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      I’d lost everything after my parents passed away, but Hades was there, pen in hand, for me to sign my life away to him.

      I could have refused, but then I’d be without a home. Without a support system, I’d be penniless.

      So I said yes.

      Hades was my guardian. I was his ward.

      He was cruel. I was too innocent.

      And the longer I was in his care, and the more I saw how cruel and cold he could be, the more… I wanted him.

      It was wrong—forbidden—to be together, but the deeper I let Hades pull me into his underworld, the more I wanted him to corrupt me.
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      “Hiding yourself from me only makes me harder.”

      I shifted and spread my legs slightly, letting her see the hard length of my cock punching against my slacks.

      “You’re so innocent, not wanting Daddy to see those perfect little breasts. Now, sweetheart, here’s what’s going to happen.” I took another long drink and watched her over the rim. “I’m going to speak. You’re going to listen.”

      Her cheeks turned pink from her anger, but she kept that pretty mouth shut.

      “You’re going to do every single thing I say without sass, without backtalk.” Her eyes widened and her mouth parted. “And I’m going to watch you obey.”

      “E-Excuse me?” A look of shock was rooted on her face.

      The flash of defiance in her eyes had my cock throbbing in response.

      She was strong, but I was stronger. And we both knew this was what she wanted and needed.

      But I welcomed the fight she’d give me. It turned me on more.

      “And you are going to be a good girl and give me this because deep down, you want to please me. Understand?”

      She opened her mouth and closed it repeatedly. My girl was at a loss for words.

      Corrupting her is going to feel so fucking good. I just wish Zachariah was here to see it.

      But as that thought slammed into my head, it was quickly whisked away. Things were shifting, changing, completely rearranging inside of me so profoundly I didn’t feel like myself when I was around her.

      I’d wanted to use her, ruin her for anyone else. I wanted her to cling to me, like I was the air in her lungs and the blood in her veins. All I’d been able to think about was leaving her cold, broken-hearted, and penniless. And I hadn’t planned on looking back.

      But now… now none of that made sense.

      “Go on, Bunny,” I cooed. “Show Daddy how perfect you are.” Her cheeks turned pink from embarrassment.

      I smoothed my fingers back and forth over the leather armrest. I was excited, so fucking eager to see how far I could push her.

      “I-I’ve never been naked in front of anyone before,” Persephone whispered in a frightened voice.

      “Oh, darling,” I said with a grin, my arousal because of her fear of the unknown heightening. “That changes here and now. Show Daddy what’s his.”

      After I told Persephone to stay and strip, a long minute of silence passed. The only sound filling the room was of the fire licking over the logs in the hearth. 

      I leaned back in the chair. I’d been waiting for this moment. The very fucking thought of her at my mercy, of doing what I said without hesitation, had me beating off morning and night. Fuck, even that wasn’t enough to sate my need for her.

      I was constantly hard, my cock at half-mast until I was in private. And then the fucker got rock hard, knowing it was time to ease some of the pressure as I fantasized about Persephone and what I was about to make her do.

      She stood and stared at me, her eyes wide, the long fall of her dark hair cascading over her shoulders. She was afraid. It was like an aphrodisiac to me. The ends of her hair were still damp from her shower, soft waves framing her face.

      And she was breathing hard, the tight beads of her nipples stabbing through the threadbare sweater she wore.

      I was already hard, harder than I ever remembered being in my fucking life.

      Maybe she needed little inspiration, a little nudge? 

      Without saying a word, I rose and walked over to my desk, pulled open the large drawer at the bottom, and removed the gift I’d gotten her that day we’d gone shopping.

      Or maybe it’s my gift. I was, after all, the one who’d get the most enjoyment out of it.

      When I was back in my chair, relaxed, content to just watch her, I held out the brown box with the white script scrawled along the top.

      She eyed it for a second, her shapely brows pulling down in confusion before she hesitantly took it. And when she saw the brand scrawled on the top, her brows lifted to her hairline.

      “What are these?”

      I slowly smiled and let her wait before I responded, letting her wonder what I’d say.

      “You need someone to rein you in, Bunny. You need me to be in control so you don’t have to think. You only have to feel.”
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      I hated it here, the fakeness all these people exuded as they wore their expensive outfits, their necks and wrists dripping with gold and diamonds. 

      I didn’t know why my parents associated with them. I hated the way they looked at me, as if I were a nuisance, as if they couldn’t believe Mother and Father would allow a mere child to attend such a lavish gathering. 

      God, I wished I didn’t have to come. 

      I’d much prefer to stay in my bedroom and read rather than force a smile until my cheeks hurt and my jaw ached. 

      But it was my grandfather’s birthday, something that was celebrated yearly, like some kind of national treasure. 

      Michael Cronus was the well-known CEO of Cronus Enterprises. I’d heard about their company so much growing up that I could have recited the company slogan in my sleep. A consumer loan market company that they’d streamlined and incorporated into an online presence. They were so well known, so established all over the globe, that they helped approve loans faster than banks. And because of their success, Cronus Enterprises was a multibillion-dollar powerhouse.

      I spied my grandfather standing by the fireplace. He brought his crystal-cut glass to his mouth as others spoke around him. When he lifted his head and his gaze locked on mine, I felt nothing but detachment. He had a heart as hard and cold as a slab of granite.

      And I was pretty sure he didn’t have an ounce of love for me.

      I heard high-pitched laughter surround me as I weaved my way through the party and made my way out onto the balcony. I shut the door behind me softly and walked over toward the stone banister that overlooked the grounds.

      I leaned against the railing just as the wind picked up, ruffling the carefully styled ringlets my mother had curled for me earlier in the day. I heard another round of laughter and looked over my shoulder. 

      The large windows allowed me to see into the ballroom. With marble flooring and dark oak accents, a grand fireplace that always seemed to be lit, and the crystal chandelier that hung from the center of the arched ceiling, it was possibly the most beautiful room in our home. 

      But that was where the beautiful aesthetics of it ended. Because, although it was gorgeous with no expense spared, when you stepped inside, you felt nothing but a cold rigidness suffocating you.

      I had to imagine this was what happened when you had so much wealth you never had to worry about money. The rich bought items without a care or much thought. They weren’t loved or cherished. These things were purchased to sit on a pedestal for others to look at and admire, to bask in a momentary bout of pleasure.

      Even at eleven years old, I knew money didn’t bring you happiness. It didn’t buy you friends or love. It gave you loneliness. And I could see that in all the guests’ eyes.

      I spotted my mother and father in the far corner of the room, my mother perfectly dressed with her hair coiled up in a chignon, the pearl necklace I’d given her for Mother’s Day two years ago draped around her neck. 

      My father stood beside her in his custom tailored Armani suit, his arm wrapped around her waist as he kept her snugly against his side.

      They loved each other. It was genuine. I could see it in the way they looked at each other. Which was why I could never understand why my parents insisted on throwing these gatherings, why they didn’t tell all these people to kick rocks.

      “Money buys ties, allegiances. It gives you security. Remember that, Persephone. Remember that as long as you have money, you have power. And if you have power, you control the world.”

      I’d felt weird hearing my father say that, had seen something flash in his eyes that had seemed foreign, as if a stranger was speaking to me. 

      He told me that phrase constantly, like he wanted to instill that in me, to let me know that although money wasn’t everything… it was.

      I faced forward again, looking at the fairy lights twisting around white pillars that the landscaping staff had just hung that morning. The gardens had been trimmed, not a weed in sight, and the lawn was cut perfectly with thick greenery all around.

      “Bunch of pompous assholes.”

      The deep voice that came from behind startled me, and I jumped, turning around. But I saw nothing but shadows.

      “I can’t stand these fucking parties.”

      I didn’t have to see who spoke to know who it was. “Then why come?” I let my gaze scan the patio before I made out a cloud of smoke rising from the corner. My eyes adjusted, and I finally saw the large shape of a man sitting down.

      My—adopted into the family—uncle. Hades Cronus. He would have been called the black sheep of the family if I hadn’t heard them use more colorful words to describe him.

      Hades leaned forward and braced his forearms on his thighs, bringing his cigar to his mouth as he took a drag from it. “Maybe I’m more of a masochist than a sadist.” He blew out the smoke, still staring at me. “Being around all of them makes me feel like I’m suffocating.” I saw a flash of white as he smiled after he spoke. “Only positive note is they’re all afraid of me.” He stayed quiet. “And I enjoy smelling the fear coming from them.”

      I didn’t respond because, just like the guests inside, I too was afraid of Hades. He just gave off predator vibes, like a massive beast stalking the wild for his next kill.

      The few interactions I’d had with him had been so cold, and he was more like a stranger to me than my uncle. 

      I knew he and my father disliked each other, and knew my grandfather treated Hades as if he weren’t his adopted son… as if he were a stranger he loathed.

      But the three of them worked together, or had until my grandfather had a stroke and was no longer involved in the business side of things. I’d heard my father and mother discussing it and his care, and how they’d much rather have “professionals” handle things.

      I had a feeling they just didn’t want to deal with it.

      So for a while now, it had only been Hades and my father keeping their empire a powerhouse in the industry. They worked together, but only because they had to. They tolerated one another.

      I’d asked my father once why he didn’t like Hades. Why he acted like it was painful to be in the same room with him. But all I got was a placating smile and my father telling me I was too young for such topics.

      I faced forward again and stared at the gardens, but was acutely aware of Hades’ presence. It was like this dark stain that spilled across the table, an inkblot that you could never get out. 

      And when I heard the slight scraping of the iron chair across the stone patio indicating he’d risen, I felt myself tense.

      He’d never been mean to me, never spoke a cruel word in my direction. He’d never been… anything toward me but aloof. In fact, I was pretty sure this was the most he’d ever said to me. 

      I sensed him walk closer to stand right beside me, but he kept several feet between us. 

      Neither one of us said a word as we glanced out over the grounds.

      I was about to turn and head back inside, knowing that being around those strangers would be a lot less uncomfortable than standing beside my uncle, but his voice stopped me.

      When I felt his gaze on me, I glanced at him. He was a massive man, a foot taller than my father, and wider than the football players I’d seen on TV.

      “Let me give you a little piece of advice, Persephone.” He brought his cigar to his mouth and drew a long puff from it, his eyes narrowing slightly as the smoke coiled from the end before dissipating in the air. 

      When he pulled it away, he held it in for just a second before exhaling that cloud. The cigar smoke smelled sweet.

      “Never trust happiness.” He held my gaze before facing the gardens and straightening to his full height. “It’s poison. It changes people, corrodes their veins, and rots them from the inside out.”

      And then he turned and laughed, leaving me outside alone to let his words sink in.

      I didn’t see or hear from him again for another seven years.
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      It was the day before my eighteenth birthday when I felt what true pain was like.

      My parents had been taken from me, leaving me an orphan and at the mercy of a world that was cruel.

      The thought of seeing their flowers topped with white and purple colors came to my mind, but I blinked quickly.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and tried not to let the memory of their caskets lowering into the ground consume me.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “My condolences.”

      “Thoughts and prayers with you.”

      Those were the things people said to my face, empty words thrown to placate others because they didn’t know what else to say.

      “Zachariah and Diana were the best of us.”

      “Poor thing.”

      “Losing her parents so young.”

      “What is she going to do now? So sad she’s an orphan.”

      Those were the things said behind my back, whispered words that still carried to me.

      I was numb. Is this what it felt to die? Was there just… nothing?

      The present—reality—filtered back to me, and I stared around the vast drawing room in my parents’ home, where everyone had congregated after the service.

      This heavy silence, this deep foreboding, suddenly weighed down on me.

      I turned my attention to the entrance of the home that I’d lived in my entire life. The entrance I’d gone through and left more times than I could count.

      The spot in my house where my mom would stand and wave as I left for school, or where my parents would kiss goodbye before my dad left for work.

      I felt something heavy lodge in my throat as I gazed at the man who stood at that entrance. 

      Hades.

      It was the first time I’d seen him in far too many years. My last memory of him was standing on the balcony as he told me happiness was nothing but poison. 

      Although the years had passed, he was still the same man he’d been before. Cold. Hard. Dead inside.

      He wore all black, his hair the same dark color as his three-piece suit, his eyes like pieces of chipped onyx as he stared right at me. 

      The sky was turning shades of gray, an impending storm threatening to further create a depressing atmosphere. 

      And when he stepped inside, shutting the door behind him, I heard noise filtering back around me. 

      My uncle never took his gaze off me as he strode closer.

      I was vaguely aware of people staring at us, others leaning in to whisper words, things that had nothing to do with my parents passing and everything to do with the man standing in front of me.

      “You’re here.” I didn’t know why I said the words.

      “My brother and his wife died.” I flinched at how candid he was, as if he were reciting the stock market. “Why wouldn’t I come to pay my respects?”

      The man before me was a stranger, even if he shouldn’t have been.

      I didn’t know how long we stood there, staring at each other, no one speaking as this uncomfortable heat and thickness surrounded me.

      Hades glanced around the room, his upper lip curling as if he found everything and everyone disgusting. “Fucking leeches. All of these bastards.” He spoke more to himself than to me or them.

      When he faced me again, my breath caught. There was something in Hades’ eyes that had me taking a step back. Survival rose in me, and I shivered, wrapping my arms around my waist as if holding on to myself was some kind of life preserver.

      “I didn’t think you’d come.” I didn’t know why I said those words, didn’t know why I said anything at all to him.

      He slipped his hands in the front pockets of his slacks, but didn’t respond.

      “After this, you’ll meet with me. We have some things to discuss.”

      The tone of his voice took me back. He was cut from the same cloth as my grandfather. I remembered as much from the times I’d been around Michael Cronus. I hadn’t seen him in far too long, though. Which I’d had no problem with.

      They had been like sharks, or piranhas when they smelled blood. They were used to getting what they wanted when they wanted it. But no one denied them. Not unless they wanted to feel the wrath.

      “I—”

      “Meet me in Zachariah’s study.” Hades cut me off, ordering me to do his bidding—because there wasn’t any other way to describe his tone.

      I felt something tighten in my throat at hearing my father’s name, and something harder pulsed in my chest at the very disconnected, apathetic tone in his voice. 

      But I wouldn’t make a scene even though I wanted to tell him to fuck off, to ask who did he think he was ordering me around when he hadn’t been in my life. 

      So instead, I nodded, clasped my hands in front of my black dress, and kept my composure in front of all these people. That was what my parents would’ve wanted. They would’ve expected no less. 

      A prim and proper lady in front of society. Because God forbid I tarnish the Cronus name.

      The corner of his mouth slowly lifted in what would’ve been a smile if a man like Hades could produce one. 

      He let his gaze travel from the top of my head down to the tips of my toes before slowly dragging it back up. I shivered, felt my face heat at his appraisal, his examination.

      “So amicable,” he murmured, staring into my eyes. “That’s a good girl.”

      My lips parted in shock, but before I could respond, before I could even take a deep breath to form a retort, he turned and left, disappearing into the sea of bodies. 

      I stood there staring, gaping like a fish out of water. I had this very foreboding sense of dread settle over me. 

      Whatever Hades had to talk to me about, I knew it couldn’t be anything good.
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      Several hours had gone by before the house finally cleared and the catering and cleaning company left. 

      Everything had felt so quiet, so final in those moments when I was by myself again that I wandered. Maybe it was nostalgia? Maybe it was me trying to work through how drastically my life had changed.

      I walked around aimlessly, not because I had nothing to do, but because I was avoiding having to go speak to Hades. 

      I’d seen him intermittently since he arrived, but we didn’t speak as he listened to others give their condolences. He acted as if I wasn’t there, ignoring me only until I caught him looking at me, at which point I quickly glanced away and made myself busy.

      There was just something about his gaze that penetrated someone on a molecular level.

      But I couldn’t hide away any longer. So I stood in front of the double doors to my father’s study, my heart beating a little harder, the adrenaline rushing through my veins. 

      I lifted my hand, about to knock, when I realized how foolish that was. This was my house now. Hades was my guest.

      Lifting my chin and pulling my shoulders back, I tried to take on the facade that I wasn’t terrified of the man behind these closed doors. 

      After taking a steadying breath, I pushed open the doors. But I was frozen in place when I saw Hades sitting behind my father’s desk, his body leaning back in the leather chair, his arms lifted and his hands clasped behind his head. 

      He took on a very relaxed, king-on-the-throne position. Stoic expression in place and eyes like chipped ice. 

      Just looking at him infuriated me.

      “Shut the doors and come closer.”

      I ground my molars as I did what he said and moved toward the desk. I didn’t like the tone he used, but until I knew what cards he held, I wasn’t about to bite back.

      “Sit, sweetheart.”

      My heart did something funny when he said that last word. He didn’t say it like an endearment. No, his tone was too gruff, too hard for that. It was almost condescending, as if he saw me as some kind of child who needed to listen to him, to do his bidding.

      I thought about refusing him, flat out denying him, but I felt like I’d already been put through the wringer. 

      Emotionally, I was drained. Physically, I was exhausted, and I just wanted this done and over with. 

      So I took a seat in the leather chair across from him, the one I sat on far too many times over the years as I watched my father work.

      “What is this about, Hades?” A prolonged moment passed as he just stared at me, his expression like a brick wall, but then the corner of his mouth tipped up, and he leaned forward, bracing his forearms on the desk. “I have things to do—”

      “You have nothing to do, Princess.”

      “Don’t call me that,” I said between gritted teeth. I was on the verge of tears, my emotions far too volatile right now. I swore I saw something flicker in his eyes before he masked it so quickly I wondered if I’d envisioned it.

      “Things have drastically changed in your life, Persephone.”

      I swallowed the thick lump in my throat that suddenly made itself known. 

      “This isn’t about your parents’ unfortunate demise.”

      It felt off the way he said that last part, as if he didn’t care about the fact my parents had passed. And maybe he didn’t. It wasn’t as if he was on good terms with my father.

      “I’ll be blunt with you. Your father was fucking broke… amongst other things.” Hades drummed his fingers on the desktop, and the sight transfixed me. “And because of that, you have nothing to your name.” 

      I slowly trailed my gaze to his face. He watched me, an unwavering expression etched into his cruel expression.

      “No access to your money. No assets. No home. Nothing. All but destitute, Persephone.”

      I heard this ringing in my ears that drowned out everything else. My vision swam, and I blinked my eyes furiously, trying to focus. 

      Hades’ image in front of me wavered, and I could see his mouth moving, but I couldn’t hear anything aside from the rush of my blood through my ears.

      “Persephone.” The loud snap of his voice pulled me out of whatever fall I was plunging into.

      I sucked in a great lungful of air. “All but?” I wheezed out those two words.

      He leaned back again, one arm resting on the desk, the other on the armrest. He opened his hands and held them out, palms upward. “All isn’t lost, Princess. We are family.”

      God, it was hot in here. I couldn’t breathe. 

      “What does that mean?” Had I said those words out loud? They seemed to whisper in my mind, floating through my subconscious. But when he slowly smiled—a grin that was anything but pleasant or friendly—I curled my hands into fists on my lap in frustration.

      As if my words had prompted the next whirlwind in this turn of events, there was a hard knock on the door. Hades barked out for whoever it was to enter, and a moment later, the door opened and closed again.

      I didn’t look behind to see who it was. Part of me was too afraid. I heard heavy footsteps coming closer before a briefcase was set on the desk beside me with a heavy thump.

      I finally looked up to see an older gentleman standing at my left. He wore a pair of wire-rimmed glasses that were perched on his nose, and his tweed suit covered his willowy form. He had his black-and-gray hair slicked back from his face.

      The man tipped his head in my direction in greeting and said, “Miss Cronus.” He unlatched his briefcase and popped the lid, pulling out a stack of papers before setting them in front of Hades.

      My uncle started flipping through the pages before taking the pen offered by the other man and scribbling his signature on the bottom of several of them.

      “W-what’s going on?” I looked between the two of them, but both ignored me as Hades finished up. He picked up the papers, stacked them neatly, then slid them in front of me.

      “These are documents to appoint Mr. Cronus as your legal guardian until your twenty-first birthday, at which point your inheritance will be released.”

      I glanced at the older gentleman as he addressed me, then slowly looked at Hades. “Excuse me?” I stared at the papers but didn’t read a word. The letters all swam together. 

      I heard the tap, tap, tap of Hades’ pen against the desktop.

      “What would you like broken down, darling?”

      I hated his tone. It was so cold and condescending, as if I were beneath him. No wonder people hated him if this was how he addressed them.

      I felt like I kept blinking, my vision wavering from blurry to focused. “I just…” I looked back down at the paperwork and reached out to take the forms. It was all written in a bunch of legal jargon and stuff I couldn’t understand, but I knew it was binding.

      I glanced back at Hades, his focus trained right on me. “Why would I need a guardian? I am eighteen. A legal adult.” I set the paperwork back down and straightened my shoulders. I refused to show uncertainty in front of Hades. But I knew I had failed.

      The attorney cleared his throat and lifted his hand to straighten his tie. He glanced at Hades, but my uncle kept his focus on me. 

      He lifted his hand and motioned for the other man to leave. I listened to him exit, the door shutting behind him, and then I was alone with my uncle.

      I heard the grandfather clock chiming and felt my heart racing harder.

      And still, Hades didn’t speak. He just sat there and tapped that pen as he gazed into my eyes. Tap. Tap. Tap.

      “I’ll make this very simple for you, sweetheart.” Tap. Tap. Tap.

      It wasn’t lost on me that he hadn’t answered my question.

      “Your parents left you an inheritance, and because your father was incompetent in business matters, all assets for Cronus Trust and Holding have been transferred over to me.”

      It slowly sank in.

      I curled my fingers into my palms so tightly my nails were no doubt leaving crescent marks on my flesh.

      “If you want to have a roof over your head, food in your belly, and have me pay for you to finish your last year at a prestigious private school Zachariah had you accustomed to, you’ll sign the paperwork. If not…” He
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"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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