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  Salt, Sugar, and a Dead Phone 

Mara


The wind took me first. 
One second I was sprinting across the cobbled street with my suitcase fishtailing behind me, and the next a violent gust yanked my coat sideways like the sea had personally decided I looked too steady. Rain lashed my face. My hood flew back. My wheeled suitcase executed what I can only describe as a small but theatrical death spiral.
"Oh no, no, no—"
My foot skidded.
Instead of reaching the blessed shelter of the café doorway two steps ahead, I slammed shoulder-first into a chalkboard sign that read TODAY’S SPECIAL: SEA SALT CARAMEL MOCHA in cheerful looping script. The board wobbled. I wobbled. The universe made a decision.
It went down.
The sign clattered against the stone with a sound that felt both loud and judgmental. I windmilled. My suitcase tipped. And as if the moment required choreography, a tray of ceramic mugs appeared directly in my path of catastrophe.
I collided with a solid wall of navy wool and warm coffee.
The tray tilted.
Time slowed in that humiliating, cinematic way it does right before disaster.
But the mugs didn’t fall.
Strong hands steadied them with unnerving precision. Not a single one hit the ground.
I, however, did.
I landed on my knees in a puddle, palms flat against wet stone, hair plastered to my face, dignity floating somewhere out toward the Atlantic.
There was a pause. The kind that gathers witnesses.
Rain drummed on the awning overhead. My suitcase lay on its side like it had fainted. The chalkboard sign rested against my hip, accusing.
Slowly, I looked up.
The man holding the tray of mugs was tall. Broad-shouldered. Dark hair flattened by rain but still somehow disciplined. His jaw looked carved by someone who disapproved of nonsense. Water slid down the bridge of his nose and dripped from his chin.
His eyes were not warm.
They were the exact color of the storm rolling in behind me.
We stared at each other.
I pushed soaked hair out of my mouth and attempted a smile. It felt more like a grimace.
"Hi," I said brightly, as if I hadn’t just tackled his signage with my entire body.
A gull shrieked overhead. Somewhere behind me, a car horn beeped irritably.
His gaze flicked to the fallen sign. Then to my overturned suitcase. Then back to me.
He didn’t look surprised.
He looked tired.
And deeply unimpressed.
The rain intensified, needling through my coat. My phone buzzed in my pocket—a thin, desperate vibration. Two percent. Of course.
The train had stopped running. The signal had vanished. And now I had flattened the only welcoming thing on the street.
I was still kneeling in a puddle when he finally spoke.
"Are you planning to stay down there," he asked evenly, "or is this a temporary arrangement?"

      ***I blinked up at him through rainwater and wounded pride.
"I’m assessing my options. The ground and I are having a moment."
A snort sounded from somewhere behind him.
Ah. Yes. Witnesses.
I twisted slightly and discovered an audience of three: an elderly couple sheltering under the awning, a teenage boy with earbuds dangling, and a woman clutching a takeaway cup who looked delighted by the drama. The kind of delighted that meant this would absolutely be retold later over something baked and buttery.
Brilliant.
I scrambled to my feet—which would have been graceful if my boot hadn’t slipped again. A hand shot out—fast, steady—and caught my elbow before I could reenact the fall in sequel form.
His grip was firm. Warm. Unyielding.
For half a second, I felt anchored.
Then he let go.
"Careful." Not unkind. Just efficient.
I straightened, smoothing my rain-plastered coat as though that might restore my reputation. "I had it under control."
One dark eyebrow lifted. It was a very articulate eyebrow.
The chalkboard lay between us like evidence at a crime scene. The looping white letters had smeared where rainwater pooled. SEA SALT had become SEA SA—
"I’m so sorry," I blurted. "I was aiming for the doorway. The wind and I disagreed."
"The wind didn’t run into my sign."
Right. Of course he would be precise about it.
I bent to retrieve the board, wincing as cold water seeped through my jeans. "I can fix this. I have very good handwriting. Bubble letters are a specialty."
"That doesn’t help the hinge."
He shifted the tray of mugs onto a small metal table with careful economy, as if he trusted nothing—not gravity, not weather, not strangers with rolling luggage.
Up close, he smelled faintly of coffee and something clean and sharp, like sea air caught in wool.
I became acutely aware that I had just body-checked his livelihood.
"It was an accident," I said, softer now. "I’ll pay for it."
There it was. The responsible adult sentence.
My phone vibrated again in my pocket, weak and frantic.
Two percent.
He followed the movement with his eyes. His gaze dipped to my soaked suitcase, the frayed luggage tag, the camera bag slung across my chest.
Tourist, his expression said.
Trouble.
"You’ll pay for it," he repeated, as if testing the structural integrity of the promise.
The teenage boy whispered, "Oof," under his breath.
I forced a smile that felt steadier than I did. "Absolutely. One hundred percent committed to fiscal responsibility."

      ***The words hung between us, bravely optimistic.
My phone gave one final, petulant buzz.
I fumbled it out of my pocket, rain already speckling the screen. A notification flashed—TRAIN SERVICE SUSPENDED DUE TO FLOODING—before the battery icon blinked red.
1%.
"No, no, stay with me," I muttered, thumbing the side button as if encouragement might power it through.
The screen went black.
Just like that.
The wind howled down the street, flinging salty grit against my cheeks. My reflection stared back at me in the dark glass—hair wild, mascara likely migrating south, expression still trying very hard to be plucky.
It was a bold look for someone who had just promised to pay for property damage with twelve pounds and a London bakery loyalty card.
I slipped the phone back into my pocket as though I could disguise the finality.
"Card or cash?"
There it was again. Efficient. Direct.
My stomach performed a slow, traitorous drop.
I bent to right my suitcase, buying time. The wheels wobbled ominously as I set it upright. One squeaked in protest.
Of course it did.
"Hypothetically," I began, brushing rain from the handle, "if one were temporarily experiencing minor banking delays—"
His expression didn’t change.
"—and said one also happened to have been separated from a train due to unforeseen coastal enthusiasm—"
"You were removed from the train?"
"No. The train removed itself from me. Entirely mutual." I swallowed. "Flooded tracks. It stopped running."
The elderly couple exchanged a look.
The truth settled heavier than the rain.
I was stranded.
No train. No signal. No battery. And judging by the bruised-steel sky, no imminent rescue by charming innkeepers offering spare rooms and warm scones.
I pulled out my wallet with theatrical optimism.
A twenty-pound note. A scatter of coins. An Oyster card with absolutely no jurisdiction in Cornwall.
My cheeks burned hotter than the wind-chilled air.
"Right," I said lightly. "Small complication."
His gaze dropped to the wallet, then returned to my face. Not mocking. Assessing.
Behind him, through the café window, warm lamplight glowed against polished wood. Something steady. Dry.
Inside looked safe.
Outside, the storm shoved at my back like it was done waiting.
"You said you’d pay for it."
Not accusing.
Just factual.
And for the first time since I’d hit the sign, the humor inside me faltered.
Because I had no idea how I was going to do that.

      ***For a heartbeat, the street stopped being funny.
The wind shoved at my back again, harder, as if insisting on forward motion. My suitcase rattled beside me, pathetic and loyal. Water had soaked through the knees of my jeans. My fingers were numb.
This was the part I was good at. The pivot. The reframe.
When your flight got cancelled in Barcelona, you called it cultural immersion. When your Airbnb turned out to be “cozy” in the way cupboards are cozy, you photographed the light and captioned it charming.
You did not stand in the rain in a town you hadn’t meant to visit, staring at a man who looked capable of seeing straight through curated resilience.
I closed my wallet slowly.
London felt very far away.
That morning I’d been editing photos on a train, telling myself this Cornish detour would make beautiful content. Sea glass. Storm skies. Windswept poetry about solitude.
Alone was easier when chosen.
Right now it felt like something had chosen me.
The elderly couple slipped into the café, bringing a rush of warm air scented with cinnamon and coffee. Heat brushed my face.
It was almost enough to make my eyes sting.
Don’t be ridiculous.
I straightened my shoulders, though the effort felt thin. I was tired. Not just wet-and-travel tired. Bone-deep tired of pretending every setback was an adventure waiting to be hashtagged.
I’d left London because I couldn’t breathe there anymore. Because smiling through dinner parties and brand deals and conversations about “leveraging authenticity” had started to feel like lying.
And now here I was. Stranded. Broke. Arguing with a hinge.
He hadn’t moved. He watched me with steady focus, as if measuring whether I would bolt or bargain.
“I meant what I said.” The brightness had drained from my voice. “I’ll figure it out.”
The wind tore down the street again, flinging salt against my cheek.
I didn’t know how.
But running was starting to look suspiciously like a pattern.
And I was fiercely tired of patterns.

      ***He studied me for a long moment, rain streaking down his face, eyes narrowed as if recalculating.
The storm pressed in around us. The café door banged once against its frame. He reached back without looking and steadied it with his free hand. Automatic. Controlled.
Nothing about him felt accidental.
"The hinge is split. Wood’s swollen. It’ll need replacing."
I nodded as though I routinely repaired coastal signage between train delays.
"Right. Of course. Split hinge. Very serious." My voice threatened to wobble; I kept it steady. "I can transfer the money as soon as my phone resurrects. Or when I find a charger. Or electricity."
His gaze flicked to the dark rectangle in my pocket.
"There’s a hardware shop two streets over. If it’s still open."
Two streets over implied direction. Purpose. A plan.
I had none.
Another gust rocked my suitcase. I caught it, fingers slipping on the handle. The wheel squealed.
He noticed.
He noticed everything.
Warm light spilled across the threshold behind him. Laughter drifted out. The scent of coffee deepened.
Safe. Dry. Certain.
He followed my glance inside, then looked back at me.
"You said you’d pay for it."
Calm. Final.
Not cruel.
Just true.
My throat tightened.
"I will." No brightness now. Just honesty. "I don’t… leave messes behind."
Not anymore.
The wind howled again, sharp and insistent. A strand of hair whipped across my mouth. I pushed it back, lifting my chin.
If I had to knock on every bed-and-breakfast door in this town with twelve pounds and a smile, I would.
If I had to sell a lens.
If I had to—
He stepped aside slightly, creating a narrow gap between himself and the doorway.
Not inviting.
Not quite.
But not blocking it either.
"You’re paying for that," he said, gesturing to the broken sign at my feet.
The storm roared down the street.
And I had the sinking, unmistakable feeling this was only the beginning.






  
  No Room at the Inn 

Finn


Iknew she was trouble the second she hit the sign. 
Not malicious trouble. Not deliberate. The other kind. Bright, loud, windswept trouble that arrived without warning and left everything slightly out of alignment.
She stood in the rain like a misplaced festival decoration—coat too cheerful for the storm, suitcase rattling as if it objected to the entire coastline. Even soaked through, she carried color with her. Energy. The kind that didn’t ask permission before rearranging a room.
Or a business.
I bent to inspect the hinge without hurrying. No point reacting before assessing. The wood had split clean where the screws once held. Swollen from salt air. One solid knock was all it took.
One collision.
Behind me, Mrs. Dent and her husband shuffled inside, murmuring about the weather. The door banged again. I caught it automatically and eased it shut.
Control the variables.
The storm was loud enough without inviting more chaos.
She lingered just outside the threshold, chin lifted as if daring the wind to argue with her. Trying to look capable. Trying not to look stranded.
Tourist, I’d thought at first glance.
The suitcase. The camera bag. The frayed tag clinging to an airport barcode like proof of motion.
Temporary.
They all were.
Summer came in waves of them—laughing, photographing, asking where the “real Cornwall” was, as if we kept it in storage for visitors. Then autumn arrived and they vanished, leaving sand in the doorway and nothing else.
I hadn’t built this place for temporary.
I straightened and looked at her properly.
Mascara faintly smudged. Hair tangled by wind. Mouth set stubborn even as her fingers tightened around the handle of that squeaking suitcase.
She met my gaze head-on.
Too steady for someone who’d just admitted she couldn’t pay.
The storm gusted again, pushing at her back.
For half a second—just half—I considered stepping fully aside.
Then I remembered the bank letter unopened on the counter inside.
And the cottage.
And what publicity had turned into last time.
No surprises.
No variables.
No bright disruptions with cameras slung across their shoulders.
I folded my arms and held her gaze.
"You’ll need to decide," I said evenly, "whether you’re fixing it now or paying for it later."

      ***The wind answered for her.
A sharp gust tore down the street and caught the loose edge of the chalkboard I’d propped against the wall. Before I could reach it, the board skidded across the wet cobbles like a kicked shield.
Straight into the road.
"Oh—!"
She moved without thinking.
No hesitation. No glance for traffic. She dropped the suitcase and darted after it, boots slipping on slick stone.
"Leave it," I snapped.
A van horn blared from farther down the street—closer than I liked.
She lunged, fingers catching the edge of the board just as another gust tried to drag it toward the sea. Her foot slid out from under her. For a second she windmilled again—arms flailing, balance gone.
I was already moving.
Distance. Speed. Obstacles.
Three strides. Two.
I caught her coat at the shoulder and hauled her backward as the van crawled past, tires hissing through pooled rain.
The board clattered against the curb.
She collided with my chest hard enough to knock the breath from both of us.
For a second, all I registered was impact.
Wet wool. Rain. A sharp citrus scent.
Her heart hammered against my ribs.
So did mine.
"I had it," she said, breathless, clutching the sign like a life raft.
"You were about to be under a delivery van."
"It was going slowly."
"That’s not the point."
She blinked up at me, rain clinging to her lashes. Nothing calculated there. No performance. Just stubborn relief and a flicker of embarrassment.
She looked down at the sign, running her thumb over the smeared paint as if checking for injury.
"It’s yours," she said. "I’m not letting it float away."
Not defensive.
Not flippant.
Matter-of-fact.
The wind whipped around us again, but she held the board tight this time.
Most tourists would have stepped back and let it go.
Most would have laughed and blamed the weather.
She’d chased it into traffic.
Reckless.
Or loyal.
I wasn’t sure which.

      ***The van’s taillights vanished into the rain, but my pulse didn’t follow.
It never did. Not right away.
I kept my hand on her shoulder a fraction longer than necessary, scanning the street on instinct.
Left—junction clear.
Right—no headlights cutting through the mist.
Doorway behind us—secure.
Windows—intact.
No sudden movement. No raised voices. No secondary threat.
The storm blurred the edges of everything into shifting grey shapes and noise. Wind. Water. Engines. Footsteps.
Catalog. Assess. Control.
She shifted beneath my grip and I realized what I was doing.
I let go.
Too fast.
She rubbed her arm where my fingers had been, startled more than offended.
“You always tackle strangers in the rain?” she asked lightly. “Or am I getting special treatment?”
The humor skimmed past me.
I was still listening.
Still measuring.
A loose metal sign rattled somewhere down the street. A dog barked. The café door bumped behind us.
My body had already mapped exit routes before my mind caught up.
I hated that.
Hated that it happened without permission.
Crowds. Noise. Sudden movement.
A door slamming could still yank me sideways inside my own head.
The wind surged again and my chest tightened, bracing for impact that didn’t come.
She was watching me now.
Not the sign.
Me.
Curiosity edged out embarrassment in her expression.
“You okay?”
Simple question.
Complicated answer.
“I’m fine.” Clipped. Controlled. Filed smooth.
Always fine.
I bent and retrieved the sign, examining the split wood more carefully. The damage was real. The hinge wouldn’t survive another storm.
Repairable, though.
Most things were, if you caught them early.
I straightened and handed it back to her, watching for theatrics.
She took it carefully this time. No flailing. No bravado.
Just steady hands and rain-damp determination.
The wind pressed at her again, but she didn’t retreat.
Didn’t run.
And that unsettled me more than if she had.

      ***“Well,” a dry voice said behind me, “this looks invigorating.”
I didn’t have to turn.
Mrs. Penrose stood just inside the doorway, one hand braced against the frame, the other wrapped around a mug older than either of us. Silver hair pinned neatly. Cardigan buttoned despite the damp.
She took in the scene in one sweep—broken hinge, soaked stranger, me standing too rigid in the middle of it.
Her gaze lingered on the girl.
“Are you planning to drown out there,” she asked mildly, “or is this performance art?”
The girl’s mouth twitched. “I prefer immersive theatre.”
Mrs. Penrose hummed, unimpressed but not unkind, and stepped forward just enough for warmth to spill onto the cobbles.
“You’ll catch your death,” she told the girl. Then, without shifting her gaze, “And you’ll catch pneumonia by proximity if you insist on conducting business in a gale.”
“I’m handling it.”
“That remains to be seen.”
The girl shifted the sign awkwardly, rain dripping from its edge.
“I broke it. I’m going to pay for it. Eventually. Logistically pending.”
Mrs. Penrose’s eyes sharpened.
“Stranded?”
A pause.
“Yes.”
The wind flattened the girl’s coat against her frame. She didn’t step back.
Mrs. Penrose considered her in silence.
Then she looked at me.
“Finn,” she said gently, “we do have a spare room.”
Spare tightened something in my chest.
“That’s not relevant.”
“It’s entirely relevant. The train lines are flooded. I heard it on the wireless. The B&Bs will be full by now with festival traffic.” She turned to the girl. “You’re here for the Sea Glass weekend?”
“I—no. Accidentally.”
Mrs. Penrose nodded as if that confirmed something.
“She can stay upstairs,” she said, calm as judgment. “If she works.”
The rain seemed to suspend itself between us.
“Work?”
“You’re short-staffed. And she’s already demonstrated initiative.”
Initiative.
One word for chasing signage into traffic.
The girl’s eyes widened before she could mask the hope.
I felt the shift like a change in pressure.
A stranger in my café. Behind my counter. In the space I’d rebuilt from nothing.
Temporary.
Disruptive.
Or useful.
The storm rattled the windows.
Mrs. Penrose lifted her brows. “Well?”

      ***The café hummed behind her—the hiss of the espresso machine, low conversation, the steady rhythm of predictability.
Inside was order.
Outside was rain and a girl who had already knocked one piece of it sideways.
I looked at her again.
She was trying not to look hopeful. Trying to fold it away. The sign was clutched to her chest, knuckles pale against wet wood.
She didn’t beg.
Didn’t bargain.
Just stood there, soaked and stubborn.
I could say no.
Cleaner. Simpler. No unknown variables behind the counter. No camera lens at the wrong moment. No bright energy bleeding into a space I’d kept deliberately contained.
The bank letter surfaced again.
FINAL NOTICE.
Staffing costs. Winter downturn. Festival weekend whether I joined it or not.
Temporary help wasn’t the worst idea.
Temporary was manageable.
“You’d be working,” I said. “Not socializing. Not filming. Not… rebranding.”
A flicker crossed her face. Irritation. Then restraint.
“I can make coffee. Or wash dishes. Or hold signs that attempt escape.”
Mrs. Penrose made a small approving sound.
“You follow instructions?”
Her chin lifted slightly. “When they’re reasonable.”
Not the safest answer.
Honest.
The wind shoved at the door again. I stepped back on instinct, bracing it open wider instead of shutting it.
Warmth spilled out properly this time, wrapping around us.
I met Mrs. Penrose’s gaze.
She didn’t push.
She didn’t need to.
If I refused, the girl would knock on every guesthouse door in town with twelve pounds and optimism. By morning the story would spread—about the stranded tourist and the café owner who’d turned her away in a storm.
Community had a long memory.
So did I.
I exhaled, slow and measured.
“One week. You work off the cost of the sign. Room upstairs. No posting about the café. No photos of customers. You stay out of the way and do what you’re told.”
Her breath caught. “One week?”
“One.”
She nodded quickly, relief breaking through before she could hide it. “Deal.”
Mrs. Penrose stepped aside, satisfied.
I moved back from the doorway and gestured her in.
The storm howled at her back as she crossed the threshold.
And just like that, I’d let the disruption in.






  
  Work for Bed

Mara


The first thing I noticed when I stepped inside was the warmth. 
Not just temperature. Atmosphere.
The storm slammed itself against the windows behind me, but in here the air smelled like cinnamon and espresso and something buttery that reminded my stomach it hadn’t been consulted about lunch. Lamplight pooled across polished wood floors. A chalkboard menu stretched along the back wall in looping white script—confident, steady, nothing like the smudged casualty I’d been carrying.
I stood just inside the doorway, dripping onto the mat like a cautionary tale.
Mrs. Penrose took the sign from me with gentle authority. “We’ll see what can be salvaged,” she murmured, inspecting the split hinge as if it were a patient with survivable injuries.
I glanced over my shoulder.
The storm blurred the street into a wash of grey. My suitcase sat just beyond the threshold, one wheel cocked at an angle that suggested betrayal.
Temporary, the man had thought when he looked at me.
He wasn’t wrong.
“I’ll wipe that up,” I said quickly, spotting the small puddle forming at my feet. I crouched and grabbed a stack of napkins from the counter before anyone could object.
“You don’t work here yet,” he said from somewhere behind me.
Yet.
The word lodged itself somewhere inconveniently hopeful.
I straightened, napkins in hand, and faced him properly under the steady café lights.
Up close, without the distortion of rain, he looked even more controlled. Dark sweater. Sleeves pushed back just enough to reveal strong forearms dusted with flour. Not decorative strength. Practical.
He watched me like I was an unfamiliar appliance he hadn’t decided to plug in.
“Where do you want me?” I asked.
Mrs. Penrose made a small approving sound.
He didn’t smile.
“Start by not breaking anything else.”
Fair.
I set my suitcase just inside the door—carefully this time—and tried to ignore the way my heart still beat too fast. Not from the near-van incident.
From something else.
This wasn’t the plan.
But then again, neither had London been.
The café felt solid. Rooted. As if it had decided to exist regardless of weather or tourists or me.
And for the first time all day, I didn’t feel like I was about to be blown sideways.
I felt… still.
Which was almost more frightening.

      ***Mrs. Penrose tilted her head toward a narrow hallway behind the counter. “Come along. Let’s get you out of those damp clothes before you dissolve entirely.”
I hesitated, glancing at him.
He’d already turned away, lifting the tray of mugs as if the interruption had been catalogued and filed. Efficient. Unmoved.
Temporary disruption contained.
I followed Mrs. Penrose past the counter and through the hallway, the café noise softening behind us. The air shifted as we climbed the narrow staircase—less cinnamon, more lavender and something old and clean.
The upstairs landing opened into a small sitting area with mismatched armchairs and a window overlooking the sea. Even through rain-streaked glass, the water was visible—dark and restless.
“It’s not grand,” Mrs. Penrose said, pushing open a door at the end of the hall. “But it’s dry. And the mattress is honest.”
Honest felt like a luxury.
The room was simple. Sloped ceiling. A quilt folded neatly at the end of a narrow bed. A small desk beneath the window. A wardrobe that had likely witnessed decades of other temporary lives.
I set my suitcase beside the bed and stood there, hands still resting on the handle.
This was real.
No booking confirmation. No affiliate link. No tidy caption about “unexpected coastal charm.”
Just me. In a borrowed room. In a town I hadn’t meant to visit.
Mrs. Penrose watched quietly, as if she knew better than to crowd the silence.
“Every guest who’s ever stayed here has arrived thinking it’s temporary,” she said at last. “Some of them leave differently.”
I swallowed.
“I didn’t plan this.”
“Very few worthwhile things are.”
A practical kindness settled in her expression. “You’ll work for your keep. Finn is strict, but he’s fair. And he won’t let you starve, no matter what he says.”
My stomach chose that moment to growl loudly enough to echo against the sloped ceiling.
Mrs. Penrose’s mouth twitched.
“I’ll send up a sandwich. Then you can come down and he’ll explain your duties.”
Duties.
The word felt grounding.
When she left, closing the door gently behind her, the room fell quiet except for the storm pressing at the window.
I sank onto the edge of the bed.
No signal.
No plan.
No easy exit.
Every B&B in town would be full for the festival. I’d heard her say it. Even if I wanted to run, there was nowhere to go.
The truth settled slowly, like the tide creeping higher.
I wasn’t just stranded by weather.
I was stranded by circumstance.
And for once, there was no bright caption to hide behind.

      ***The sandwich arrived exactly four minutes later.
Not that I was counting.
A soft knock. A plate appearing in my hands like a small domestic miracle—thick bread, sharp cheddar, something green and crisp tucked inside. Real food. Not train-station crisps and optimism.
I changed into the driest things I owned—an oversized jumper and black jeans that had seen better airports—and ate perched on the edge of the bed, watching rain stripe the window.
Then I squared my shoulders and went back downstairs.
The café was busier now. Hikers dripping onto chairs. An elderly woman stirring tea with solemn concentration. The espresso machine hissed like it had opinions.
Finn stood behind the counter, movements precise and economical. Milk steamed. Cups slid into place. Change counted without hesitation.
He didn’t look up when I approached.
“I’m ready.”
He set down the milk jug and met my eyes.
“You start with dishes. No phones

      ***
      ***
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