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Chapter 1: The Shelter in Smoke
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Mara Collins didn’t see the smoke at first. She smelled it—faint and sharp, curling through the vents of the old barn that served as her animal rescue shelter on the edge of Harbor Ridge. It wasn’t the scent of hay burning or woodsmoke from someone’s fireplace. No, this was different—chemical, acrid, and all wrong. Her body tensed before her mind caught up, fingers pausing mid-suture as she knelt beside a limping beagle. The dog whined softly.

She looked up. The overhead lights flickered once.

Then twice.

Then the sirens screamed.

“Everyone out!” she shouted, her voice instinctive and clipped as she handed the beagle off to her assistant, Paige, who had appeared at the door, eyes wide with panic. “Go, now! Grab the carriers near the front for the puppies. I’ll get the back cages.”

Mara didn’t hesitate. Smoke was curling along the floor now, thin but growing fast. She sprinted toward the rear, past rows of kennels filled with confused barks and frantic paws against wire mesh. Baxter, the old shepherd mix with one ear flopped and a limp that never quite healed, stood stock still in his cage, watching her like he knew.

“Come on, big guy,” she muttered, keys already in hand, slipping the lock open. He limped out immediately, staying close as she opened cage after cage. One by one, dogs spilled out, some rushing to the exit, others confused and circling her feet. She scooped up two kittens from the corner pen, pressing them tight to her chest as she called out again, “Paige! Are the front doors open?”

“Yeah!” came the echo through the smoke. “But the left hallway’s blocked, flames came through the vents!”

Of course it did. Mara cursed under her breath, motioning Baxter forward as she started moving again, scooping a terrified terrier into her arms. A crash behind her sent adrenaline surging into her limbs. She didn’t look back. Smoke stung her eyes, burning her throat with each breath.

She made it to the lobby just as two volunteers from next door burst in, soaked towels over their mouths.

“There’s more animals in the back!” she yelled at them. “Follow Baxter—he knows!”

And Baxter did. He barked once, sharp and commanding, then turned tail and led the men straight down the corridor.

Outside, sirens were closer now. Fire trucks screeched to a stop on the gravel lot. She saw the hose unroll, the spray rise—and then she saw him.

Six-foot-two. Broad-shouldered. Walked like someone used to kicking down doors.

Cal Dawson.

Her stomach dropped.

He moved like a ghost in her memory, like the phantom she’d spent years shaking out of every quiet moment. The helmet on his head, the soot on his jaw, the fire-resistant jacket—it didn’t matter. She would’ve known him anywhere.

He saw her.

And the second their eyes met, Mara knew everything was about to change again.

He didn’t say anything at first. Just jogged straight to her, past other firefighters, past hoses and chaos and barking dogs.

“Mara,” he said, stopping short just feet away.

She held the terrier tighter and didn’t flinch, didn’t blink.

“Why are you here?” she said, voice ice.

“I got transferred back,” he said, glancing over her shoulder at the building belching smoke. “We were the closest unit.”

“Of course you were.”

His face hardened. “Look, I’m not here for—”

“Don’t care.” She turned sharply, ignoring the sting in her eyes from either smoke or memory. “Paige!” she shouted. “Get the carriers away from the front—fire might breach the windows.”

Cal stood there a second longer, jaw clenched. Then he moved.

Of course he moved. He never could leave a fire alone.

She hated him for it.

The fire was under control within an hour. The back wing of the shelter was scorched but not lost, thanks in part to quick action—and maybe thanks to Cal, though she’d die before admitting it. The fire marshal arrived late, inspecting the damage with narrowed eyes. Mara hovered nearby, arms folded tight, while Baxter sat like a sentry at her side.

“Odd burn pattern,” the marshal said eventually, crouching to run a gloved hand over a melted corner. “Could be electrical, but... I’d feel better if we had a full sweep. Maybe check the fuse box.”

Mara frowned. “We replaced the wiring two years ago. Everything passed code.”

The marshal looked up at her. “Still. We’ll take a closer look. You might want to file a report just in case.”

“I will.”

Baxter growled lowly as someone walked behind them. Cal.

“Marshal,” Cal said, nodding in greeting. “You need anything from me?”

“Your report on entry would help. You saw it first, right?”

Cal hesitated. “Yeah. First through the east wing. Smoke was thick, but I thought I smelled accelerant.”

Mara turned sharply. “What?”

He met her eyes. “Not conclusive. But something about the way it caught, the speed. It didn’t feel right.”

Her skin crawled. Paige, now holding a trembling kitten wrapped in a towel, looked over at her with wide eyes.

“Who would set fire to an animal shelter?” Paige whispered.

Cal didn’t answer. Neither did Mara.

The next day, the scent of smoke still lingered in her hair. The shelter was closed until the fire marshal finished his report. Insurance adjusters were already calling. Donations trickled in after someone posted a photo of Baxter leading a volunteer through the smoky hallway. The caption read: “Hero Dog Saves Shelter.”

Mara couldn’t stop staring at it. It should’ve been a moment of pride.

Instead, all she felt was hollow.

And angry.

She stood outside the fenced play area, watching as Baxter limped across the grass, nose to the ground. The other dogs were subdued, as if they knew something had gone wrong.

“You shouldn’t have come back,” she said when Cal approached from the side path.

“I didn’t plan this,” he said. “I transferred back because I couldn’t handle the city station anymore. Thought I’d be invisible here.”

“You were never invisible. You left.”

“I got injured.”

“You didn’t call.”

“I couldn’t explain it.”

“Try me now.”

He went silent.

The wind kicked up dust between them. Baxter trotted over and stood between them, looking from one to the other like he could still fix this.

“I came by last week,” Cal said finally. “You weren’t here.”

She blinked. “Why?”

“To see the place. I helped build this shelter, remember?”

“Then why did you abandon it? Why did you abandon me?”

He didn’t answer.

She wanted to scream. Instead, she turned and walked away.

Later that night, she sat in the office surrounded by scorched papers and half-melted folders. The power had been restored, but the warmth from the heaters couldn’t chase off the chill in her chest. Baxter lay at her feet, head on his paws.

There was a knock at the door.

She opened it and froze.

Cal stood there with a tool belt and a flashlight.

“I’m fixing the back door,” he said simply. “It’s hanging off the hinges.”

“I didn’t ask you to.”

“I know.”

“I don’t want you here.”

“I know.”

She wanted to slam the door. Instead, she stepped aside.

He passed her, shoulders brushing briefly. She told herself she didn’t feel anything.

But she did.

God help her, she did.

By midnight, the door was fixed. Cal stood looking at it like it might fall again just to spite him.

“I can’t undo what I did,” he said suddenly.

Mara didn’t reply.

“I was scared,” he said. “Not just about the fire, or my injury. About us. How much I needed you.”

Her breath caught.

“I thought if I stayed, I’d ruin you,” he said. “Turns out I ruined myself instead.”

She closed her eyes.

Baxter whined softly.

When she opened them, Cal was looking right at her.

“I want to help with the rebuild,” he said. “I owe you that much.”

“I don’t want your charity.”

“It’s not charity. It’s penance.”

She studied him for a long moment.

Finally, she nodded once.

But inside, her heart screamed.

Because letting him back in might burn more than the shelter ever did.
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Chapter 2: Cal Returns
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Cal Dawson didn’t expect Harbor Ridge to feel so unfamiliar. He’d grown up here, run these streets, even helped hammer nails into the frame of the town’s first animal shelter back when it was just a crazy idea pitched by a group of volunteers. But now, rolling past the faded welcome sign in his beat-up truck, the town felt smaller, quieter—older, somehow. Or maybe he was the one who’d aged too fast.

The fire station loomed in view ahead, a squat, red-bricked building with white bay doors and a crooked American flag flapping overhead. He parked without a sound, engine idling for a moment as he stared at the place. It looked the same. Smelled the same too—faintly of diesel and coffee and burning wood.

Inside, the crew greeted him with a mix of warmth and curiosity. He was a known name, a local boy made firefighter, made legend, then made ghost. Most of the older crew remembered his time before the injury. The younger ones had only heard the stories. The chief, a stout man named Wallace with a gray mustache and a limp from a warehouse blaze twenty years ago, pulled Cal into a handshake that turned into a brief hug.

“You sure you’re ready?” Wallace asked, stepping back.

“I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t.”

Wallace nodded, but his eyes lingered. “Not everyone can walk back into the smoke.”

“I’m not here to be a hero,” Cal said quietly. “I’m just here to work.”

Still, word traveled fast. Within hours, the whole station was buzzing with updates: Cal Dawson was back. No one said it, but he knew what they were thinking. The prodigal son returns. The guy who cracked his back saving three kids from a fire and then disappeared like smoke himself. Some called him brave. Some called him broken. All of them were watching.

He tried to keep his head down.

Didn’t work.

On his second day back, the call came in.

“Structure fire,” the dispatcher said. “Possible animals inside. Harbor Ridge Animal Rescue. Multiple residents reported smoke.”

Cal’s gut twisted.

He knew the address.

He knew every inch of that place.

It was Mara’s.

They arrived in under six minutes, sirens wailing. Cal’s heart hammered as they pulled up. The building was bleeding smoke from its roofline, but flames hadn’t yet claimed the main structure. People were outside, dogs barking, someone crying. He didn’t look for her. He looked for the door.

“East wing’s safe for entry!” someone shouted.

“Then let’s move!” Wallace ordered.

Cal was first through the door.

It was muscle memory, instinct. The low crouch. The rhythm of breath under the mask. The roar of the flames in his ears. He found two dogs cornered near a storage room and coaxed them out, passing them off to a volunteer. A third one was curled in a ball under a table, trembling. He scooped the little terrier up, holding it to his chest as smoke poured past his face shield.

And then—he saw her.

Through the thick haze, Mara’s figure emerged from the rear hallway, leading Baxter with a leash in one hand and a carrier in the other. Her face was streaked with ash, her hair tied back with a bandana that used to be bright red and was now soot-stained and dull. She hadn’t seen him yet.

He watched her for one silent second too long.

Then the ceiling groaned.

“Mara!” he shouted, just as a panel dropped from above, sending plaster and sparks raining down.

She ducked, yanking Baxter close, and looked up sharply. Their eyes locked. There was no recognition at first, just pure, unfiltered adrenaline. Then—

“Cal?” she breathed, voice hoarse and disbelieving.

He reached her in three strides, grabbing the carrier from her hand. “We have to go—now!”

She didn’t argue. Not yet. They moved together, instincts taking over, herding animals and shouting directions. When they burst through the front doors into open air, Mara shoved the leash into Paige’s hand and turned on him.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

“I’m with the station again,” he said. “Transferred two days ago.”

She stared at him, her expression unreadable. “Perfect timing.”

“I didn’t set the fire.”

“Didn’t say you did.”

“But you thought it.”

She said nothing.

Baxter sat at her feet, ears alert. Cal looked down at the old dog. Even through the years, Baxter hadn’t changed much. His fur was grayer, but his eyes were sharp. Cal remembered every inch of that dog. The night they found him, abandoned under the boardwalk. The nights he’d curled up on their couch, a silent sentry while they argued or kissed or didn’t speak at all.

And now, here they were again. Same dog. Same eyes. Different people.

The next morning, Cal walked into the shelter uninvited. The fire hadn’t destroyed the place, but it had left scars. The front office still stank of wet ash. The back corridor was blocked off with caution tape. Mara was inside, sorting through charred clipboards and half-melted forms.

“You shouldn’t be here,” she said without looking up.

“Too late.”

She glanced at him. “Why now, Cal?”

“I told you. I transferred back.”

“That’s not an answer. That’s a fact.”

He leaned against the doorframe. “I wasn’t planning to see you.”

“That’s a lie.”

“Maybe.”

Her hands stilled on the desk. “I don’t have the energy for you right now.”

“Then don’t talk. I’ll work.”

He started hauling out trash bags from the ruined storage closet without waiting for permission. She didn’t stop him. Didn’t help him either. They worked in silence, the kind that pressed into your ears and made you feel like something was about to crack.

Finally, she said, “It was always like this with you.”

He paused. “What was?”

“You walk in. Take over. Act like it’s your right.”

“I helped build this place.”

“You didn’t build the years I spent keeping it alive after you left.”

“I didn’t ask you to wait.”

“I didn’t wait.”

He looked at her then, really looked. She was tired. She was angry. She was more beautiful than he remembered. Not just in the way her eyes sparked when she was mad, but in the way her voice didn’t shake when she said hard things. She’d grown stronger. Without him.

“I’m not trying to erase what you did,” he said quietly. “I just want to help now.”

She stared at him for a long moment. “I don’t know if I can let you.”

“Then don’t. Just don’t stop me.”

Later that evening, Cal sat outside on the porch of his temporary rental, drinking black coffee and staring out at the street. It was too quiet. In the city, he could never hear himself think. Here, he heard every thought too clearly.

He reached into his backpack and pulled out a small, crumpled envelope.

The letter.

He hadn’t sent it.

Had written it a hundred times, rewritten it fifty, but never sent it. Not to her. Not when it mattered.

He opened it.

Read it again.

Mara,

I left because I was afraid. Not of the job, not of the fire—but of you. Of how much I wanted everything with you and didn’t know how to make that work with everything else broken inside me. I thought I could protect you by staying away. All I did was hurt you worse.

I’m sorry.

I hope someday I can say this to your face.

He folded it slowly, placed it back in the envelope, and shoved it into the drawer of the porch table. Maybe he’d burn it. Maybe he wouldn’t.

The next day, Mara opened the door to find a new metal box nailed beside the shelter’s gate.

Inside it was a new fire extinguisher.

And a note.

For next time. But I pray there won’t be one.

—C

She stared at it for a long time, fingers curled around the note like it might catch fire in her hands.

When she turned, Baxter was already walking back toward the shelter. Tail wagging, ears perked, like he’d known this was coming all along. Like he was waiting for both of them to catch up.
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Chapter 3: The Dog Who Knew Him
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Baxter had a way of watching people that made them feel known, like he’d cataloged every nuance of their scent, every crack in their voice, every hesitation in their step. He didn’t bark often, not unless something was truly wrong. And he didn’t wag his tail for just anyone. Which was why, when Mara walked into the shelter early that morning to find Baxter sitting by the front door with his tail slowly sweeping the floor in long, steady strokes, she froze.

The glass door creaked as it opened. The air outside was crisp, and a breeze sent dry leaves tumbling across the parking lot. And then she saw him.

Cal.

He wasn’t wearing his uniform. Just a flannel shirt rolled at the sleeves, faded jeans, and the kind of boots that said he was still waiting for the ground to give way beneath him. He held a large bag of dog food in one arm and a tool belt in the other. When Baxter stood and trotted straight to him with a low whine of recognition, something twisted in Mara’s chest. Something she’d buried years ago.

Cal set the bag down and crouched, one hand resting on Baxter’s broad head. “Still limping, huh?” he murmured. “You stubborn old mutt.”

Baxter leaned in, nudging Cal’s chest, and then did something that caught Mara completely off guard. He licked Cal’s cheek once, soft and deliberate, before dropping to the ground and rolling halfway onto his side, his way of showing complete trust. He hadn’t done that with anyone else in years.

“You can’t just show up like this,” Mara said, her voice quieter than she intended. “Not with food, not with tools, not with nostalgia.”

“I’m not trying to fix everything at once,” he replied, standing. “Just starting with what I can.”

“And Baxter? You think he’s your bridge back in?”

“No,” Cal said, eyes locking with hers. “But he remembers. And maybe that means something.”

Mara wanted to argue, to throw the past at him like broken glass and make him feel the cuts she’d carried. But Baxter padded back to her, pressing his weight against her legs, and for a moment, she couldn’t find the energy to fight. She turned away and walked toward the reception desk. “We don’t need your help,” she said. “We’re rebuilding without you.”

“I’m not here to make you need me,” Cal replied. “I’m here because I never should’ve left.”

He followed her inside, but he kept his distance, setting the bag of food near the pantry and pulling out a screwdriver to fix the hinge on the supply closet that had been hanging off since the fire. He worked in silence, letting the sounds of drills and quiet grunts fill the space between them. Mara filed reports, ignored the way her fingers trembled when she caught a glimpse of him from the corner of her eye.

The truth was, Baxter hadn’t been the same since Cal left. At first, he’d waited by the door every evening, ears perked, eyes scanning the lot. Then he’d grown restless—more withdrawn, his limp worsening as if his body knew what his heart refused to admit: that someone who once loved him was gone without goodbye. Mara had watched it happen, helpless to explain why or how she, too, had grown quieter inside.

Now, seeing Baxter’s tail wag again—it did something to her. Reminded her of warmth she hadn’t felt since before the fire in her heart began to smolder into ash.

She left the desk and moved to the back room, grabbing a stack of towels for the washing machine. When she turned around, Cal was behind her.

“I fixed the hinge,” he said. “And replaced the broken tile in the entryway.”

“Thanks.”

He hesitated. “I was thinking... Maybe I could come by on off-shifts. Help with repairs. Not in the way. Just—behind the scenes.”

“Why?” she asked, her eyes narrowing. “What’s your angle?”

“There’s no angle, Mara. I hurt you. I know that. I’m not asking for forgiveness. Just... a chance to be useful.”

She shook her head, more in disbelief than dismissal. “You think showing up with a hammer and a sack of dog chow makes up for everything?”

“No. But it’s a start.”

The silence thickened between them.

Finally, she muttered, “Fine. But you don’t talk to the volunteers. And you stay out of the medical room. And the kennel wing.”

“I’ll follow your rules.”

“Damn right, you will.”

He offered a small nod, then left her standing there with the towels clutched to her chest and a thousand memories swirling like ghosts in the corners of the room.

That afternoon, Mara watched from the porch as Cal worked on the outdoor kennels, tightening wire panels and reinforcing the roof over the shaded run. Baxter lay nearby in the grass, his chin resting on his paws, eyes following Cal’s every move. The other dogs were curious, sniffing at Cal’s boots or circling him cautiously, but Baxter? He stayed close. Like he’d just found something precious that had been missing too long.

Paige came out with a tray of water bowls and paused beside Mara.

“He really came back,” Paige said softly. “I didn’t think he would.”

“I didn’t either.”

“Baxter seems happier. Like something clicked.”

Mara didn’t respond. Because it was true. And truth, in that moment, was a dangerous thing.

The following days passed in a haze of routine and repair. Cal kept his distance, as promised, but his presence was a weight Mara couldn’t ignore. He worked with quiet efficiency, fixing what was broken and leaving each space better than he’d found it. The volunteers began to whisper, not about scandal or history, but about how things were starting to feel normal again.

Then, on the fourth day, Baxter did something unusual. He wandered off during the late afternoon walk.

It wasn’t like him. The old dog loved his routines—three laps around the lot, then a slow stroll to the tree line, then back inside for his evening meal. But that day, he vanished into the woods behind the shelter.

Mara panicked.

“Call everyone!” she shouted. “Paige, check the lot. Carl, get the ATV. He might have wandered deeper.”

She ran into the trees herself, heart pounding. The late sun filtered through the canopy in orange streaks, turning everything unfamiliar. She shouted his name, over and over, her voice growing hoarse with each echo.

Then she heard it. A bark.

She followed it.

And there, in a clearing, Baxter sat beside an old, overgrown trail. His head was up. His ears perked.

And beside him was a blackened patch of grass—small, but unmistakable. The kind that said heat had lingered here. Recently.

A cold ripple crawled down her spine.

“What is it, boy?” she whispered.

Baxter barked again.

She knelt and touched the grass. It crumbled under her fingers.

Behind her, a twig snapped.

She whirled.

Cal stood at the edge of the clearing, his chest heaving. “I saw him run this way,” he said, approaching slowly. “I followed his tracks.”

“He found something,” Mara said, still kneeling. “Another burn site.”

Cal crouched beside her. “It’s not old.”

“No,” she said, her voice low. “It’s not.”

They stared at it together, the silence humming between them like a warning.

“Someone set this,” he said after a beat. “And it wasn’t random.”

Baxter whimpered and nudged her hand.

She looked at Cal, her eyes suddenly wide. “You said you smelled accelerant during the shelter fire.”

“I did.”

“What if it wasn’t an accident? What if someone’s targeting us?”

He didn’t blink. “Then we need to find out who.”

Baxter stood, tail rigid, and walked a slow circle around the clearing.

Mara rose, heart hammering.

Everything changed in that moment.

The fire wasn’t just a memory anymore.

It was a warning.

And Baxter, somehow, was trying to tell them something they weren’t ready to hear.
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Chapter 4: A Silent Welcome
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The next morning, Harbor Ridge woke to mist veiling the streets, a gray hush blanketing the town like a held breath. Mara stood on the back porch of the shelter, a coffee cup clutched in one hand, her gaze fixed on the line of trees where Baxter had found the scorched clearing. The image haunted her—those blackened blades of grass, the faint acrid scent still clinging to her skin even after a shower. Something wasn’t right, and it went deeper than just a rogue fire.

Behind her, the door creaked open.

“You slept here again,” Paige said, stepping out in a sweatshirt two sizes too big, her red curls pulled into a loose knot. “You’re gonna turn into one of them.”

“One of who?” Mara murmured, not turning.

“Crazy shelter ladies who never leave, drink their coffee with the raccoons.”

“Better company than most.”

Paige smiled softly, then nudged her with her elbow. “I made breakfast. Real food, not vending machine junk.”

“Thanks. I’ll eat in a bit.”

Paige lingered a moment, her expression thoughtful. “You haven’t told anyone yet, have you? About the second burn site.”

Mara shook her head slowly. “Not until we know what we’re dealing with.”

“I think you do know.”

Mara said nothing. Her mind kept circling the same thought—why here? Why now? If it was arson, it wasn’t random. And if it wasn’t random, then someone wanted something from her. Or from the shelter. And in either case, they weren’t finished.

Inside, the dogs stirred awake, their barks soft and expectant. The volunteers began arriving, a slow trickle of sleepy faces and good intentions. Cal wasn’t there. She told herself she didn’t notice. Told herself it didn’t matter. But the moment she walked into the main hall and didn’t see him hunched over a toolbox or carrying a crate, something inside her shifted.

She spent the morning cleaning cages, reorganizing supplies, and triple-checking the inventory of medications. Every task helped drown out the noise in her head. But it was Baxter’s behavior that finally pulled her back into focus. He kept pacing between the back door and the kennel wing, tail stiff, ears flicking like radar. He wasn’t panicked—just alert, as if expecting something or someone.

And he wasn’t wrong.

Shortly after noon, Cal walked through the front door, his face more closed off than usual. He didn’t speak at first, just gave her a nod and dropped a small stack of papers on the front counter.

“What’s this?” she asked, scanning the top page.

“Blueprints,” he said. “Of the original shelter layout. From when we built it. I thought maybe if we looked over them again, we might find a pattern. Where someone could sneak in. How the fire could’ve started.”

Mara’s fingers brushed the edges of the paper. “You kept these?”

“I keep a lot of things,” he said quietly.

There it was again—those words that cracked something old and jagged between them. She wanted to ask him what else he kept. What memories he still carried. But she didn’t. Instead, she gestured toward the office.

“We’ll need space to spread them out.”

They worked in silence for almost an hour, elbows occasionally brushing, the only sound the scraping of chairs and the rustle of paper. Baxter lay beneath the table, his eyes never leaving Cal.

“You think this is connected to you?” Cal asked suddenly, his voice low.

Mara looked up. “What do you mean?”

“You built this place. You run it. You’ve got enemies?”

“I rescue animals, not start wars.”

“Still. People hold grudges over less.”

She considered that. “There was a guy, maybe six months ago. Brought in a pit bull with a broken leg. Said it got hit by a car. But the vet found bruises—fresh, deliberate. We reported it.”

“Name?”

“I can dig it up. But there’s more. We had a fundraiser shut down a development project last year. They were going to bulldoze part of the woods.”

“Which woods?”

She pointed toward the tree line.

Cal exhaled through his nose. “So maybe it’s not personal. Maybe it’s money.”

“They wanted to buy this land. We said no.”

“And now your place catches fire.”

They looked at each other, the same thought rising between them like smoke.

Someone wanted the shelter gone.

That evening, the shelter fell
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