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    DEDICATION
 
For those who carry old winters inside them,
 
for those who have lost someone without ever being given an answer,
 
and for those who kept searching when everyone else told them to stop.
 
For the people who disappear quietly,
for the ones who remember,
and for the ones who finally find the courage to open the door they were told never to enter.
 
Some secrets survive for years.
 
Some memories wait beneath the snow.
 
And sometimes, the truth is not what brings us back
 
but what finally allows us to walk forward.
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PROLOGUE
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Stockholm, Sweden — December 14, 2014

The snow began falling at 6:17 in the evening.

Not the heavy kind that buried cars and turned the city into a postcard. This was finer snow, almost weightless, drifting sideways through the darkness and disappearing whenever it touched the warm pavement.

Stockholm looked beautiful that night.

That was the problem with winter.

It could make almost anything look beautiful.

The streetlamps along the neighborhood cast pale circles onto the sidewalks. Windows glowed yellow above the street. Somewhere in the distance, a bus sighed to a stop, its doors opening and closing with the tired rhythm of a city that had been awake too long.

At the corner of Sankt Eriksgatan and a narrow side street, a woman stood beneath the awning of a closed flower shop.

She was forty-three years old.

Her name was Helena Marklund.

At least, that was the name she had used for the past eleven years.

She checked her phone.

6:42.

Nothing.

She checked again.

Still nothing.

The cold had already entered her gloves.

She pulled her scarf higher around her neck and looked toward the café across the street.

Café November.

Its windows were fogged from the warmth inside. People sat close together beneath small lamps, drinking coffee, reading newspapers, talking quietly.

Ordinary people.

Safe people.

People who had no idea that sometimes a life could split in two without making a sound.

Helena looked at the café for a long time.

Then she crossed the street.

The bell above the door gave a soft metallic chime when she entered.

Warmth surrounded her.

Coffee.

Cinnamon.

Wet wool.

The smell of old wood.

She stopped just inside.

For a moment she simply stood there, allowing the warmth to reach her face.

The café was almost full.

She saw him immediately.

Table seventeen.

Back corner.

Dark coat.

Grey scarf.

A newspaper folded neatly beside his coffee.

He didn't look at her.

He didn't have to.

Helena knew he was waiting.

She walked toward the counter.

"Coffee?" asked the young woman behind it.

"Black."

"Anything to eat?"

Helena shook her head.

The woman smiled politely.

"Seven kronor."

Helena paid.

She took the coffee and chose a table near the window.

Not too close.

Not too far.

She sat with her back against the wall.

She could see the entrance in the reflection of the glass.

That was important.

Always know where the door is.

That was one of the first things her father had taught her when she was a child.

Always know where the door is.

She wrapped both hands around the cup.

Five minutes passed.

Then ten.

The man at table seventeen turned one page of his newspaper.

Helena's phone vibrated.

She looked down.

A message.

YOU SHOULD HAVE LEFT STOCKHOLM.

Her heart stopped.

Not metaphorically.

For one brief moment, she felt as if something inside her chest had actually stopped.

She looked around.

Nobody was watching her.

Or nobody appeared to be.

She typed:

WHO IS THIS?

The reply arrived immediately.

YOU KNOW.

She deleted the message.

Then deleted the conversation.

She stood.

The man at table seventeen finally looked up.

Their eyes met.

He was older than she expected.

Perhaps sixty.

His face was ordinary.

That frightened her more than anything.

There was nothing memorable about him.

No scar.

No unusual eyes.

No dramatic expression.

Just a tired-looking man with grey hair and a face that could disappear into any crowd.

He lifted his coffee.

Helena sat down again.

She had made a mistake.

She knew it immediately.

She should leave.

But leaving would mean admitting fear.

And she had spent eleven years building a life around the belief that she was no longer afraid.

She looked toward the café counter.

A young woman was working there.

Behind her, mounted high on the wall, was a small security camera.

Helena noticed it.

She wondered if it worked.

She wondered whether cameras remembered things better than people did.

At 7:13, the café became quieter.

At 7:21, the man at table seventeen folded his newspaper.

At 7:24, he stood.

Helena's fingers tightened around the coffee cup.

He walked toward the door.

As he passed her table, he stopped.

He did not look at her.

He simply whispered:

"December fourteenth."

Helena looked up.

"What?"

He continued walking.

At the door, he stopped again.

This time he turned.

"You always forget the date."

Then he left.

Helena remained seated.

The café seemed suddenly too warm.

She looked at the clock.

7:26.

December fourteenth.

She knew the date.

She had never forgotten it.

Never.

It was the date her younger sister disappeared.

Eleven years ago.

December 14, 2003.

Her sister, Sofia, had been twenty-one.

She had left home shortly after eight in the evening.

She never came back.

No body.

No note.

No confirmed sighting.

The police had investigated for months.

Then years.

Eventually the case had become another file in another cabinet.

A photograph.

A name.

A date.

Nothing more.

Helena had changed her name afterward.

Moved apartments.

Changed jobs.

Stopped answering questions.

She had learned how to survive by becoming someone else.

But there were things you couldn't outrun.

Dates were one of them.

Helena stood.

She left money on the table.

She walked toward the door.

The young woman behind the counter smiled.

"Have a good evening."

Helena almost laughed.

Instead she said:

"You too."

Outside, the snow had become heavier.

She walked quickly.

She didn't see the black car parked half a block away.

She didn't see the person sitting inside it.

She didn't notice the car start when she reached the corner.

She walked toward the subway.

Then stopped.

Something was wrong.

She turned around.

The street behind her was empty.

Snow covered the pavement.

No footsteps.

No people.

Nothing.

She took out her phone.

The screen showed 7:41.

Then the phone rang.

Unknown number.

Helena stared at it.

She didn't answer.

It rang again.

She pressed decline.

The phone immediately rang again.

This time she answered.

"Hello?"

Silence.

"Who is this?"

Nothing.

Then she heard breathing.

Slow.

Calm.

Close.

A man's voice finally spoke.

"Look behind you."

Helena froze.

She didn't move.

"Why?"

"Because you're going to want to see who is standing there."

She slowly turned.

There was nobody.

The street remained empty.

Then she saw the reflection.

Not in a window.

In the dark glass of a parked car.

Someone was standing behind her.

A woman.

Helena stared.

The woman was wearing a long dark coat.

Her hair was wet from the snow.

She was standing perfectly still.

Helena turned around.

Nothing.

She looked back at the reflection.

The woman was still there.

Helena's breathing became shallow.

Then she recognized her.

Her knees nearly gave way.

She whispered a name she had not spoken aloud in eleven years.

"Sofia?"

The reflection smiled.

The phone went dead.

Helena dropped it.

She stepped backward.

The woman in the reflection raised one hand.

And pointed toward the café.

Helena turned.

The café windows were dark.

Every light had been switched off.

The door was locked.

The street was suddenly silent.

Too silent.

Helena ran.

She didn't know where she was going.

Only that she needed to get away.

She crossed the street without looking.

A car horn screamed.

Brakes shrieked.

She stumbled onto the pavement.

Someone shouted.

Then everything went black.
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The next morning, police found Helena Marklund's handbag beside a snow-covered bench.

Her phone was inside.

Her wallet was inside.

Her keys were inside.

There was no blood.

No body.

No sign of a struggle.

The café's security camera had stopped recording at exactly 7:42 p.m.

The final frame showed Helena standing outside.

Behind her was an empty street.

Nothing else.

The case was opened.

Then investigated.

Then slowly forgotten.

No one knew that Helena would become the first name in a pattern.

One disappearance every winter.

Always December 14.

Always the same neighborhood.

Always within walking distance of Café November.

For ten years, nobody connected them.

Until Detective Karin Sjöberg arrived in Stockholm.

And found a twelve-year-old recording.

A recording that showed something impossible.

A woman who had disappeared sitting inside Café November.

And across the table from her—

Karin Sjöberg.
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CHAPTER 1
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The first thing Karin Sjöberg noticed about Stockholm was how quiet it could become after dark.

Not silent. Stockholm was never silent. There were buses sighing at stops, tires whispering over wet asphalt, the distant metallic groan of a train moving somewhere beneath the streets. Apartment buildings breathed through their radiators. Pipes knocked inside old walls. Somewhere, always, a door slammed.

But underneath all of it was another kind of quiet.

A patient quiet.

The kind that settled over the city when the winter sun had gone down and people had drawn their curtains.

Karin stood outside the police station with one hand around a paper cup of coffee she had forgotten to drink.

The coffee had gone cold.

She looked at the station entrance.

Then at the street.

Then at her reflection in the dark window beside the doors.

For a moment she didn't recognize herself.

It wasn't dramatic. Nothing in her face had changed. Same pale eyes. Same narrow mouth. Same faint crease between her eyebrows that her mother used to tease her about when she was young.

You think too much, Karin.

Her mother had said it with affection.

Then, years later, with irritation.

Then, near the end, without saying anything at all.

Karin looked away from the glass.

She hated arriving somewhere new.

People always imagined a transfer was an opportunity. A fresh beginning. A clean page.

It wasn't.

A transfer meant walking into rooms where everybody else already knew one another's histories.

It meant learning which colleagues had divorced and which were pretending they hadn't.

Who drank too much.

Who had been passed over for promotion.

Who had once slept with whom.

Who could be trusted.

Who couldn't.

It meant eating lunch alone until someone decided whether you were worth inviting.

Karin pushed open the station door.

Warm air touched her face.

She stepped inside.

The reception area was almost empty.

A young officer behind the desk glanced up.

"Sjöberg?"

"Yes."

"Second floor. Criminal investigations."

"Thanks."

He looked at the folder tucked under her arm.

"First day?"

"That obvious?"

He smiled.

"Only because you're still holding your coffee."

Karin looked down.

She was.

Cold coffee.

She gave him a tired smile.

"Long morning."

"Welcome to Stockholm."

She nodded.

"Thank you."

She walked toward the stairs.

The station smelled exactly as she remembered police stations smelling. Coffee, wet coats, disinfectant, old paper, overheated air.

She had worked in police buildings for fifteen years.

Different cities. Different walls.

Same smell.

Halfway up the stairs, her phone vibrated.

She stopped.

For one stupid second, she thought it might be her mother.

The thought came automatically, like a reflex from another life.

Then reality returned.

Her mother had been dead for eleven months.

Karin looked at the screen.

A message from her younger brother.

Did you arrive?

She stared at it.

Then typed:

Yes.

Three dots appeared.

Disappeared.

Appeared again.

How is it?

Karin looked up at the fluorescent lights.

She considered answering honestly.

Instead:

Cold.

His response came almost immediately.

You knew it was Stockholm.

She smiled despite herself.

I know.

She put the phone away.

For a few seconds she stood there, listening to footsteps moving somewhere above her.

Then she continued upstairs.

Her new office was smaller than the one she'd had in Uppsala.

She didn't mind.

She had never understood people who needed large offices.

A desk.

A chair.

A computer.

A window.

That was enough.

There was a cardboard box beside the desk containing the few things she had brought with her.

Two framed photographs.

Three notebooks.

A wool scarf.

A small ceramic cup with a crack running down one side.

She had bought it in a secondhand shop when she was twenty-two.

She had no idea why she'd kept it.

Some objects survived because they were useful.

Others survived because throwing them away felt too much like admitting something was over.

Karin placed the photographs on the desk.

One showed her brother as a boy, missing his front teeth.

The other showed her parents beside a lake.

She turned that one face down.

Not today.

"You're Sjöberg."

Karin turned.

A man stood in the doorway.

Late fifties, perhaps. Tall. Grey hair. Navy shirt with the sleeves rolled up.

He held a thin folder.

"Chief Inspector Holm."

"Karin."

"I know."

He stepped into the office.

His eyes moved briefly over the desk, the box, the photographs.

"Settling in?"

"Trying."

"Good enough."

He placed the folder on her desk.

Karin looked at it.

No label.

No case number on the front.

Just a handwritten name.

MARKLUND, HELENA

Karin looked back at him.

"Missing person?"

"Old one."

"How old?"

"Eleven years."

She waited.

Holm didn't sit.

"We're reopening it."

"Why?"

"Because somebody found something."

"What?"

He hesitated.

"That's what I want you to determine."

Karin picked up the folder.

It was thin.

Too thin.

Eleven years should have produced more paper.

Even an unsuccessful investigation left behind weight. Statements. Search maps. Telephone records. Photographs. Witness accounts. Police notes written by people who had eventually stopped believing there was anything more to find.

She opened the folder.

The first photograph showed a woman in her forties.

Brown hair.

Soft face.

A small smile that looked almost apologetic.

Helena Marklund.

Born 1971.

Missing since December 14, 2014.

No confirmed sightings after 19:41.

No body recovered.

No confirmed cause of disappearance.

Karin turned the page.

A second photograph.

Helena standing outside a building.

A third.

Helena at what looked like a family gathering.

Then a police report.

Karin read silently.

"Why now?"

Holm pulled the visitor's chair out and sat down.

"Because someone walked into the station yesterday."

"Who?"

"A man named Lars Nyberg."

"Relation to Helena?"

"No."

"Then why did he come?"

"He says he saw her."

Karin looked up.

"Yesterday?"

"No."

Holm's expression didn't change.

"Eleven years ago."

Karin leaned back.

"That's a long time to wait."

"He says he was afraid."

"Of what?"

"He won't say."

"That's helpful."

Holm almost smiled.

Almost.

"There's more."

Karin waited.

"He brought us a photograph."

"What kind?"

"Security footage."

Karin looked down at the folder.

"From where?"

"Café November."

She knew the name.

A small café in the Vasastan area.

She had passed it on the way to work that morning.

Dark green awning.

Fogged windows.

A painted sign that had probably looked better twenty years ago.

"What's in the photograph?"

Holm looked at her.

"That's why you're getting the case."

Karin felt something tighten in her stomach.

She hated that answer.

"Show me."

Holm slid a photograph across the desk.

It was a printout from surveillance footage.

Black and white.

Low resolution.

Timestamp in the corner.

2014-12-14 19:18:32

Inside the café, people sat at tables.

A woman near the window held a cup.

Another customer stood near the counter.

Someone was reading a newspaper.

Karin leaned closer.

"That's Helena."

"Yes."

Karin studied the image.

Helena looked tense.

She wasn't drinking.

She wasn't eating.

She was looking toward the door.

Karin's eyes moved across the photograph.

Something about it bothered her.

Not the woman.

Something behind her.

A reflection in the café window.

She leaned closer.

Then stopped.

Her breath caught.

Holm said nothing.

Karin stared.

There was a second figure visible in the reflection.

A woman.

Dark coat.

Hair falling to her shoulders.

The face was partially obscured.

Karin couldn't identify her.

But she felt something.

Not recognition exactly.

Something worse.

The sensation of having forgotten.

She pushed the photograph away.

"Who took this?"

"We don't know."

"Who gave it to Nyberg?"

"He says he found it."

"Where?"

"He won't say."

"Then he's lying."

"Probably."

Karin looked at him.

"Why reopen a case because someone brought you one photograph?"

"Because this isn't the only one."

Holm reached into his jacket.

He placed another photograph on the desk.

Same café.

Different timestamp.

2015-12-14 19:06:11

A man sat alone near the window.

Karin read the name written on the back.

Oskar Lind.

She recognized it.

She had seen his name before.

A missing-person report.

Seven years earlier, when she had still been working in Uppsala.

She looked at Holm.

"How many?"

"Ten."

Karin didn't answer.

Holm continued.

"Ten people. Same neighborhood. Same date. Different years."

Karin looked at the photographs spread across her desk.

She suddenly understood why the folder had felt too thin.

Someone had been looking at these cases separately.

One at a time.

Ten disappearances.

Ten investigations.

Ten explanations.

Bad luck.

Suicide.

Voluntary disappearance.

Domestic problems.

Debt.

Mental health.

New relationship.

Leaving the country.

The usual human reasons people disappeared.

Karin had learned over the years that people rarely vanished for extraordinary reasons.

Usually they were unhappy.

Usually they were frightened.

Usually they wanted to escape something.

Sometimes they simply wanted to become somebody else.

But ten people disappearing on the same date?

That was different.

She picked up another photograph.

"Why hasn't anyone noticed?"

Holm looked at her for several seconds.

"Maybe they did."

"And?"

"They didn't connect it."

"Why?"

"Because police officers are human."

Karin raised an eyebrow.

Holm gave a tired shrug.

"We see what the file tells us to see."

He stood.

"Take a look at everything. Start with Helena."

"What does Nyberg want?"

"He doesn't know."

"That's not an answer."

"He came here yesterday, gave us the photograph, and asked whether we still remembered her."

"And what did we tell him?"

Holm paused at the door.

"That we did."

Karin looked at the photograph again.

Helena Marklund.

December 14.

Café November.

A woman who had walked into a café one winter evening and never walked home.

"Where is Nyberg now?"

"He's gone."

"Where?"

"We don't know."

Karin looked up sharply.

Holm's face had become serious.

"He left the station after giving us the photograph."

"You let him leave?"

"We didn't have grounds to stop him."

"Was he supposed to come back?"

"Yes."

"When?"

"This morning."

Karin waited.

"He didn't."

The room seemed suddenly colder.

Holm looked at her.

"Welcome to Stockholm, Karin."

Then he left.

Karin sat alone.

For several minutes she didn't move.

Outside her window, snow had begun falling.

Tiny flakes drifting past the glass.

She opened the folder again.

She read Helena's name.

Then the date.

December 14, 2014.

She checked the other cases.

December 14, 2015.

December 14, 2016.

December 14, 2017.

Her finger moved slowly down the page.

	

	

	

	

	


Ten names.

Ten dates.

Ten empty spaces where people should have been.

Karin leaned back.

She had investigated missing people before.

Too many.

She knew the particular ache of those files.

A photograph of somebody laughing at a barbecue.

A driver's license picture where the person looked tired and slightly annoyed.

A family photograph where nobody knew they were about to become evidence.

Missing people were different from murder victims.

With a dead person, grief had a terrible shape.

It had weight.

You could touch the coffin.

You could bury something.

With the missing, grief remained unfinished.

Families waited.

They kept phones charged.

They listened for footsteps in hallways.

They imagined ordinary explanations because ordinary explanations were easier to survive.

Maybe she's in Paris.

Maybe he lost his phone.

Maybe she needs time.

Maybe he'll come home tomorrow.

Hope could become its own kind of cruelty.

Karin looked again at Helena's photograph.

There was something about her eyes.

Not fear.

Not exactly.

Anticipation.

As if she had been waiting for someone.

Karin reached for her phone.

She searched the address of Café November.

Her fingers paused over the screen.

Then she called.

A woman's voice answered after three rings.

"Café November."

"Hello. My name is Detective Karin Sjöberg. I'm calling about an old missing-person investigation."

Silence.

Then:

"Which one?"

Karin frowned.

"Sorry?"

"The missing person."

"You've had more than one?"

Another pause.

"We've had many customers."

"That's not what I meant."

"I know."

Karin sat straighter.

"Do you still have the surveillance recordings from December 2014?"

The woman on the other end didn't answer.

Karin heard something.

A cup being placed on a table.

Perhaps footsteps.

Then the woman said quietly:

"We don't keep recordings that long."

"I understand."

"But you should come here."

Karin's eyes narrowed.

"Why?"

"Because if you're asking about Helena Marklund, you already know something is wrong."

Karin's mouth went dry.

"How do you know I'm asking about Helena?"

The woman hung up.

Karin stared at the phone.

For a few seconds she heard only the radiator clicking beside the window.

Then she stood.

She took her coat from the back of the chair.

The photograph of Helena went into her bag.

She hesitated before taking the photograph showing the reflection.

Then she took that too.

Outside, the snow was coming down harder.

Stockholm had disappeared into white and grey.

Karin pulled her scarf around her neck and stepped onto the pavement.

She started walking.

She told herself she was going to the café because it was part of the investigation.

That was true.

It simply wasn't the whole truth.

Somewhere underneath the professional reasoning, underneath years of training and experience and all the careful habits she had built around herself, there was another feeling.

A small, irrational certainty.

She had seen that photograph before.

Not recently.

Not in a case file.

Not in a newspaper.

Somewhere else.

A long time ago.

And she couldn't remember where.

She kept walking.

The city moved around her.

People hurried past with their heads lowered against the snow.

A cyclist cursed at a taxi.

A child dragged a red sled behind him.

Two women stood beneath an awning, sharing a cigarette.

Ordinary life.

That was what unsettled Karin most.

The world didn't stop when somebody disappeared.

It didn't become darker.

The buses still ran.

People still complained about coffee.

Children still went to school.

Someone still fell in love.

Someone else still broke someone's heart.

A person could vanish from the world and the world would simply close around the empty space.

Karin reached the corner.

Café November was ahead.

The green awning was half-covered with snow.

Warm yellow light spilled through the windows.

She stopped across the street.

For a moment she watched the people inside.

Then she noticed something.

A woman was sitting alone near the window.

Dark coat.

Dark hair.

Her back was toward Karin.

The woman lifted her coffee.

Karin couldn't see her face.

She waited.

The woman slowly turned toward the window.

Their eyes met through the glass.

Karin stopped breathing.

She knew that face.

She didn't know from where.

But she knew it.

The woman smiled.

Then she stood and walked away from the window.

Karin crossed the street.

She reached for the café door.

The bell above it rang.

Warm air touched her face.

And somewhere in the back of the café, a cup broke against the floor.
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CHAPTER 2
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The cup broke somewhere behind Karin.

The sound was sharper than it should have been.

A small explosion of porcelain against the wooden floor, followed by silence.

Karin turned.

A young waiter stood frozen beside a table, one hand still hovering in the air. White pieces of the cup lay scattered around his shoes. Coffee spread slowly across the floorboards, finding the gaps between them.

"Sorry," he said.

Nobody answered.

The café had gone strangely quiet.

Karin looked around.

The woman she had seen through the window was gone.

Her chair was empty.

Karin's eyes moved toward the counter.

The woman behind it was watching her.

Late fifties, perhaps. Short silver hair. A dark green cardigan. No makeup that Karin could see. There was something tired about her face, but not weak. It was the kind of tiredness that came from having spent years keeping certain thoughts to yourself.

Karin approached.

"Excuse me."

The woman didn't answer immediately.

"You called me earlier."

"I did."

"You hung up."

"I know."

Karin took off her gloves.

"My name is Detective Karin Sjöberg."

"I know."

The words landed differently this time.

Karin studied her.

"Have we met?"

"No."

The woman looked away.

That tiny movement told Karin more than the answer.

"What is your name?"

"Margareta."

"Last name?"

"Nyström."

"Do you own the café?"

"My husband did."

"Did?"

Margareta looked toward the empty tables.

"He died."

Karin waited.

"When?"

"Eight years ago."

"I'm sorry."

Margareta gave a small shrug.

People said sorry for death as naturally as they said hello.

After enough years, the words became almost weightless.

"You said on the phone that I already know something is wrong."

"I did."

"Why?"

Margareta picked up a clean cup.

Her hands were steady.

"Because you asked about Helena."

"You knew her?"

"Everyone knew Helena."

"Not according to the police file."

"The police file was wrong."

Karin felt the first real flicker of irritation.

"How?"

Margareta placed the cup on the counter.

"She wasn't alone that night."

"Who was she with?"

"Someone."

"Who?"

Margareta looked at her.

"I don't know."

Karin almost sighed.

"That's not particularly useful."

"I didn't say it was."

There was something about the woman's voice.

Not evasive.

Afraid.

Karin recognized fear quickly. She had spent too many years listening to people lie while trying not to appear frightened.

Margareta wasn't afraid of Karin.

She was afraid of something else.

"Can I see the old surveillance recordings?"

"No."

"Why?"

"Because they're gone."

"Chief Inspector Holm said you might still have them."

"Then Chief Inspector Holm is mistaken."

Karin leaned slightly closer.

"Someone gave the police a still image from the recording."

Margareta's eyes moved toward the door.

Just for a second.

But Karin saw it.

"Who?"

"Lars Nyberg."

The color in Margareta's face changed.

"You know him."

"No."

"You reacted when I said his name."

"I react to many names."

"Not like that."

Margareta looked down.

The waiter was still kneeling on the floor, collecting the broken porcelain.
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