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The first time Savage Holliday killed a man, he'd been looking through a scope just like this one.

Fallujah, 2004. Eight hundred yards. Insurgent with an RPG about to take out a Marine fireteam. The crosshairs had settled on the man's temple with a finality that still haunted Savage's dreams. One breath. One squeeze. One life ended to save others.

Tonight, the scope was trained on a different target, but the familiar calm had settled into his bones as he watched the rundown medical clinic across the street. His finger rested beside the trigger of his Remington 700, the same instinctive discipline that had been drilled into him as a Scout Sniper with the 2nd Marine Division.

"Got movement," he murmured, mostly to himself. The Bluetooth earpiece carried his voice to the other members of the surveillance team, but he wasn't expecting a response. This was reconnaissance, not an assault. Watch and report. Build the intel picture.

Three men exited the clinic's rear door. Two supporting the third, who was clearly struggling to walk. Even from his perch on the rooftop two hundred yards away, Savage could see the man was in bad shape—uncoordinated movements, head lolling, combat boots dragging on pavement. The same distinctive boots Savage had seen on countless veterans struggling to readjust to civilian life.

Another lost brother. Savage's jaw tightened as he adjusted the scope, memorizing faces, noting details. The two handlers wore medical scrubs under lightweight jackets, but moved with a precision that screamed security training. Not doctors. Not nurses. Something else.

Savage took three quick photos through his scope attachment, the camera making no sound as it captured the scene. The images would go to Riot for facial recognition, but Savage already knew what they'd find. More veterans being used, exploited, discarded.

The past week had revealed a pattern he couldn't ignore. Five different veterans from his underground support network had disappeared, only to reappear days later with missing prescription medications, unexplained injuries, and gaps in memory. Each had visited this clinic for legitimate treatment. Each had left with something else entirely.

The men loaded their semi-conscious charge into an unmarked van. No windows in the back. Modified suspension to handle extra weight. The kind of vehicle that disappeared into urban landscapes by design.

"Van's moving," Savage reported quietly. "Heading south on Marshall."

"Copy that," came Spike's voice through the earpiece. The club's Sergeant at Arms was parked three blocks away in an inconspicuous pickup. "I'll track and relay."

Savage began methodically breaking down his observation post. Scope detached. Rifle secured in its custom case. Evidence of his presence eliminated with the practiced efficiency that had kept him alive through dozens of high-risk missions in Iraq.

The night air carried the scent of approaching rain as he descended from the rooftop via the fire escape, moving with the silence that had become second nature during his years as a Scout Sniper. His combat boots made no sound on the metal steps—a skill learned through painful training repetitions and refined in combat zones where noise meant death.

At street level, Savage blended seamlessly into the darkness between streetlights. Six-foot-two with the lean, coiled muscle of a predator, he moved like a shadow through the industrial district. His dark hair was cut close on the sides, longer on top—regulation enough to honor his Marine background but long enough to separate him from that life. The Rogue Horizon MC cut was concealed beneath a plain black jacket, his club affiliation hidden for this particular mission.

His burner phone vibrated with a message from Riot.

Clinic security cameras looping footage. You're clear.

Good. No digital footprint. No record of his surveillance. The club's intelligence officer had done his job, as always. Savage had served with Riot in Anbar Province, witnessing firsthand the man's ability to manipulate electronic systems with an almost supernatural skill. That talent had only grown in civilian life.

Savage reached his motorcycle—a blacked-out Harley Softail modified for near-silent operation at low speeds—and secured his equipment in the hidden compartment beneath the seat. As he mounted the bike, his mind processed the information gathered during three nights of surveillance.

The clinic was operating a legitimate front—actual doctors, actual treatment. But after hours, something else happened. Veterans arrived for care and left fundamentally changed. Medications disappeared. Medical records were altered. And men with thousand-yard stares were loaded into unmarked vans.

His phone vibrated again.

Track showing Target Vehicle heading toward warehouse district. Spike maintaining visual.

Savage started his motorcycle, the engine's rumble muted by custom modifications. The warehouse district was fifteen minutes away, plenty of time for him to circle around and approach from the opposite direction. Tactical triangulation—establish multiple observation points, never follow directly.

He pulled into traffic, keeping his speed precisely at the limit. No need to attract attention. No need to rush. The calm precision that had made him an elite sniper governed his movements now—each action deliberate, controlled, purposeful.

His mind drifted back to the initial tip that had launched this investigation. Dixon, a former Army Ranger who'd lost both legs in Afghanistan, had reached out through the veteran support network Savage helped maintain off the books. Dixon's VA-prescribed pain medications had gone missing after a routine visit to the clinic. Nothing unusual there—medication theft was common in veteran communities where addiction and desperation ran high.

What made Dixon's case different was the twenty-four hours of missing time he couldn't account for. And the track marks on his arms that hadn't been there before. And the three thousand dollars inexplicably deposited in his bank account afterward.

"Nobody asks, nobody tells," Dixon had said, his hands shaking as he'd shown Savage the bank statement. "But it's happened to at least four other guys I know. They go in for treatment and come out...wrong."

The rain started falling as Savage approached the warehouse district. Fat droplets pelted his helmet visor, reducing visibility to a gray blur punctuated by the sodium glow of widely-spaced street lights. Perfect cover for what came next.

He cut the engine two blocks from the GPS coordinates Spike had sent, coasting the final distance in near-silence. The warehouse appeared abandoned at first glance—broken windows, faded signage, chain-link fence with rusted padlocks. But Savage noted the fresh tire tracks cutting through mud. The recently-installed cameras disguised as broken fixtures. The new locks hidden beneath manufactured rust.

Someone had gone to considerable effort to make active security look like decay.

He parked the motorcycle behind a dumpster and proceeded on foot, the KA-BAR knife strapped to his thigh a reassuring weight as he moved. Not for use—not tonight—but its presence centered him in ways he couldn't explain to civilians. Some men carried lucky coins. Savage carried steel that had saved his life more than once.

The warehouse's rear loading dock offered the best vantage point. He scaled the structure with practiced ease, finding a shadowed alcove that provided both cover and a clear line of sight to the main entrance. The familiar routine settled his nerves—establish position, control breathing, observe and report.

Through his compact binoculars, Savage watched the unmarked van pull into the warehouse through a bay door that opened just long enough for entry. Six men emerged, including the semi-conscious veteran he'd observed at the clinic. They efficiently unloaded their human cargo, two supporting the man while the others secured the area with the practiced vigilance of professionals.

Military training, Savage noted. The way they moved, the way they checked sight lines and maintained spacing. These weren't street thugs or common criminals. These were operators. Men who'd received the same tactical instruction he had, now using those skills for something that made his blood run cold.

His earpiece crackled. "I count six tangos, one package," Savage reported quietly, falling into the familiar pattern of military communication. "Four armed, two medical."

"Copy," Spike replied. "Hold position. Gathering data only."

The semi-conscious veteran was taken through an interior door, leaving four guards outside. Savage documented everything—faces, weapons, positions, routines. The intelligence would be crucial for whatever came next. And something would come next—the club protected veterans in their territory, whether they wore the patch or not. It was an unspoken code that went beyond business interests or territorial concerns.

After twenty minutes, the interior door opened again. The veteran was brought out on a gurney now, completely unconscious. An IV bag hung above him, its contents impossible to determine at this distance. A man in a white coat—actual doctor or playing the part, Savage couldn't tell—checked vital signs with calm efficiency.

"They're prepping him for transport," Savage murmured into his comm. "Medical monitoring in place."

"Getting this?" Spike asked.

"Affirmative. Full documentation."

The veteran was loaded into a different vehicle—a modified ambulance with private medical transport markings. Too legitimate. Too clean. Too practiced.

As the ambulance prepared to depart, something caught Savage's attention. A woman emerged from the interior door, her dark hair pulled back in a tight ponytail, her movements displaying the same tactical awareness as the guards. But unlike them, she wore medical scrubs and carried herself with a clinical authority that commanded attention even from the armed men.

Through his binoculars, Savage studied her as she spoke to the man in the white coat. Mid-thirties, athletic build, with the focused intensity of someone accustomed to high-pressure situations. Not just medical training—something else in the way she constantly scanned her surroundings, the way she positioned herself relative to exits and entrances.

Combat medic. The realization clicked into place with absolute certainty. He'd seen that specific situational awareness in the corpsmen attached to his unit in Iraq—medical personnel who'd learned to provide treatment while maintaining tactical awareness in hostile environments.

The woman finished her conversation and turned, looking directly toward Savage's position with an intensity that sent a jolt of adrenaline through his system. There was no way she could see him—the alcove was too dark, his position too well-concealed. Yet her eyes locked onto his hiding spot with such precision that for a moment, he was convinced his cover was blown.

She held the gaze for three heartbeats before turning away, saying something to one of the guards that Savage couldn't hear. Then she walked back inside without another glance in his direction.

The ambulance departed, followed by the unmarked van. The operation—whatever it was—appeared complete for the night.

"Package is moving," Savage reported. "Different vehicle, medical transport. Four-man security detail remaining at site. Unknown medical personnel inside."

"Roger that," Spike replied. "Fall back to extraction point. We've got enough for now."

Savage remained motionless for a full minute after the vehicles departed, his training demanding absolute certainty before breaking position. Only when the warehouse door closed and the external lights dimmed did he begin his careful retreat.

The rain had intensified, providing additional cover as he made his way back to the motorcycle. His mind processed the night's observations, assembling the pieces into a coherent picture. Veterans with medical needs targeting by specific clinic. Sedation. Transportation to secondary location. Medical procedures of some kind. Return to different location and release.

The pattern suggested something systematic. Organized. Profitable.

And the woman. She'd seen him—or sensed him, at least. That level of awareness didn't come from civilian life. It came from places where failure to detect threats meant death.

As Savage retrieved his motorcycle, his phone vibrated with a message from Riot.

Facial rec ID: Dr. Gina Rose. Former Army combat medic. Three tours Afghanistan. Honorable discharge 2016. VA Medical Center employment until 2019. Current status: unknown.

Savage stared at the name, committing it to memory. Gina Rose. Combat medic turned...what? Accomplice? Perpetrator? Or something else entirely?

The ride back to the Rogue Horizon compound took twenty minutes, the rain washing away any evidence of his presence at either location. The club's secure garage was empty except for Spike's pickup truck, the sergeant at arms waiting with patient vigilance.

"What do you think?" Spike asked as Savage parked his motorcycle.

"Professional operation. Medical focus. Using veterans as test subjects, maybe?" Savage removed his helmet, running a hand through his rain-damp hair. "The clinic provides access to men with specific medical histories, combat trauma, medication regimens."

Spike nodded, his expression grim beneath his close-cropped beard. "You think this Dr. Rose is running it?"

"No." The certainty in Savage's voice surprised even him. "She's involved, but there's something else going on. The way she moved... she's not exactly a willing participant."

"Your call," Spike said, respecting Savage's judgment. As the club's sniper, Savage's ability to read people and situations from a distance had proven valuable beyond combat situations. "What's next?"

Savage considered the question. The club would want immediate action—shut down the operation, rescue the veterans, send a message. But tactical patience had been drilled into him through years of sniper training. Act too soon, and you might miss the bigger picture. Miss the real target.

"We need more intel," he decided. "Specifically, we need to know who this Dr. Rose really is. Combat medic to what—black market medical research? Doesn't track. There's a piece missing."

Spike nodded. "I'll brief Steel. You write up what you observed. We'll reconvene in the morning."

After Spike left, Savage remained in the garage, methodically cleaning his weapons despite the late hour. The familiar ritual steadied his mind, allowing him to process what he'd seen without the emotional response that threatened to cloud his judgment.

Because the truth was, the vacant eyes of that veteran had triggered something primal in Savage—a rage he kept carefully contained beneath layers of sniper discipline. He'd seen too many brothers and sisters come home from war only to face new battles with addiction, PTSD, and a system that viewed them as disposable.

The rain continued outside, drumming a steady rhythm on the metal roof. Savage disassembled his Remington with practiced precision, each component laid out in exact order on the cleaning mat. As his hands worked, his mind kept returning to the woman—Gina Rose.

Three tours in Afghanistan as a combat medic meant she'd seen the worst humanity had to offer. She'd treated wounds that would make civilian doctors vomit. She'd made life-and-death decisions under enemy fire. She'd watched men die despite her best efforts.

What could drive someone with that background to participate in whatever was happening at that warehouse?

The question followed Savage to his spartan room in the compound, a space that reflected his military background with its precise organization and minimal personal effects. The only decoration was a shadow box containing his Scout Sniper badge and campaign medals—reminders of who he had been and what that experience had cost him.

Sleep didn't come easily. It never did. Instead, Savage lay on his bed with the lights off, staring at the ceiling as his mind cycled through the night's observations. The veteran's vacant expression. The clinical efficiency of the operation. The woman's eyes somehow finding his position despite perfect concealment.

Gina Rose. Combat medic. Three tours.

His last thought before exhaustion finally claimed him was that tomorrow, he needed to find her. Because whatever was happening to those veterans, Dr. Rose was either part of the problem—or potentially the key to solving it.

And either way, Savage intended to know which.
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Gina Rose knew she was being watched.

It wasn't just instinct—though three tours in Afghanistan had honed that sense to supernatural levels. It was the barely perceptible reflection of light against glass from the warehouse roof across the street. The faintest disruption in the rainfall pattern where something—or someone—blocked its natural flow.

A sniper's hide. Professional. Nearly perfect.

She maintained her clinician's mask as she finished checking the veteran's vitals, keeping her focus on the patient even as her mind calculated angles, distances, and potential threats. Whoever was watching had skills. Military-grade observation techniques. Patience that came from specialized training.

The thought should have terrified her. Instead, it triggered something closer to hope.

"Increasing the Versed dosage was unnecessary," she said to Dr. Wellington, keeping her voice clinically detached despite the anger churning in her gut. "He's already experiencing respiratory depression."

Wellington—if that was even his real name—barely glanced at the unconscious veteran. "The protocol requires complete sedation during transport. You know this."

Protocol. How she'd come to hate that word. It sanitized what they were doing to these men, turned exploitation into procedure, abuse into medical necessity.

"The protocol is going to kill someone," Gina countered, checking the IV flow rate and adjusting it downward when Wellington turned away. Small acts of resistance. Never enough, but all she could manage under constant surveillance.

"Your concern is noted, Dr. Rose." Wellington's tone made it clear her concern meant nothing. "The transport team is waiting."

She watched as they loaded the veteran into the ambulance, memorizing his face to add to her mental catalog of victims. Former Army, based on the tattoo visible on his forearm. Ranger tab. Airborne wings. Another elite operator reduced to an experimental subject.

When the ambulance pulled away, Gina allowed her gaze to drift to the warehouse roof across the street. The watcher was still there. Patient. Observing. Gathering intelligence rather than intervening.

She stared directly at the hidden position, a deliberate acknowledgment that carried significant risk. If whoever was watching reported her awareness to the security team, questions would be asked that she couldn't afford to answer. But she needed to send a message—to establish contact, however tenuous.

Three seconds of direct eye contact with an unseen observer. Then she turned and walked back inside, her heart rate elevated despite years of conditioning to remain calm under pressure.

"Everything okay, Dr. Rose?" Garcia, the head of security, studied her with the predatory awareness that made him so effective at his job. Former special forces, she'd guessed. Perhaps Delta, based on his tactical movements and quiet authority.

"Fine," she replied, sliding back into her professional persona. "Just concerned about the patient's oxygenation levels during transport."

Garcia's eyes narrowed slightly. He wasn't medical personnel, but he'd been part of the operation long enough to recognize that her concern might not be purely clinical. "The transport team knows what they're doing."

"Of course." She offered a tight smile. "I'll finish my documentation."

In the small office she'd been assigned, Gina closed the door and allowed herself ten seconds—ten full seconds—of unfiltered emotional response. Hands braced against the desk, eyes closed, breath coming in controlled but ragged bursts.

Six months undercover. Six months of documenting what she could without detection. Six months of small interventions to keep veterans alive while maintaining her cover. The strain was becoming unbearable.

The burner phone concealed in her medical bag felt like it was burning through the fabric, demanding to be used. One message to her handler. One communication to confirm what she'd suspected—that someone else was finally investigating.

Too risky. The office was almost certainly monitored, despite her regular sweeps for surveillance devices. She'd have to wait until she returned to her apartment, where she had counter-surveillance equipment and established protocols for secure communication.



Fifteen minutes later, Gina left the warehouse with Garcia escorting her to her car—a courtesy that was actually surveillance, ensuring she went directly home. The rain had intensified, providing a convenient reason to hurry to her vehicle without appearing suspicious.

"Same time tomorrow, Dr. Rose?" Garcia asked as she unlocked her car door.

"As scheduled," she confirmed, sliding into the driver's seat with practiced casualness. "Though I'd like to review the new medication protocols before implementation."

"I'll pass that along to Wellington." Garcia's tone made it clear the request would go nowhere. "Drive safely."

Inside her apartment, Gina followed her standard security protocol. Lights on in sequence. Television turned on to provide background noise. Only then did she activate the signal jammer hidden in a decorative wall sconce and begin her real work.

The burner phone came out of her bag, powered on for precisely sixty seconds—long enough to send one encrypted message to a secure relay.

Possible friendly surveillance identified. No contact established. Continue current operational parameters pending further intelligence.

Message sent, phone powered down and disassembled, components returned to their hiding places throughout the apartment.

Only then, with water running and counter-surveillance measures in place, did she retrieve her actual operational documentation from behind a loose ventilation panel. The small, waterproof notebook contained the true record of what she'd witnessed—names, dates, procedures, personnel. Evidence gathered meticulously over months of careful observation.

She added tonight's details in the efficient shorthand she'd developed—patient description, administered medications, personnel present, security rotations. Then a note about the watcher, with as much detail as she could provide without having directly seen them.

Surveillance identified. Military training evident. Single observer, no intervention. Possible friendly.

The hope that simple note represented was dangerous. Six months of isolation had taken its toll. The constant vigilance. The ceaseless performance. The moral weight of witnessing abuse she could only marginally mitigate. The temptation to see allies where none might exist was a psychological vulnerability she couldn't afford.

Gina was halfway through her barely-tasted dinner when her doorbell rang—a sound so unexpected that she froze momentarily before her training kicked in. No one visited her. Her cover identity kept to herself, focused on work, avoiding social connections that might complicate her mission.

She moved silently to the small security panel near her door, checking the camera feed. A man stood in the hallway—tall, broad-shouldered, with the balanced stance of someone accustomed to potential threats. Dark hair, cut in a style that suggested military background. Leather jacket that bulged slightly on the right side—concealed weapon, almost certainly.

The watcher. It had to be.

She activated the audio. "Can I help you?"

"Dr. Rose." The man's voice was deep, controlled. "My name is Savage Holliday. I need to talk to you about Dixon Walker."

Dixon Walker. Former Army Ranger. One of the veterans who'd been through the program three weeks ago. Not a random name, not a fishing expedition. The man had specific information.

"I don't know anyone by that name," she replied, standard denial protocol while she assessed the situation.

"Three nights ago, he visited the Central Valley Medical Clinic. Yesterday, he woke up with track marks he can't explain and a bank deposit he didn't make." The man—Savage—looked directly at the camera. "I'm not here to cause problems for you, Dr. Rose. I'm here because veterans are being exploited, and I think you know more than you're saying."

His eyes held the camera with unnerving intensity. Not threatening, exactly. Determined. Focused. The eyes of someone who didn't make empty threats or casual accusations.

"Ten minutes," he said, not backing down. "That's all I'm asking. Then I'll leave, and you can decide what happens next."

Professional. Controlled. Offering her agency in the interaction. Not the approach of someone intending immediate harm.

Gina made her decision.
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"You're not just a doctor at that clinic," he stated, cutting directly to the purpose of his visit after she'd let him in.

"And you're not just a concerned citizen," she countered, maintaining operational distance while assessing his intentions.

A slight smile touched his lips, there and gone in an instant. "Rogue Horizon MC. We provide support to veterans in our territory. Dixon Walker reached out when he realized something happened to him at that clinic."

Motorcycle club. That explained the resources and operational freedom without official law enforcement constraints.

"What exactly do you think is happening, Mr. Holliday?" she asked, neither confirming nor denying his implicit accusations.

"Veterans visit the Central Valley Medical Clinic for legitimate treatment. Some are selected for additional 'procedures' at the warehouse facility. They leave with memory gaps, unexplained injuries, and signs of medication they never agreed to take." His eyes remained fixed on hers. "And you're in the middle of it, looking like someone who wants to be anywhere else."

The assessment was uncomfortably accurate. Dangerously so.

"That's quite a story," she said, maintaining her cover while evaluating options.

"Not a story. Fact." He reached slowly into his jacket and removed several photographs. "These were taken three nights ago. The man being loaded into the van is Dixon Walker. That's you, supervising his transportation."

The photos were high-quality, clearly taken through a precision scope with professional skill. They showed exactly what he claimed—Gina checking a veteran's vitals before transport, speaking with Wellington, the moment she'd stared directly at the observation position.

"You were on the warehouse roof," she said, no longer denying what they both knew.

"Yes."

"Why come to me directly? Why not go to the police?"

Savage's expression hardened slightly. "We both know why. The operation has protection—someone in local law enforcement is involved, or they'd have shut it down already. And you're not exactly calling 911 yourself, Dr. Rose."

Another accurate assessment. This man saw things as they were, not as they appeared to be.

"What exactly do you want from me?" Gina asked, the question loaded with possibilities.

"The truth." Savage leaned forward slightly. "Are you part of whatever's happening to these men, or are you something else entirely?"

The moment stretched between them—a critical decision point. Operational security demanded continued cover, but tactical reality suggested this man already knew enough to compromise her regardless.

"Shut off the television," she finally said, making her choice. "And check your phone and weapons. The signal jammer interferes with most surveillance equipment, but some devices can still activate microphones in consumer electronics."

Understanding crossed his face. He powered down his phone completely and placed it on the coffee table, then unholstered his weapon—a compact Glock—and ejected the magazine before setting both aside.

Gina turned off the television, then retrieved her Ka-Bar knife and held it visible but non-threatening. A gesture of mutual vulnerability. A calculated risk.

"I'm undercover," she said simply, the admission violating at least three operational protocols. "Six months embedded with the organization running the clinic and warehouse operations. Gathering evidence of systematic exploitation of veterans for illegal pharmaceutical testing."

Savage absorbed this without visible surprise, which told her he'd already suspected something similar. "Agency?"

"Classified." Some operational security had to remain intact. "But officially sanctioned."

"Your evidence?"

"Extensive. Personnel, procedures, supply chain, financial trails." She studied him carefully. "But my extraction timeline has been delayed repeatedly. The operation is accelerating, recruiting more veterans each week. My handlers keep telling me to wait, to gather more evidence before moving."

Understanding dawned in his eyes. "While more men are used as test subjects."

"Yes." The simple admission carried the weight of six months of moral compromise, of watching abuses she'd been ordered not to prevent in service of the "bigger picture."

"So why tell me this now?" Savage asked, though his expression suggested he already knew the answer.

"Because you found me, which means my cover is potentially compromised. Because you have connections to the veteran community I need. And because I've watched too many men suffer while waiting for official channels to act."

Savage nodded, processing her disclosure with tactical precision. "Your handlers won't extract until they have what they need for prosecution."

"And by then, dozens more veterans will be exploited." Gina's voice carried the controlled rage of someone who'd maintained cover while witnessing abuses she couldn't prevent. "The operation is testing experimental PTSD medications with severe neurological side effects. Medications rejected by standard approval processes. Using combat veterans specifically because their existing trauma and medication regimens mask the experimental effects."

"Who's running it?"

"Pharmaceutical research group called Nexus Therapeutics. They recruit veterans through the clinic, identify suitable candidates based on medical history and isolation factors, then process them through the warehouse facility."

Savage considered this, his expression betraying nothing but his mind clearly calculating options. "What do you need?"

The direct question caught her slightly off-guard. No debate about her credibility, no demands for proof. Just a tactical assessment of required resources.

"Protection for the veterans already processed. Evidence security. And potentially extraction if my cover is blown." Gina watched him carefully. "What are you offering?"

"The club has resources. Safe houses. Medical facilities off the books. And men with the right skills to provide security." His eyes held hers steadily. "We protect our own, Dr. Rose. These veterans are our brothers, whether they wear our patch or not."

"If I share what I know," she said, "I need your word it won't compromise my official operation. The evidence I've gathered is the only chance for actual prosecution."

"You'll maintain operational control of the intelligence," Savage agreed. "But we need to move soon. Tonight was the third time I've observed the warehouse operation. Their security is increasing."

"Tomorrow night," Gina
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