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      The sensual, seductive novels of Kathleen Lawless are erotically-charged adventures sure to leave you satisfied…. and reviewers can’t get enough either.

      

      “THE SEX IS REVETING… The story is fresh…the dialogue is snappy and unique.” Romance Junkies

      

      “A WONDERFUL HEATED TALE.” The Best Reviews

      

      “HIGHLY ENTERTAINING…” Roundtable Reviews

      

      “DO NOT MISS THIS BOOK…Lawless weaves romance, intrigue, and excitement into an impressive tapestry.” Romance Reviews Today

      

      “Passionate and erotic…Readers looking for steamy, sensual scenes will love it.” Round Table Reviews

      

      “An amusing, adventurous, spirited tale.” RT Reviews

      

      “A sensual read that will keep you spellbound until the very end.” Romance Junkies
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        Twenty-five years earlier...

      

      

      The Caribbean island of Makua was mostly desert except here, close to the river where the foliage grew thick and lush and the air was heavy with the tropical smell of damp green.

      “Hurry with my crown,” six-year-old Tessa told seven- year-old Brahm, her best friend.

      “All done,” he announced with a gap-toothed grin, as he placed the circlet of blossoms atop her waist-length dark hair and bowed before her.

      “Princess Tessa Gale, I promise my loyalty and love.”

      Tessa raised her chin haughtily. “You know I’m not really a princess.”

      “You’re like a princess to me.” His lower lip thickened. “Do you have to go away?”

      “San Diego.” She’d been practicing saying it till it no longer sounded foreign to her ears. Sometimes her mother seemed happy about the move, other times she was so sad she couldn’t get out of bed. Tessa liked it better when Simone was happy. Then they played and her mother brushed her hair and fixed it fancy with glittery hairpins.

      Tessa leaned forward and kissed his cheek. “Don’t worry, Brahm, I’ll always come back. I’m like you. A Belonger. Born on Makua.”

      “Are you scared?”

      “Daddy says I have to be strong. Cause Mama isn’t.”

      “Why is your father sending you and your mother away?”

      Tessa pursed her lips. “He’s the bank’s president and very important. He says we’re not safe here.”

      “My mother says it’s because he married an ‘other’.”

      “I guess in San Diego with my grandparents, Mama will be the Belonger and I’ll be the ‘other’.” She blinked away a stray tear. She didn’t want to leave and live in the United States. She loved her Caribbean home and all her friends.

      Brahm took her hand in his, dark eyes far too serious for his age, and slipped a heavy gold ring onto her middle finger. “My grandmother’s ring. It’ll keep you safe while you’re away.”

      Tessa twisted the ornately designed ring, which was far too big for her. “What will keep you safe?”

      “Knowing you’re coming back.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Present Day...

      

      

      The strain she’d heard through Brahm’s recent emails and phone calls was even more evident on his face when she spotted him in the Miami airport where she had flown to meet him and her father.

      Brahm picked her up and swung her around before he set her down. “You’re heavier than I remember.”

      “Wimp!” She slapped his arm. “I am not.” She glanced around. “Where’s my father?”

      “In the limo. On the phone with Makua’s President.” He squeezed her hand. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Me too.”

      She hoped her gentle tone hid her concern at the sight of him, nails bitten to the quick and deep shadows beneath his eyes. Whatever he’d stumbled across at Makua’s bank where he worked under her father, she was glad he’d asked her to be here when he disclosed his findings.

      Not that she and her father were by any means close, but she couldn’t dim the tiny, eternal ray of hope. Maybe it still wasn’t too late.

      Brahm hefted her bag off the conveyor belt and guided her outside where the heat bounced off the pavement, leaving her wilted and sweaty. Remi Gale stepped out of the curbside white limo, stiff as always, and suffered her hug before he handed her inside to welcome air conditioning. Brahm climbed in after her and their attentive driver leapt to open the far door for Remi, leaving Tessa seated between them.

      Even though they both worked for Makua’s offshore bank, she doubted two men could be more different. Her father rigid as a knife blade while Brahm was still the boy next door. Belongers, anyone who was born in Makua’s chain of islands, always viewed ‘others’ or outsiders guardedly, and Brahm would have met a lot of outsiders taking advantage of Makua’s off-shore bank.

      She remembered the first time she saw him kiss a girl; the mixed feelings as she realized he was the brother she never had and that she loved him fiercely, albeit platonically. Around that same time she realized men found her exotic appearance enticing, a fact she had no qualms about using to her advantage.

      “How’s life on Makua?” Childhood visits to the island of her birth had become less frequent as the years marched past, especially after her mother died and her father had grown even more distant.

      “Wait till you see,” Brahm said. “You’ll hardly recognize the big island with all the development.”

      Remi cleared his throat. “Now is not a good time for a visit, Tessa. There are disturbing threats against the President.” She shot him a cautious glance. Clearly Brahm hadn’t told him about Trimonde, an extreme adventure race for wealthy thrill seekers taking place on the islands next week, or the fact that she and Brahm were one of the ten couples competing.

      “The threats are nothing new,” Brahm said. “Besides, it’s been too long since you were home.”

      “I know.” Brahm didn’t mean to make her feel guilty, but it hit her anyway. A deep-seated desire to reclaim her Belonger status. She’d always intended to go back for more than a visit, to do something significant for her people. One reason she and Brahm were involved in the race. They could put the winnings to good use with a heritage center on Lost Island. She also knew Brahm well enough to know there were other reasons he’d entered them as a team, something he’d tell her in his own sweet time.

      Abruptly there was a squeal of tires, their vehicle broadsided as a hail of bullets bit through the doors and windows. Her heart pounded as a familiar surge of adrenalin pumped through her. Why were they being shot at?

      She threw herself to the floor and reached for the police-issue gun she wasn’t carrying while the limo careened crazily from side to side, then stopped. She heard the squeal of tires against pavement as the other car raced away. Cautiously she raised her head. Next to her, Brahm was slumped at an awkward angle, a widening pool of blood sharply visible against his white banker’s shirt. She heard her father call 911 as she bent over Brahm and felt frantically for a pulse that wasn’t there.

      No!

      She felt as if someone had opened up her chest and ripped out her heart. She glanced up at her father and saw that he had been hit also.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Tuesday...

        Miami

      

      

      Tessa still couldn’t believe Brahm was dead. She swallowed past the painful lump in her throat as she faced off against Brahm’s old college roommate, Daniel Hunter, a man she knew through reputation only and had disliked, sight unseen, for years. First she’d been jealous of their ‘bad boys’ world, which excluded her, and their womanizing exploits. When she learned that after a brief stint in the military Brahm and his partner Blugh had started a business of taking wanna-be soldier clients into war-torn countries to play soldier for a day, her dislike of him grew by leaps and bounds.

      She’d win this damn race with or without him, except she couldn’t show up without a partner. Even her most reliable sources had been unable to find out much about the race, who was behind it, or why it was hush-hush. She had signed a lengthy waiver, agreeing to all the crazy conditions to be part of the race, along with a confidentiality clause. Clearly the organizers wanted the race kept secret, something they’d managed most effectively for three years running. All she knew was that the race was dangerous, possibly life-threatening, and held enormous appeal to wealthy adrenalin junkies.

      Not everyone could put up a million bucks entry fee but Hunter had, for her and Brahm, one more reason for her not to trust him. Clearly, he had his own agenda and if it wasn’t the money, it was something even more suspect.

      With Brahm gone it felt more important than ever that she win and honor his memory, even though it meant splitting the winning purse with the man who stood before her. Because she and Brahm hadn’t wanted anyone to know they were from the islands, Hunter had created a cover for them as wealthy real estate tycoons. No one had to know he wasn’t her original partner.

      With short dark hair, a day’s growth of stubble and dark eyes that didn’t miss a thing, Daniel looked like a hunter. Someone who belonged in the jungle with the other beasts and predators, not this luxury Miami penthouse he called home.

      “Well, well, Tessa Gale, I presume.” He stepped aside and ushered her in to his condo.

      “We meet at last.” Tessa brushed past him into a light-filled double-height room with a breathtaking view of Miami’s skyline and the ocean. The war business must be lucrative if it afforded him these kinds of digs.

      She felt him behind her, larger than life, and resented the fact that he was breathing while Brahm was dead.

      “I was truly sorry to hear about Brahm.”

      She spun to face him. “You were Brahm’s last call before the accident.”

      “It was hardly an accident,” Hunter said. “Either someone didn’t want him talking to your father, or wanted him out of Trimonde. Quite possibly both.”

      “Is there a link between the bank and the race?”

      “Winning might be one way to find out.”

      She eyed him closely. She hadn’t known he’d had Brahm’s confidence to such an extent. “I not only intend to compete; I intend to win.”

      “You’ll be needing a partner then, won’t you?”

      She raked her eyes over him. He was obviously in shape, not an ounce of fat visible on his muscular body. “I thought I’d give you first refusal.”

      He treated her to a similar bar code. “Brahm said you were a ballsy chick.”

      She lifted her chin even higher. So what if he was a good eight inches taller than her 5’6”? “I won’t repeat what he said about you.”

      She twisted with the ring Brahm had given her when they were children. She wore it to remind herself she’d been born on Makua. That she was still, in her heart, a Belonger.

      Hunter watched her closely, his gaze unsettling, as if he saw through her outer shell into her core. “Will you take Brahm’s place as my partner in the race?”

      She acted as if his answer didn’t matter, for if he knew how badly she wanted this she was afraid he would say ‘no’, just because he could. “Surely an extreme adventure with millions of dollars at stake is your kind of gig.”

      “You’re talking about a game. I play for real.” As his toffee dark eyes smoldered into hers she read the warning. The threat. And something even more dangerous.

      “What’s real about taking wealthy freaks into war-torn hot spots so they can play soldier for a few days?”

      He shrugged. “A man has to make a living.”

      “Is that what you call it?”

      She watched a muscle work in his jaw. The silence stretched so tight it radiated a high-pitched squeal that rang in her ears and stopped time.

      “Given that you find what I do so unsavory, this little visit must be killing you. You want this win powerful bad.”

      Tessa exhaled in a rush, unaware she’d been holding her breath. “Brahm trusted you.”

      “But you don’t. Do you, Tessa?” With one blunt fingertip he traced the line of her jaw, then followed the curve of her neck to her shoulder.

      Every nuance, every fibre in her being screamed ‘no’ as she repressed the shiver that raced through her at his touch, spreading outward from the tops of her bare thighs.

      “Our cover is as a married couple,” Hunter said. Clearly the thought amused him. As he took a step back she recovered her powers of speech.

      “Considering most married couples don’t like each other very much, we won’t have to fake that part.”

      “What do you know about being married?”

      The question caught Tessa off guard. Precious little, given the unusual circumstances of her parents’ marriage.

      Just then there was a rapping on a nearby window. A one-legged seagull stood balanced awkwardly on the sill, his head cocked to one side, bright eyes fixed on Hunter.

      Tessa glanced at the bird in amazement, then felt the beginning of her first smile since Brahm died. “You feed him, don’t you?”

      Hunter stuffed his hands in his pockets and tried to look stern. “Sometimes.”

      Tessa spun around. She couldn’t breathe. She knew she’d lose it if she stayed here any longer, talking about Brahm. She couldn’t, she wouldn’t, break down in front of Hunter. She felt his hand on her shoulder and shrugged it off. In the police force she’d seen death in all its guises. As a teenager she’d been the one to find her mother’s lifeless body. She’d learned to tamp down her feelings, to do her grieving in private. Somehow Hunter was rapidly dissolving that wall.
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        * * *

      

      Hunter watched the door close behind Tessa. The lady was in for plenty more shocks beyond Brahm’s death. Tessa Gale thought she knew Makua because she’d been born there. Hunter laid bets she’d never seen the dark side of the tiny chain of Caribbean islands. She’d been hustled to safety twenty-five years ago to live with wealthy grandparents in San Diego while Brahm, who’d stumbled upon the tip of a very messy iceberg, was dead. Leaving Hunter to find out who was using the island’s supposedly ‘clean’ offshore bank to fund arms in military hot spots.

      His business cover allowed him easy access to those areas, but hadn’t given him much in the way of answers. The biggest breakthrough this year had pointed to a link between the arms suppliers and the Trimonde organizers, which seemed to make sense given the secrecy of the race and the money at stake.

      He’d had doubts from the start about Brahm being in the race, but Brahm had convinced him that he and Tessa being born there and knowing the islands the way they did, had a huge advantage over the others. Hunter had used his contacts to secure a list of the other Trimonde competitors, a United Nations Who’s Who of wealthy eccentrics, crazy enough to have an extreme addiction.

      Speaking of addictive—

      An image of Tessa appeared before him; compact frame, an intriguing combination of sleek muscles and feminine curves. Wide tawny eyes with thick dark lashes lent her an air of innocence, too innocent for the hard-edged cop she was reputed to be. Dusky skin, a heart-shaped face marked with dark brows, slanted cheekbones and full red lips, she was an exotic gem.

      He mentally reviewed his intel. Her mother, a former beauty queen, met and married Makua bank president Remi Gale some thirty odd years ago. But life on the island proved too isolated so Remi sent his wife and daughter to live with Simone’s family in San Diego. Not long afterwards, Tessa’s allegedly high-strung mother had eventually taken her own life.

      Brahm had confessed, one night after too many beers, that Remi had a mistress on the island, someone who’d been born there. Hunter had never quite figured the Belonger versus ‘others’ attitude of the islanders, but knew it was still a thing to this day.

      Meanwhile, Tessa took her criminology degree to the San Diego P.D. where her mentors saw she moved quickly up through the ranks. Brilliant at mapping trails where none existed, her services were sought by various government departments. Her skills ensured the good guys landed where they needed to be ahead of the bad guys, be it jungle, desert, or rain forest. Any place, any contra cargo, drugs, arms, or humans, Tessa had made a name for herself.

      Between the two of them, they had a shot at winning Trimonde. If they managed not to get killed in the process.

      ssuming the same group that funded the race was moving money and arms through Makua’s bank, Brahm had agreed to be Hunter’s inside man. Now it was up to him. He’d have to play nice with Tessa and make sure they won.

      Trouble was, he never played nice. And neither would the others.

      “Father, should you be out of bed?” Tessa entered the hospital room to see father up and dressed, his injured arm supported in a sling. He looked pale beneath his permanent tan.

      “Your father has been discharged.”

      Tessa turned, belatedly aware of a third person in the room. “Hello, Madame Vice-President.”

      Makua’s second-in-command, Isabella was tall and elegantly proportioned with good bone structure, thick dark hair, and skin so smooth Tessa suspected a surgeon’s skill was at least partly responsible.

      “It’s nice to see you again, Tessa.”

      Tessa didn’t bother to parrot back words as insincere as the woman herself.

      “You’re leaving already.” So much for any hope that she and her father might connect over their shared grief.

      “We are taking Brahm’s body back to the island,” Remi told her. “I will let you know the funeral arrangements.”

      Feeling dismissed, Tessa reached up and kissed her father’s dry cheek, aware of the vice-president’s sharp gaze on the two of them.

      Putting her grief aside for now, she knew she had to concentrate on winning the race and unmasking Brahm’s killer. Maybe, for once, that would make her father proud of her.
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      His hands trembled with rage, making it impossible to respond to the message he had just read on his iPhone. That self-serving, interfering bitch had no idea what she had done. Just when Tessa Gale was to be within reach, an easy target for an ‘unfortunate’ and fatal accident during Trimonde.

      
        
        Friday...

        Miami

      

      

      “I don’t like it, Hunt. There was something a little too slick about that hit on Brahm.”

      Hunter eyed his business partner across the sticky table in their favorite watering hole where they were downing a beer in their friend’s memory. Blugh, who claimed his hippie mother had named him for the Florida skies and not his startling blue eyes, had roomed with Hunter and Brahm in college.

      “Agreed,” Hunter said. “Obviously someone felt he was a threat.”

      “Because of the bank, or the race? Or both?” Blugh didn’t expect an answer. “What’s she like?”

      “She who?”

      “Don’t play dumb with me. Tessa Gale. Brahm’s island princess.”

      “Not at all what I pictured from Brahm. Prickly. Stubborn. Irritating.”

      Blugh grinned. “Just your type.”

      Hunter shot him a silencing look. “Not funny.”

      “It’s bound to be a dirty race. The Frenchies are going for a triple win.”

      Hunter nodded. “Any idea why they want Lost Island so bad?”

      “Are you kidding? A private island close to Makua’s offshore bank? Bets they’re not planning on building a vineyard. What does Tessa want with the island?”

      “Brahm said she’s always dreamed of creating a heritage center, tracing the Belongers’ roots, preserving their culture. Apparently she never got over the old man sending her away.”

      “She could have moved back.”

      “And done what? Work at a resort?”

      Blugh shrugged. “She really thinks no one will know who she is?”

      “I invented a damn good cover for her. For the two of them. Us.” He stared at his nearly empty glass. It had been four years since he used the ‘us’ word and it felt unfamiliar on his tongue, but Blugh didn’t seem to notice.

      “When are you planning to put Tessa out of her misery and tell her you’re in?”

      Hunter drained his glass of micro brew. “I already did.”

      
        
        Saturday...

        Miami

      

      

      Tessa pulled up outside Hunter’s condo, pleasantly surprised to see him waiting outside. At least he was punctual. She tapped the wheel with her fingertips while he stowed his bag in the back of the rented Jeep, anxious, nervous, determined not to show it. How did one mentally prepare for an extreme adventure race where the stakes were huge?

      Hunter settled into the passenger seat and did a double-take. “What happened to your hair?”

      “It’ll be easier for the race this way.” Tessa put the Jeep into drive and ran a self-conscious hand through her unfamiliar short curls. She’d had long hair all her life and while her new look felt strange, it also felt amazingly freeing. Like she’d left the old Tessa behind.

      “Let’s get one thing clear. Nothing about this race will be easy. Screw up and you’re on your own.”

      She shot him a sideways look. “You too.”

      “That day in the limo. Ever think maybe they were after you and got Brahm by mistake?”

      “No one’s after me.”

      “What? A cop who’s never made any enemies?”

      Tessa gripped the wheel tighter. “I’m on a leave of absence. No one even knows I’m in Florida.”

      “Bets that you’re wrong?”

      Tessa cast her mind back. Who had known she flew here to meet Brahm? Besides her father and Makua’s vice-president. Could she have an unknown enemy?

      Their first stop was Point Zero, an isolated military training camp outside Miami where an armed sentry checked their false names against his list. They bumped down a scruffy overgrown road lined with buildings resembling barracks.

      “Pretty rustic,” Tessa said. “Brahm told me Trimonde was over-the-top high end.”

      “The only thing I know about Trimonde, it’s never what you expect.” Hunter stepped out of the Jeep with a relaxed air Tessa envied. A man in camouflage gear collected their bags. They’d been told to bring essentials only.

      “Your vehicle will be returned to the rental agency.”

      Camo-guy stretched out a hand and Tessa dropped the keys into his palm before she turned her attention to assessing the other couples, gathered in a loose circle.

      They were from all over. The Aussies seemed friendly and relaxed. Which could be a pose. One couple spoke German softly between themselves; another couple French. Was it as obvious to the others as it was to her that she and her supposed husband were virtual strangers?

      “This is the race prelude before we hit Makua,” camo-guy announced. “The rules are, there are no rules. When it’s your turn, get through the course as quickly as you can. Team scores will be kept sealed, to be used in the event of a tie-breaker in the final heat. Questions?”

      The silence was stifling, with everyone avoiding eye contact. Suddenly the area was milling with men in camouflage garb and each couple was herded in a different direction. She fell into step behind Hunter and their race person. Their march ended at the door of a cell-like holding room.

      “Wait here till you’re called.” The door closed with a sharp click.
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        * * *

      

      Gleefully he rubbed his hands together. The race was on, the fun just beginning. Soon, Tessa Gale would get exactly what was coming to her.
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        * * *

      

      “Why have they isolated us?” Tessa asked, once they were alone.

      “The race is supposed to be psychologically taxing as much as physically,” Hunter said. “Everyone here paid a lot of money to be challenged to the ultimate ends of their endurance.”

      “You’re not exactly reassuring to be around,” Tessa said.

      “You’re not here for reassurance. You’re here to win. And much as I’m sure it pains you to admit it, you’ll be needing my help.”

      The race began like any other training course Tessa had been on, sprinkled with man-made obstacles, leading to the banks of a river. She sprinted up the ladder to the overhead tram. Ropes and a pulley sent them flying across the river. Just short of the other side the rope snapped, the tram screamed to a halt and dangled at a crazy angle. She was thrown against Hunter, who broke her fall.

      “Jump!”

      The tram was going down.

      She leaped for all she was worth, landing on the marshy river bank before she rolled to her feet. She heard a splash nearby as the tram hit the water.

      “Stay close,” Hunter growled, groping for her arm. “I’ll get us through.”

      She nodded. “Think it was booby-trapped for everyone, or just us?”

      “Don’t think. React.” He punctuated his words with a tackle that took her down and over. Tessa felt the hard core of his body on hers as they rolled. The man was living steel.

      “Trip wire,” he panted. They lay entwined for a second too long, her heart thumping against his, speeding up instead of slowing down. She felt a crazy, unwanted rush of sexual energy uncurl as he pulled her to a belly crawl alongside him.

      “Stay off side, stay low, stay close.”

      Suddenly their way blocked by an over-height brick wall topped with barbed-wire.

      “No way to know what’s on the other side,” he said. “I’ll boost you up to see.”

      “I can make it on my own.” Tessa moved quickly to prove her point. “There’s water,” she called, as she clawed her way to the top and positioned herself to avoid the razor-sharp wire. Without a sound Hunter landed behind her, his breath hot in her ear, feathering the nerve endings of her newly-exposed nape.

      He uncoiled a length of rope from his belt, tossed it over a tree branch and cinched it, giving an experimental tug. He grunted with satisfaction when it held.

      “It’ll be faster if we go together.”

      “Will it hold us both?”

      “It better.”

      Tessa boosted herself onto his back and wrapped her legs around his middle. She felt the tensing of honed muscle in his shoulders as he grabbed hold of the rope and hurtled them over the water to drop onto a flat mound of sand.

      The sand was deep and soft, and with each step she sank deeper. Fighting her panic, using every ounce of strength, she managed to pull free and shinny up a scrawny tree behind Hunter. She was breathing hard, running on adrenaline, all senses on overdrive. Especially her sex sense. It must be pheromones. She’d never been so physically aware of a male. His breathing. His muscles. His scent.

      “Cross over, drop down, and head for that hillock. The finish line is just beyond it.”

      Thank god for gymnastics! The branch swayed, dipped slightly then took her weight. Once clear of the sand she dropped to the ground and headed in the direction Hunter had indicated. Behind her, she heard a crack as the branch snapped. She looked back to see Hunter land heavily and recover.

      “Good thing I went first,” she panted, as they raced up the incline toward the gong. “It couldn’t take your weight.”

      “You weakened it.”

      They hit the gong at the same time. A bored-looking race deputy recorded their time.

      “Congratulations,” he said, no hint in his expression how their performance compared to the others’. The car is over there.”

      Tessa slid a sideways look at Hunter. As if he felt her gaze he slowly turned his head, his eyes locked on her. Heat zinged through her. She had no idea what she’d gotten herself into. And that Hunter, a man she didn’t trust, was her only ally.

      
        
        In an untraceable chat room somewhere in cyberspace, fingers flew across keyboards…

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        >Trimonde outcome not secure.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        >Why?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        >We’ve been dealt an unexpected wild card.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        >Who let them in?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        >It was... A favor to an old colleague.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        >How much do they know?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        >Nothing.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        >See it stays that way. And that they don’t finish the race.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        >Right away.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        >Not right away. That will look too suspicious.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        >Before or after we take out President Mahoy?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        >You decide. Mahoy has to go. He is a threat to our cause.
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