

      The morning rush was beginning as she unlocked the café door. Professor Whiskers took his place by the register, Spark settled into his sunny spot, and Melody sat ready to provide hot water. They would continue this quieter existence for however long it took.

      Somewhere, a letter traveled toward possibilities that might change everything.
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            The Seeds of Tomorrow

          

        

      

    

    
      Two years had passed since the day the magic scattered, and Willowbrook had learned to live more quietly. The town still hummed with life and community, but the hum was different now—softer, more deliberate, like a song played on instruments that had lost some of their resonance.

      Willow stood behind her café counter, moving more slowly than she once had, her movements careful and measured. The magical burnout had aged her in ways that went beyond the physical. Her once-vibrant fae heritage now felt like a distant memory, leaving her feeling truly mortal for the first time in over a century and a half. Simple tasks that had once been effortless now required conscious effort and frequent rest.

      The regulars had adapted to the changes with remarkable grace. Mrs. Henderson still came for her medium roast with two sugars, though she no longer expected the drink to anticipate her mood. Brightleaf had learned to appreciate the simple beauty of foam swirls rather than the intricate flower patterns that had once graced her lattes. The apprentice baker had found other sources of confidence beyond his morning hot chocolate, growing stronger through community support rather than magical enhancement.

      But adaptation couldn't hide the underlying problems that were growing worse each day.

      The Connection Keystone's light, which had stabilized after Willow's sacrifice, was dimming again. She could feel it in the basement chamber, a gradual weakening that sent tremors through the town's magical infrastructure. What had once been a steady, warm glow was becoming intermittent, pulsing weakly like a failing heartbeat.

      The effects were subtle but unmistakable. Professor Whiskers occasionally opened his mouth as if to speak, confusion flickering across his intelligent eyes when only mews emerged. Melody would sometimes hum a few notes before falling silent again, as if her consciousness was trying to break through but couldn't quite reach the surface. Spark would freeze mid-step, muscles tensing as if his teleportation ability was almost—but not quite—there.

      Each time it happened, Willow felt her heart lift with hope, only to crash when the moment passed. Watching Professor Whiskers try to comment on the morning news and fail was worse than his initial silence had been.

      The town's protective barriers were showing strain as well. Sage reported that her plants were picking up "whispers of outside magic" that shouldn't have been able to penetrate Willowbrook's defenses. The accessibility enchantments that helped different species coexist comfortably were failing more frequently. Most concerning of all, the sanctuary spells that made Willowbrook a safe haven for neurodivergent magical folk were becoming unreliable.

      Willow had felt the barriers weaken during the last full moon, when the protective ward that kept harmful influences at bay had flickered for nearly an hour. She'd spent that night in the basement chamber, pressing her hands against the failing keystone and pouring what little strength she had left into maintaining the connection. It had worked, barely, but the effort had left her bedridden for three days.

      "The rosemary says the deep roots are stirring," Sage mentioned one morning, arranging flowers that seemed to droop despite her earth magic's encouragement. "Something's coming. Something important."

      She didn't tell Sage how desperately she hoped that something would arrive soon. The temporary stabilization was failing faster than she'd expected. Instead of the three years she'd hoped for, they might have mere months before the keystone system collapsed entirely.

      She'd started leaving detailed notes hidden throughout the café—instructions for whoever might need to attempt restoration, descriptions of what she'd learned about the keystone system, explanations of the community's needs and quirks. If Ember didn't come, or if they couldn't manage the restoration, at least future generations would understand what had been lost and how it might be recovered.

      The physical toll of maintaining the failing magic was becoming undeniable. Willow found herself relying more heavily on Sage's help each day, and even simple conversations left her exhausted. Her hyperactive ADHD energy, once channeled into magical multitasking, now scattered uselessly, making it difficult to focus on even basic tasks.

      But the community had rallied around her with the same quiet determination they'd shown in adapting to the magical changes. Neighbors brought meals without being asked. The dwarven crafters had installed a chair behind the counter so she could rest between customers. Even the youngest gnome children had learned to play more quietly when Aunt Willow was having a difficult day.

      "You don't have to keep pushing yourself so hard," Sage said gently one afternoon, taking over the espresso machine when Willow's hands began shaking with exhaustion. "The town understands if you need to rest."

      "I can't rest yet," Willow replied, though her voice lacked its former strength. "Not until I know everything will be all right."

      What she didn't say was that she could feel time running out—not just for the keystone system, but for herself. The magical burnout had taken more from her than anyone realized. Each day brought new aches, new limitations, new reminders that she was truly mortal now. She might not live to see the restoration she'd made possible, but she was determined to survive long enough to pass the responsibility to the right hands.

      

      The letter arrived on a Tuesday morning in early spring, carried by the same cheerful gnome postal worker who had sent Willow's invitation two years earlier. The envelope bore familiar handwriting and a postmark from a city hundreds of miles away.

      Willow's hands trembled as she opened it, though whether from emotion or physical weakness, she couldn't say. Inside, written in careful script that reminded her of her sister's careful penmanship, were the words she'd been hoping to read:

      Dear Aunt Willow,

      Your letter was such a surprise! I've been thinking about it for weeks since it arrived. Honestly, things here haven't been going great—work is boring, my apartment is tiny, and I keep feeling like I'm supposed to be somewhere else, doing something else. Maybe that somewhere is Willowbrook?

      I can take extended time off (my boss won't miss me much), and I've been curious about our family for years. Mom never talked much about the magical side of things, but I always felt like there was more to the story.

      I should be able to get there by the end of the month. I'm nervous but excited. And yes, I'm bringing comfortable shoes!

      Love, Ember

      P.S. Is it weird that your letter made me feel homesick for a place I've never been?

      Willow read the letter three times, her hands shaking more with each reading. Relief flooded through her chest, followed immediately by a stab of guilt so sharp it left her breathless. Ember was coming, thank all the stars, but they had no idea what they were walking into.

      She pressed the letter against her chest and felt tears she hadn't expected. Hope. After two years of barely managing each day, she finally had hope again.

      She spent the next week preparing the café's small apartment above the shop, the space she'd always intended to be temporary quarters for visiting family. She cleaned and organized with an energy she hadn't felt in months, driven by the knowledge that every detail mattered. Ember would need to feel welcome and comfortable if they were going to stay long enough to learn what they needed to know.

      The legal arrangements took longer. Willow met with the town's halfling solicitor, updating her will to leave the café, its contents, and all her research materials to Ember. She also prepared a sealed letter explaining the keystone crisis, to be given to her nephew only after they'd had time to settle in and begin discovering their magical heritage naturally.

      "Are you sure about this?" the solicitor asked, tapping his pen against the papers. "That's a lot to leave someone who doesn't know what they're getting into."

      "Ember's the right person," Willow said firmly. "They just don't know it yet."

      Professor Whiskers seemed to understand the importance of the preparations. The elderly cat had taken to sitting on the legal papers while Willow worked, as if his presence could somehow bless the proceedings. When she explained to him that Ember was coming, he'd looked directly into her eyes and purred with what sounded remarkably like approval.

      "You remember them, don't you?" Willow asked, scratching behind his ears. "They were just a child the last time they visited, but you played together in the garden."

      Professor Whiskers pressed his head against her hand, and for a moment she could have sworn she saw understanding in his golden eyes—not just animal comprehension, but the deep intelligence that had been locked away since the keystone failure. He knew what was coming. He was ready.

      

      That night, as Willow dozed in her favorite chair with Professor Whiskers purring in her lap, her weakened prophetic sight stirred to life one final time. Images drifted through her mind like smoke, shifting and reforming.

      Ember stepping off the mail coach, looking lost and hopeful at the same time. Standing behind the café counter, laughing at something—their whole face bright with belonging. Working in the greenhouse with Sage, their hands intertwined as they tended magical plants together.

      The images came faster. Ember in the basement chamber, but not alone. Others with them—a young dwarf covered in flour, a quiet halfling surrounded by flowers. All of them pressing their hands against the Connection Keystone, their different magics weaving together.

      Light. Brilliant, warm light flooding through the crystal. The crack healing itself with new silver veins. Professor Whiskers speaking his first words in two years, his voice thick with emotion. Melody bursting into song. Spark teleporting successfully with a shower of golden sparks.

      The whole community celebrating. Faces bright with joy and relief. The sanctuary safe again, stronger than before.

      Ember, confident and settled, serving coffee to customers who clearly adored them. Home. They'd found home.

      Willow might not live to see all of it—the visions were unclear about her own future—but she'd made it possible. Every moment of sacrifice had been worth it.

      

      When Willow woke in the pre-dawn darkness, Professor Whiskers still warm in her lap, she felt a peace she hadn't experienced since before the keystone failure. The prophetic visions had shown her that everything would work out, that her community would not only survive but thrive.

      She spent her remaining days putting the final touches on her preparations. The sealed letter explaining the keystone crisis was hidden in the café's safe, along with detailed maps of where the other keystones were located. Her research materials were organized and clearly labeled. The legal documents were filed and witnessed.

      Most importantly, she spent time with her silent companions, treasuring these quiet moments before everything changed. She read to Professor Whiskers, even though he couldn't respond with his usual commentary. She hummed along with the ordinary sounds Melody made while brewing tea. She threw tennis balls for Spark, who bounded after them with earthbound enthusiasm.

      "Someone's coming who will help you remember how to speak," she promised them. "Someone who will bring back your voices and so much more."

      The morning Ember was scheduled to arrive, Willow woke early and made the café especially welcoming. Fresh flowers from Sage's greenhouse graced every table. The coffee beans were ground to perfection. The pastries were arranged just so.

      She was ready. Willowbrook was ready. And somewhere on a mail coach winding through the countryside, Ember was coming home—they just didn't know it yet.
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        Chapter 1 of The Hyperfocus Cafe

        Arriving in Willowbrook

      

      

      The mail coach lurched to a stop with a jingle of harness bells and the satisfied snort of the dappled mare who'd pulled them the final winding miles into Willowbrook. Ember Stormweave pressed their face to the small window, breath fogging the glass as they took in their first real look at the town that might—maybe—become home.

      Well, they thought, adjusting the strap of their single canvas satchel, it's definitely not what I expected.

      The coach door swung open with a cheerful creak, and Ember stepped down onto cobblestones that seemed to shimmer faintly in the late afternoon light. They blinked, wondering if it was just exhaustion making everything look slightly magical, then decided they didn't care. After three days of rattling through increasingly rural countryside, even shimmer-free cobblestones would have been a relief.

      "End of the line, dear!" called the coach driver, a stout woman with pointed ears and laugh lines around her eyes. "You sure this is where you meant to be heading?"

      Ember pulled out the letter that had brought them here—Aunt Willow's familiar handwriting on cream-colored paper that smelled faintly of cinnamon and hope. The Hyperfocus Café, Willowbrook. I need you, Ember. Please come.

      "Yes," they said, surprised by how steady their voice sounded. "This is exactly where I need to be."

      The driver nodded and clicked to her mare, who tossed her head as if she understood something Ember didn't. As the coach rattled away, Ember turned to really look at Willowbrook, and their scattered attention immediately latched onto a dozen fascinating details at once.

      The buildings were clearly designed for people—no, beings—of different sizes. Doorways came in at least three heights, with the smaller ones outlined in cheerful blue paint and the larger ones marked with green. Ramps curved gracefully alongside steps, and the street signs were written in multiple scripts, some of which Ember was pretty sure weren't meant for human eyes.

      Rainbow flags hung from nearly every window and balcony, fluttering in the evening breeze alongside banners in colors Ember didn't recognize but that made their heart feel lighter somehow. A bakery window displayed bread in shapes that definitely weren't wheat-based, and the flower boxes lining the street contained plants that seemed to glow softly in the gathering dusk.

      But it was the sounds that really caught their attention—or rather, the lack of certain sounds. No honking horns or rumbling engines. Instead, there was the gentle murmur of conversation, the distant tinkle of wind chimes, and what sounded suspiciously like humming coming from a nearby lamppost.

      "First time in Willowbrook?"

      Ember spun around to find a tall orc woman watching them with kind green eyes. Her hair was the color of fresh moss and seemed to have actual tiny flowers woven through it, though whether by design or magic, Ember couldn't tell. She wore practical work clothes and dirt-stained gloves, and something about her steady presence made Ember's perpetually racing thoughts slow down just a little.

      "Is it that obvious?" Ember asked, then caught themselves staring at the woman's gentle tusks and forced their gaze back to her eyes. "Sorry, I don't mean to gawk. I'm just—everything here is so..."

      "Different?" the orc woman suggested with a smile. "That's rather the point. I'm Sage Thornsong, by the way. I run the greenhouse on Elm Street." She gestured toward a glass-and-timber building visible through the trees, its windows glowing warmly. "And you must be Willow's nephew. You have her eyes."

      "Nibling, actually," Ember corrected automatically, then felt their cheeks warm. "I mean, I use they/them pronouns. And yes, I'm Ember Stormweave. Aunt Willow asked me to come help with the café."

      Sage's expression didn't change except to grow warmer. "Ah, my apologies. And yes, Willow mentioned you might be arriving soon. She's been looking forward to it—we all have, really. The café hasn't been quite the same since..." She trailed off, then shook her head. "Well, you'll see soon enough. Can I help you find your way? Willowbrook can be a bit maze-like if you're not used to it."

      "That would be amazing, thank you." Ember fell into step beside Sage as they headed down the main street. "Is it always this quiet? Not that there's anything wrong with quiet, I just—" They gestured vaguely at their head. "My brain usually needs more input to settle down, but somehow this feels... peaceful?"

      "The whole town kind of adjusts to how we think," Sage said, her voice warm with affection. "We call it 'ADHD time.' No harsh schedules, no overwhelming noise unless someone specifically needs it. It's a place for people whose minds work differently."

      Ember stopped walking. "A sanctuary for—you mean everyone here is...?"

      "Neurodivergent in some way, yes. ADHD, autism, dyslexia—though we prefer to think of it as 'magical thinking patterns.'" Sage's smile widened, something almost playful in her expression. "You'll find that particular perspective makes more sense once you've been here a while."

      They rounded a corner, and there it was: The Hyperfocus Café.

      

      Continue reading on Amazon: The Hyperfocus Cafe
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