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      White puffy clouds drifted slowly across the blue sky.

      The morning air was clean, not yet heavy with the moist heat that lasted from mid-morning to late afternoon. The heat in north Louisiana was almost intolerable. But right now the air was scented with the clean smell of honeysuckle and the blades of grass were coated with dew.

      There was a low hum coming from the workers in the cotton fields. It was soothing and normal.

      Something Gabriella McConnell would miss.

      Unlike the heat.

      Gabriella walked slowly toward the gazebo behind the big two-story house. Her family called it a farmhouse, but she knew that it wasn’t a normal farmhouse. It was bigger than any of their neighbor’s houses. It had enough bedrooms for everyone in her family to have their own room.

      Of course now, they were left with two empty bedrooms since the boys had been moved out into a garçonnière years ago.

      Her huge family. One sister, Becca, and two brothers. The boys were the oldest and her sister the youngest.

      Becca had come along almost as an afterthought. Five years younger than Gabriella.

      Gabriella’s father had given Gabriella until this year to find a husband.

      Then she would marry the man of her father’s choosing.

      Her father had poor taste in men.

      But Gabriella couldn’t put her father off much longer.

      Fortunately, it seemed she wouldn’t have to.

      She was early for her rendezvous.

      Rendezvous.

      The word made her smile.

      It was a fitting description really.

      Her brother Mitchell had come home from the academy for the summer and brought his best friend with him.

      Joshua.

      Joshua had no family of his own to speak of, so the McConnell family had taken him in.

      Gabriella remembered the first time she’d seen Joshua.

      She’d been standing at the top of the stairs. She was wearing a new burgundy dress in honor of her brother’s return from academy.

      She saw her brother first. Good heavens, he’d changed in two years. He was tall and lean, wearing his uniform well. A handsome man if she did have to say so herself.

      As the grandfather clock in the foyer began tolling the hour, her brother stepped aside and another man, also wearing a uniform, stepped forward, sweeping the hat from his head.

      That was the first time she’d seen Joshua and her heart had known immediately.

      Gabriella was early for her rendezvous, but Joshua was already there. He leaned against one of the gazebo posts, his hands clasped in front, standing with legs wide in a soldierly stance.

      Gabriella’s heartbeat increased to a dangerous rate.

      He wasn’t wearing his uniform, so he looked different.

      More like a man from the city. She’d almost forgotten that he was from New Orleans. But right now, he looked every bit the part.

      She was hooked. Hook, line, and sinker.

      He grinned at her with that look that made her feel like the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen.

      She grinned back and went into his arms.

      His strong arms went around her and she wrapped her arms around his waist.

      He hugged her like he would never let her go, swaying with her ever so slightly to music that only he could hear.

      Then he shifted and she tilted her head up to his.

      He smiled, then pressed his lips to the corner of her mouth.

      Gabriella sighed and leaned into him.

      He kissed her lower lip, sucking gently.

      Every nerve in her body was on fire.

      Joshua reached down, put an arm beneath her knees, and picked her up.

      Gabriella gasped, but his lips stayed on hers.

      Taking a few steps, he sat on the bench inside the gazebo and settled her on his lap.

      “I missed you,” he said, nuzzling her ear now.

      His breath was warm against her skin and set her nerves on fire.

      “It’s only been a few hours since you saw me,” she said softly.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and wove her fingers through his collar length hair.

      She couldn’t get close enough to him.

      In the two weeks since that day they’d met, they’d grown closer and closer every day.

      “It’s been an eternity,” he said.

      Fortunately, it was not only early in the morning, but the gazebo was covered by ivy.

      There was no one else around and no one could see them.

      His lips against hers, Joshua moved a hand to her ankle, touching the skin just above her boot.

      His lips teasing hers, he ever so slowly slid his hand up her calf. Slowly along the back of her knee. Then his fingertips trailed up the inside of her thigh.

      Gabriella shivered and held onto his shoulders.

      He knew just what to do. How to do it.

      After her world shattered into a thousand pieces and she regained her vision, she lay limp in his arms.

      He caressed her cheek, running his thumb lightly over her bottom lip before he kissed her again.

      “Will you wait for me?” he murmured against her ear.

      “What do you mean?” she asked, trying to focus.

      He removed his hand and straightened her skirts.

      “I’ll be leaving in the morning to join the army.”

      She shifted back and put a hand to her forehead.

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “You have another four weeks.”

      Her brother had already signed up and was planning to leave in a month. She just assumed that Joshua would be going with him. To join the same regiment.

      The two of them seemed so tight.

      He tucked a strand of hair behind an ear.

      “We won’t be going in the same direction,” he said.

      “Oh.” Gabriella’s spirits fell. Somehow as long as Mitchell and Joshua were together, she felt tied to him.

      But if he was joining a different regiment, he could forget about her.

      “I’ll be back,” he said, wrapping his arms around her waist. “But there’s something I have to tell you.”
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      Gabriella sat next to Joshua. Both of her hands in his.

      She looked up into his clear blue eyes. Such beautiful blue eyes.

      When their gazes met, she couldn’t pull away. Couldn’t break the connection.

      Not even if she wanted to. Which she didn’t.

      However, at the moment, there was something troubling about the way he was looking at her.

      And he was leaving in the morning.

      In the morning.

      That was too soon.

      She didn’t want to be separated from him for even a moment, much less for the weeks it would take for this war to end.

      “Gabriella,” he said. “I’ll come back for you.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think my father will let me wait much longer.”

      “I know,” he said, kissing the back of her hands. “That worries me, too. I’ll speak to your father.”

      She was already shaking her head.

      “He doesn’t know about us,” she said, feeling an inexplicable sense of panic.

      Her father already knew who he wanted her to marry. He had a couple of suitable men picked out.

      His idea of a suitable man was an older man. One was in his thirties and the other was a man in his mid-thirties. A man who lived in Memphis.

      That was Gabriella’s worst nightmare. Marrying an old man and having to leave her family.

      If her father knew about Joshua, he would stop them from seeing each other.

      Gabriella knew this in her bones. To her father, Joshua was a young, unsuitable man.

      He brought no wealth or status to the table.

      When, in fact, her father knew nothing about Joshua.

      Gabriella knew that Joshua was from New Orleans. That he was friends with her brother.

      And even more importantly, she knew how he made her feel.

      But her father wouldn’t understand that.

      He’d oppose it.

      Her father had very specific ideas as far as who his daughters would marry.

      Fortunately her sister, Becca, was too young have their father’s attention just yet.

      But as soon as Gabriella was married, he’d no doubt turn to marrying Becca off.

      “Gabriella,” Joshua said. “Your father doesn’t have to approve.”

      Gabriella felt a surge of something… panic… relief… hope.

      He was right, of course.

      But…

      “After the war’s over,” Joshua said. “you can come with me.”

      He was looking at her that way again and kissing the back of her hands. It was that look that sent her thoughts scattering.

      “To New Orleans?” she asked.

      Perhaps moving away from home wouldn’t be so bad, after all.

      “We can,” he said. “Or we can stay here.”

      Joshua looked around. “Actually I like it up here. It’s so much more peaceful than the New Orleans area.”

      “We’d have to convince my father,” she said.

      “I can,” Joshua said.

      Gabriella admired his confidence even though she wasn’t sure she believed him.

      “What did you want to talk to me about?” she asked.
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      The sun was coming up, drying the dew from the blades of grass.

      It would be hot soon.

      The heat would hit suddenly. It always did. Almost like stepping next to a hot fire on a cold day.

      Joshua was holding her hands so tightly.

      But she felt a sense of trepidation at his words.

      “What is it you want to tell me then?” she said, trying to keep her tone light.

      He took a deep breath.

      “The reason I’m leaving tomorrow is because I can’t fight with Mitchell.”

      “I see,” she said. Then shook her head. She didn’t see. “Why not?”

      “I can’t raise arms against my country.”

      She forced a smile. “But the south is your country,” she said. “our country.”

      Joshua shook his head.

      “Not like that. I’m an American.”

      Gabriella was holding her breath.

      “What are you going to do?” Her voice was soft, almost inaudible.

      “I’ve joined the Union army.”

      “You can’t,” she said. “You’re southern.”

      “I know this comes as a shock,” he said. “I promise I thought about it a lot. More than you can know.”

      Tears were stinging her eyes.

      This was almost more than she could bear.

      “But try not to worry,” he said. “The war won’t last long. They’ll come to their senses and stop this nonsense.”

      Gabriella smiled. “Yes,” she said. “It is nonsense.”

      He pulled her into a hug. “It’ll be over in no time and we’ll be married.”

      Gabriella didn’t answer.

      Even if she could get past this, her family never would.

      Especially her father.

      She needed to think about this.

      He shifted and pressed his lips against her.

      She’d think about it later.
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      Gabriella didn’t see Joshua again until the next morning.

      Her brother, Mitchell, occupied all his time. Apparently, Mitchell knew that Joshua was about to leave.

      And since no one knew that Mitchell and Gabriella had an interest in each other, no one bothered to give him any space to see her.

      Gabriella moped in her room.

      Her thoughts went around in circles.

      She wanted to be with Joshua.

      He hadn’t proposed—he had to speak to her father first—but he was talking about marrying her.

      He was also talking about leaving to fight for the Union army.

      She was still in a bit of shock that a southern man like Joshua would turn against the Confederacy—his own homeland—and bear arms against his brothers.

      Against his best friend. Gabriella’s brother.

      As much as she was in love with Joshua, that was the thought that got her tangled up the most.

      Joshua was going to fight against her brother Mitchell.

      She couldn’t stop picturing the two of them standing on the battlefield, holding a gun against each other.

      How could she reconcile her feelings for the two of them when they were going to fighting against each other.

      And Joshua was the one at fault.

      He was the one who was choosing to fight against his homeland. The Confederacy.

      It was just unthinkable.

      She couldn’t get past it.

      So the next morning, instead of seeing Joshua off, she laid in her bed, buried her head beneath the blankets, and cried until she could cry no more.

      She couldn’t bear the thought of loving a man who would take the risk of killing her brother.

      She didn’t have it in her.
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        One month later

      

      

      Gabriella stood at the top of the stairs in her father’s home.

      Today was her wedding day.

      Today she would become Mrs. Marcus Davenport.

      The wife of a prominent Memphis business man.

      Tomorrow she would leave her family and travel to Memphis.

      When Joshua left, he’d taken her spirit with him.

      She hadn’t had the strength to fight her father any longer.

      When he’d arranged her marriage with Marcus, she’d merely been swept along in the tide.

      It was odd, though, to think that she’d soon be married to a man she’d never even had a conversation with.

      She stood at the top of the stairs. Listened to the happy music drifting up from downstairs.

      She wore a lovely gown that had been specially made for today’s occasion.

      It was a silvery gray gown—in honor of the Confederacy—with full skirts and lots of silky layers.

      It was beautiful, but Gabriella had very little interest in it.

      It almost made her sick to even look at herself in the mirror.

      Her sister didn’t understand. Didn’t even try to understand, truth be told.

      Becca was upset and would barely even speak to Gabriella. Her sister couldn’t get past Gabriella’s leaving her.

      It just made things worse.

      Gabriella might have been much better off if she’d had her sister to talk to about everything that was going on.

      But instead, she was alienated.

      As she walked down and stepped onto the landing, she looked out the window. The gazebo was below.

      The gazebo where she’d last been with Joshua.

      The memory brought a flush to her cheeks.

      She couldn’t stop thinking about him.

      But he’d made his choice.

      He’d made his choice and he’d left her here.

      She lifted her chin and continued down the stairs. She hid her face beneath a gauzy veil. A veil that hid the tears that threatened to fall from her eyes.

      Her father was there, waiting for her at the bottom of the stairs.

      There were red roses all around the room, filling the room with a fresh scent that was nearly overwhelming in the summer heat.

      She couldn’t even look at her father.

      Neither one of them spoke. They didn’t have to.

      Along with her teary eyes, the veil hid her trembling chin.

      They walked into the parlor where Marcus waited.

      He was, surprisingly, a tall, lean man wearing a gray officer’s uniform.

      Her father led her past her sister, her brothers, and her mother. Her mother smiled proudly, but her sister kept her gaze down. Becca wouldn’t even look at her.

      It broke Gabriella’s heart.

      Then she saw Marcus standing near the fireplace, his hands behind his back.

      He was more handsome than she was prepared for. She’d met him once, but it had been over a year ago and when she’d been introduced, she hadn’t paid him any mind.

      She’d merely seen him as one of her father’s friends.

      Not a man of any concern of hers.

      Now she was standing next to him about to become his wife.

      And all she could think about was Joshua.

      She shouldn’t have let him leave without her.

      The sense of panic was almost overwhelming. So overwhelming that it was all she could do not to turn and run out of the room.

      But Gabriella was a southern lady. Born and bred to do the right thing.

      She would not be one to create a scandal. Not even if it meant she’d spend the rest of her life being miserable.

      In love with one man, but married to another.

      Marcus turned and smiled at her.

      She saw kindness in that smile.

      Perhaps he would be a kind man.

      Kindness and understanding were more than she could have hoped for.

      Marcus took her hand and held it lightly in his.

      So different from the way Joshua had held her hand so tightly. Like he’d never let her go.

      But he had let her go.

      He’d walked right out of her life.

      And chosen his misguided convictions over her.

      She lifted her chin, blinked back her tears.

      She was at a crossroads.

      And it was time for her to reconcile her choices.

      She had a man here, perhaps a kind mind, who would care for her.

      Stay with her even.

      Sure, he’d fight.

      But at least he was on the right side of the war.

      She would make the best of it.

      She decided right then and there that she’d spend no more time pining after a man who’d chosen to leave her.

      Instead, she’d put everything she had into learning to love this man.

      And by the time she spoke the words to love, honor, and obey him, she believed them.

      Marcus lifted the veil and kissed her on the cheek.

      She gave him a little smile.

      “I’ll take of you, little one,” he said.

      And Gabriella believed him.

      They turned and faced her family together.

      Husband and wife.

      She was married to an officer in the Confederate army. She’d done what was expected of her. Her duty to her country.

      She tucked her love for Joshua deeply into her heart.

      In a place where it could live undisturbed. A place where she could protect it and cherish it.

      But at the same time, it would be deep enough that she could go on. Enough that she could live her life to the fullest.

      And Gabriella suddenly understood what so many poets and writers knew.

      It was better to have loved and lost than to never have loved at all.

      And now that she’d love with her whole heart, she could love again.

      She could love this man who’d been chosen for her.
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      Ashley Wyatt leaned forward and coasted toward the last stretch of the trail before the final push to the parking lot.

      A golden retriever chasing a frisbee dashed fearlessly in front of her. A young lady on roller skates, with impressive speed, passed by her on the left. Children on a merry-go-round and a little slide, laughed and squealed as their parents watched.

      Ashely tightened her grip on the handlebars of her off-road bicycle. The bicycle had been a high school graduation gift from her father. It was the last thing he’d given her before he left for Afghanistan. They’d sent him home on a plane in a coffin draped with a flag.

      She distracted herself from her own thoughts by watching a mother duck leading her four ducklings along the pond. She slowed down and watched the mother duck jump into the water, then turn, flapping her wings and quacking, as the ducklings jumped, one by one, into the water behind her.

      She rounded a curve where someone was grilling hamburgers. Being a vegetarian didn’t stop Ashley’s mouth from watering.

      The weather was perfect. It wasn’t hot and it wasn’t cold. White puffy clouds decorated the sky and the noon sunlight lit everything with a life-affirming brightness. It was just flat perfect.

      Spring was Ashley’s favorite time of the year. Her eyes misted with unshed tears at the knowledge that this was her last Spring in Birmingham.

      It didn’t matter how many times she reminded herself that it had been her choice to leave Alabama. She was the one who had applied to Boston University. And with her APA internship in clinical psychology, she was the envy of most students in her class.

      Even her professors seemed to be impressed. Not every student from the University of Alabama got an APA internship, especially not in such a competitive counseling center as Boston University. She was actually the first intern in their program to get a match in Boston.

      At the edge of the parking lot, Ashley slid off her bicycle and pushed it the rest of the way to her SUV. Loading the bicycle was a bit difficult since it weighed about as much as she did, but she had figured out a system that worked.

      As she drove away from the park where she’d spent hours and hours over the last three years of graduate school, she felt sad that this was very likely the last time she’d visit this park.

      But she couldn’t squash the foreboding feeling that left her with a lump in her throat.
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      “All flights are cancelled.” Ashley’s roommate, Charlie, speared an olive with a toothpick and turned back to the Weather Channel.

      “What?” Ashley stuffed her passport into her purse and turned her attention to the little television in their kitchen. “No.” She backed onto the nearest dining room chair.

      She was going to miss the little cottage she shared with Charlie, a first year graduate student. Fortunately, they shared a similar decorating style. Books. Books everywhere.

      Ashley had a nightstand she’d built out of monthly psychology journals. If it got much higher, though, it would be a pillar and not a table.

      Ashley was leaving all her books and journals behind with Charlie. After months of deliberation, she’d decided to travel light.

      She was taking two suitcases and her MacBook. And about ten flash drives. She had all the various stages of her dissertation, not only on her computer, but also backed up on the cloud, and flash drives everywhere.

      The one story she’d heard about a malfunctioning flash drive was one story too many.

      Right now, though, she had a more immediate problem. She’d put off getting to Boston just a little too long. Most students started their internships in the Fall, but Ashley had chosen to add on a summer program offered to help students finish up their dissertations before tackling the arduous year of internship.

      The first class was in two days. She’d given herself just enough time to travel there and get the keys to the little studio apartment she’d rented online.

      But now her flight was cancelled. Her thoughts raced in a hundred different directions.

      She couldn’t drive. She’d sold her SUV in a last minute deal to one of the incoming graduate students. Besides, it was too far. There was no way she could get there in two days even if she still had her vehicle.

      A bus would take too long, too.

      It wasn’t possible. “I can’t get there.” She’d have to call and tell them she couldn’t make it. So much for making a good first impression.

      Charlie sat down next to her. “Sure you can.”

      For a split second, Ashley thought Charlie was going to offer to drive her. But, no, there wasn’t time. “How? It’s too far to drive.”

      “Take the train.” Charlie slid her iPad across the table, opened it, and tapped the screen. “You can be there in four and a half hours.”

      “Seriously? A train?” Ashley bit her fingernail.

      “Amtrak. We used to visit my grandmother every summer by train. It’s nice.”

      Ashley came from a family that spent summer vacations crammed into a car driving for hours. Then as a college student, she’d discovered flying. Since she’d been raised outside of Dallas and her mother still lived there, she flew regularly.

      But a train? A train wouldn’t be delayed by weather.

      “You can buy a ticket and leave just after lunch. Be there for dinner.” Charlie turned the iPad around for Ashley to see.

      “There’s a station in Birmingham?”

      “Fifteen minutes from here.”

      A train. And it was so much cheaper than flying. “Who knew?”

      Charlie took back her iPad. “There’s no direct route from here to Dallas. You wouldn’t have reason to know.”

      Ashley smiled. Charlie’s no-nonsense attitude was enviable. She was going to make a great psychologist.

      “I’m guess I’m going by train.”

      “Why not?” Charlie grinned. “It’ll be an adventure.”
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      Ashley swiped her credit card and waited for her ticket. She seemed to be the only person who wasn’t familiar with the system.

      While Ashley’s heart was beating a hundred to nothing, everyone else waiting for the train was sitting around calmly reading or talking to others. Charlie had dropped her off and headed back home. She still had a final exam to study for.

      Taking the ticket after the clerk slid it through the window, Ashley took a deep breath. She could do this.

      She found an empty spot on one of the wooden benches and sat down. The thunderstorm rumbled outside as predicted. Though it was early afternoon, it looked like nighttime outside.

      The man next to her ate a hamburger. Normally it didn’t bother her when other people ate beef, but with her anxiety about this trip, the smell made her nauseated.

      I’m being silly. She told herself there was nothing to worry about. It was just a train. At least she didn’t have to worry about being in the air. Flying wasn’t exactly her favorite thing anyway.

      She took out her phone and checked her email. Nothing new.

      She sent a quick text to her mother. Will call when I get there. Love you.

      A few minutes later, the announcement to board had everyone up rushing to get in line. She stood up and waited. With assigned seats, there was no rush to get aboard.

      The line moved surprisingly quickly though and soon she was headed down the aisle to her seat.

      She checked her ticket again. She was in seat 2B.

      There were two seats on each side of the aisle and she had her side to herself. The seats were actually more comfortable than those on airplanes. They were bigger, further apart, and plush. She had plenty of room to stretch out her legs. This wasn’t going to be so bad.

      She put her computer bag on the seat next to her and settled in. She kept her purse strapped over her shoulders and tucked it beside her. The overhead vent shot cold air onto her head. She checked, but didn’t see any way to adjust it.

      She was thankful she’d worn a blue jean jacket. She had on a comfortable solid blue dress with a full skirt that fell to her mid-calves and black ankle boots.

      As the train left the station, she relaxed. It was a lot like riding in a really fast car. She stared at the countryside awhile as it clipped past.

      Her eyelids grew heavy and she closed her eyes. Just for a few minutes.

      This was going to be an adventure. Her professor’s words came back to her. You don’t have to like it. You just have to do it.

      She’d only be in Boston for fifteen months. While she was there, she would start applying for jobs. She could apply in Alabama and Dallas even though the odds of finding a teaching position at a university in those areas was going to be next to impossible.

      She didn’t have a husband or even a boyfriend to worry about. She was free to move around the country as needed.

      She could end up anywhere.

      An adventure.
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      Ashley woke disoriented.

      She never fell asleep on an airplane. But she quickly remembered that she was on a train. The seat beneath her was a hard wooden bench.

      She thought she’d been sitting on a plush cloth seat.

      She reached for her computer bag on the seat beside her.

      But instead of her leather computer bag, her hand touched… a person.

      She jerked her hand back and slowly turned to see who was sitting next to her.

      A man, perhaps three or four years older than she was, looked up from a newspaper he had stretched out in front of his face, and frowned at her.

      “Oh.” She clutched her hands to her chest. “I’m so sorry.”

      He shook his head. “It quite alright. I just didn’t see you sit down.”

      He was clean-shaven with sleek dark hair and kissable lips. He actually looked a lot like Jesse Metcalfe. She shook her head. Too many late-night Hallmark movies. She blamed Charlie for that.

      He was smiling now, but it was his eyes that really caught her attention. He was close enough that she could see little sparks of pale green shooting out from his deep blue smiling eyes.

      Her mind went blank and she felt a tingle against her cheek. Nothing more than the sensation of a fingertip sweeping across her skin.

      She dragged her eyes away from his and looked past him at the countryside. It was moving a lot slower now than it had been before she’d fallen asleep.

      “Where are we?” she asked, her gaze darting back to his.

      “Somewhere in Tennessee, I’d suspect.”

      “We’re not moving very fast.”

      He chuckled. “Funny.” He folded his newspaper and set it down on the seat on the other side of him.

      She saw then that he was dressed in a soldier’s uniform. It looked a lot like a Civil War Confederate uniform. Her dad had been a history buff and had dragged her and her mother to American history museums whenever he had gotten a chance. She and her mother hadn’t been all that interested, but they indulged him like he indulged them when they went to the mall.

      Maybe he was a reenactor. “Where are you headed?” she asked trying to remember which battlefields were in this area.

      “Somewhere north to join General Lee’s army.”

      “Of course,” she murmured.

      A conversation across the aisle caught her attention.

      “The Yanks don’t stand a chance against Stonewall Jackson.”

      “Not one bit. General Lee and Stonewall Jackson make a formidable enemy.”

      “A formidable enemy,” Ashley murmured to herself. The men across the aisle also wore the same type of vintage uniform. She craned her neck to see behind her, but the benches were too tall.

      She stood up and looked over the passengers in the train car behind her.

      They were Confederate soldiers, one and all.

      Gray uniforms. Gray caps. Weapons at their side.

      She was the only female in this sea of soldiers.
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