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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, possessiveness, obsessive behavior, captivity and confinement, power imbalance, explicit language, violence, morally grey characters, toxic attraction, workplace danger, survival situations, mentions of past trauma and death, food scarcity, and stalking behavior.

This is a DARK romance. The MMC is not a safe hero. If that's not your cup of poison, this book is not for you.

Reader discretion is advised.
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"Dangerous Woman" — Ariana Grande
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"Bury a Friend" — Billie Eilish

"Harvest Moon" — Neil Young

"Figure 8" — Ellie Goulding

"Like Real People Do" — Hozier

"The Wolves (Act I and II)" — Bon Iver

"He didn't save me from drowning. He drowned with me and called it breathing."

— Verity Hale, Salt and Surrender

For the ones who stayed on the boat.
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FOURTEEN BOLTS.

I've counted them six times now, and every time I land on fourteen, which means I'm not losing my mind yet, which means the screaming on the other side of this door is real, the thirty-degree list to starboard is real, and the man who locked me in this cabin an hour ago is somewhere on that deck doing something I can hear through two inches of steel.

Something wet. Something final.

The Vargr groans beneath me like a living thing deciding whether to die. I brace my back against the bunk frame and press both palms flat to the floor because the floor is the only honest thing on this boat. It tells me the angle. It tells me the speed. It tells me whether the next wave will roll us or just remind us it could.

The floor says: you should be afraid.

I'm past afraid. Afraid was three days ago. Afraid was the morning I woke up with his arm across my waist and realized I'd stopped flinching at the lock. What I am now doesn't have a word. It lives somewhere between prayer and seasickness, in that airless gap where your body knows something your brain won't confirm.

Another impact. Port side this time. The boat heels and I slide across the floor until my shoulder hits the desk bolted to the wall. His desk. His charts. His pencils rolling in the drawer like dice. Everything in this room belongs to Sable Colter, including, depending on who you ask, me.

Fourteen bolts in the door. I know because I've had time. He gave me time when he put me in here, gripped my arm with the precision of a man who knows exactly how much force moves a body without breaking it, walked me down the corridor while the crew shouted and the hull took a wave that knocked the lights for three full seconds, opened this door, put me inside, and said one word before he sealed it.

Stay.

Not a request. Not a question. A coordinate. A fixed point on a chart that doesn't move because he's decided it doesn't move.

I stayed.

That's the thing I'll have to sit with later, if there is a later, if the North Pacific doesn't swallow this ninety-eight feet of rust and stubbornness whole. I stayed. Not because the door was locked. Not because the storm made the corridor impassable. I stayed because when he said it, his voice did something I'd only heard once before, the night he told me about the coordinates tattooed across his knuckles, the night he told me about the four men and the cold water and the nineteen-year-old boy who held a piece of fiberglass until the Coast Guard came. His voice dropped below command, below control, below the frequency he uses for the crew and the weather and the engine and every other system he runs with the same mechanical certainty. It dropped into the register where the truth lives. The one he can't manufacture.

Stay, he said. And what I heard, underneath the word, beneath the diesel and the wind and the hull screaming at the sea: Please.

Sable Colter does not say please. He says port and starboard and secure that line and my boat my rules my responsibility. He says names like verdicts. He says silence like a man who learned that words are just another thing that can be taken from you.

He said please with his whole body and didn't know it.

I'm sitting on the floor of his cabin with my knees pulled up and my hands in my hair and I'm thinking about his hands. The swollen knuckles. The split skin. The coordinates in faded black ink, numbers that chart a grave in the Bering Sea, a place where the water is 38 degrees and four men stopped breathing and a boy held on because his body refused the obvious option. His hands are the first thing I noticed and the last thing I'll forget, and right now they're on deck doing something I can hear through the door, through the storm, through every wall I built between myself and this man over the last eighteen days.

Eighteen days.

That's how long it takes to lose yourself on a crab boat in Alaska. Not because the sea takes you. Because a man with grey-green eyes and ruined hands looks at you like you're the only fixed point in a world that won't stop moving, and you realize, somewhere between the eighth and ninth day, that you're looking back.

I press my forehead to my knees. The boat pitches. Something crashes on deck. A voice I recognize as Deck, the first mate, a man built like a fire hydrant with an accent that turns every vowel into a question. He's yelling something about the starboard line. Another voice. Not Deck. The voice is lower, flatter, the voice of a man giving instructions the way other men exhale.

Wraith.

That's what they call him. Because he moves without sound on a boat where everything makes sound. Because he appears in doorways like a change in pressure. Because the crew says he doesn't sleep, and after eighteen days, I believe them. I've watched him run forty-hour stretches on black coffee and whatever's left in the pot after the crew eats. I've seen him work the deck alongside the crew hauling pots that weigh more than I do, his body a machine built for function and endurance and nothing as frivolous as comfort. I've watched him command eleven men with a look, redirect a sixteen-ton vessel with a word, and control every system on this boat with the absolute certainty of a man who decided fifteen years ago that nothing on his watch will fail because the last time something failed, people died.

I am the one thing on this boat he can't control.

I know this because of the way he watches me. Not the way Pike watched me. Pike watched like a man calculating odds, measuring how much he could take before someone stopped him. Wraith watches like a man cataloging weather. Studying. Tracking. Noting the shifts. Waiting to see which direction the wind turns, not to change it, but to know.

He watches like a man who has already decided something and is waiting for the rest of himself to catch up.

The lock turns.

I hear the bolt slide and my whole body goes still. Not flinching. Something past flinching. Something that might be anticipation, which is worse than fear because fear at least has the decency to feel like a warning.

The door opens six inches. He fills the gap. Soaked. His jacket is torn at the shoulder and there's blood on his forearm, dark against the diesel-stained skin, and his chest is heaving with the controlled breathing of a man who's been fighting something bigger than himself and hasn't lost yet. His eyes find me on the floor and something crosses his face too fast to name. Relief, maybe. Or its sharper cousin.

"Pike's off the deck," he says.

It's not an explanation. It's a status report. Pike is off the deck the way a bad tooth is out of a mouth. Removed. No longer a variable.

"The storm?"

"Four more hours. Maybe five."

He's standing in the doorway bleeding from his arm, salt water running down his neck into his collar, his chest rising and falling with the rhythm of a man who just did violence in a hurricane, and he's giving me a weather report. I want to laugh. I want to scream. I want to put my hands on his face the way I did yesterday, yesterday when the world was different, yesterday when I still had the excuse of proximity and isolation and the particular madness that comes from never seeing the dark.

I stand up. My legs are unsteady. The boat helps, pitching me forward, and his hand is there before I've finished stumbling. On my arm. The same grip. Precise, calibrated, the grip of a man who knows the exact difference between holding and hurting. He holds.

I look at his hand on my arm. He looks at his hand on my arm. The blood from his forearm runs down to his wrist and touches my skin, warm in the cold cabin, and neither of us moves.

"You're bleeding," I say.

"I know."

"Let me—"

"Don't."

That word again. Don't. He's used it before. In the dark that's never dark, on a night that's never night, in a bunk where the distance between our bodies shrank to nothing and his hand found my hip in something that wasn't sleep and wasn't wakefulness and wasn't anything either of us had a name for. Don't, he said then. What he meant was: if you touch me, I won't stop. What he means now, standing in his doorway with his blood on my wrist: if you're kind to me, I'll break. And I can't break. Not with four hours of storm left and a crew to keep alive and a boat that needs a captain more than a captain needs a wound cleaned.

I don't touch him.

I step back. I sit on the bunk. His bunk. The sheets smell like him. Everything smells like him. Diesel and salt and coffee burned down to tar and underneath it something warm, something animal, something that my body recognizes before my brain gives permission.

He closes the door.

He doesn't lock it.

He sits on the floor with his back against the steel and his bleeding arm across his knee and his head tipped back and his eyes closed, and I watch him the way he watches me. Like weather. Like a system I can't steer around.

Fourteen bolts in the door. Eighteen days on this boat. One man on the floor who locked me in his cabin and called it safety and meant something closer to surrender.

I count the bolts again.

Fourteen.

I'm not losing my mind.

I'm losing something worse.

ACT I

BOARDING
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Galley Wage

Maren
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FORTY THOUSAND DOLLARS looks like a number on a napkin when the man across the desk writes it in pencil.

Not pen. Pencil. Like it could be erased. Like the figure is negotiable, the way everything in Harlan Voss's office is negotiable, including, apparently, my brother's freedom and my next three weeks of breathing.

The office smells like fish guts and floor cleaner, a combination that shouldn't work but that I've come to associate with every processing plant on the Pacific coast. Voss sits behind a metal desk that was probably military surplus before it was office furniture, and before that, a door. The man himself matches the desk: functional, dented, built to last through conditions that would rot prettier things. Fifty-eight years old with hands the size of catcher's mitts and a face that looks like it was assembled from spare parts. His eyes are the problem. They're small and quick and they do math while his mouth does conversation.

"One season," he says. "Full opener. King crab on the Vargr. You cook. You clean. You keep your head down and your mouth shut. When the boat comes back, Theo's account reads zero."

I look at the napkin. The pencil marks are light. The number is not.

"Three weeks," I say.

"Give or take. Depends on the weather. Depends on the catch. Depends on the captain."

"Who's the captain?"

Voss leans back. His chair protests. Behind him, the wall holds a photograph I've been studying since I sat down: a row of fishing boats at dock, maybe fifteen of them, bright paint and diesel smoke and the particular optimism of a fleet that hasn't lost anyone yet. One boat's name has been scratched out. Not painted over. Scratched, with something sharp, like a key or a knife, leaving a wound in the glossy print. I file this.

"Sable Colter," Voss says. "Runs the Vargr. Good boat. Good captain. Tight ship."

"Does the captain know about this arrangement?"

Voss smiles with the half of his mouth that does smiling. The other half handles everything else. "The captain knows he's getting a cook. The rest is between you and me."

I think about Theo. Twenty-three years old and dumb in the particular way that young men are dumb when they believe their problems are smaller than they are. I think about the phone call, three weeks ago, his voice flattened by the specific panic of someone who has run the math and arrived at a number his life can't cover. I think about what he actually did, which he told me and which I have told no one, and I think about what happens if Voss decides that a season in the galley isn't enough and takes the whole thing to a prosecutor's desk instead.

Theo stole from this man. Not money. Product. Forty thousand dollars' worth of king crab diverted to a competing buyer in a deal so poorly executed it practically came with a confession attached. My little brother, the optimist. My little brother, the felon.

"I need to know he's safe while I'm gone," I say.

"He's working the line in Plant Two. He shows up. He works. He goes home. Long as you're on that boat, he's fine."

Long as I'm on that boat. The conditional hangs between us like the smell of bleach.

I pick up the pencil. I sign the napkin. It's not a contract. It's a napkin in a fish processing office in Kodiak, Alaska, and it binds me to a boat I've never seen with a man I've never met for a debt my brother earned and I inherited, the way I've inherited every one of Theo's disasters since the day our mother decided that a convenience store in Reno was more interesting than her children.

"Dock Seven," Voss says. "She leaves at six tomorrow morning. Don't be late. Colter doesn't wait."

I walk out of the office into the Kodiak afternoon. Late June. The sun is positioned at the angle that says it's six p.m. and also says it'll be in roughly the same position at midnight, because Alaska in summer doesn't believe in darkness and I'll learn this the hard way. The harbor stretches in front of me, a forest of masts and rigging and hydraulic arms, the water the color of gunmetal, the air heavy with salt and diesel and the sweet-rot smell of marine life processed at industrial scale.

I have one duffel bag. Inside it: four changes of clothes, a knife roll with my personal knives that I've carried since culinary school, a phone charger, a photograph of Theo at eight years old holding a fish he caught in the Astoria docks, and a bottle of ibuprofen large enough to suggest either chronic pain or serious ambition. Both apply.

Dock Seven is at the far end of the harbor, past the big trawlers and the Coast Guard station and a bait shop that's either closed or abandoned. The Vargr is the last vessel on the row, and she's smaller than I expected. Ninety-eight feet of welded steel and weathered paint, her hull patched in three places with metal that doesn't match, her wheelhouse sitting atop the superstructure like a watchtower with ideas above its station. She looks like something that was built to do a job and has been doing it past the point where the job should have killed her.

I know boats. Not well, not the way these men know them, but I grew up on the Oregon coast and I can tell the difference between a vessel that's maintained with pride and one that's maintained with necessity. The Vargr is the second kind. Everything works. Nothing is pretty.

I climb the ladder.

The deck is clean. That surprises me. The gear is stowed with the precision of a man who believes that disorder is a moral failure. Crab pots are stacked in rows so even they could pass military inspection. The coils of line are flemished flat, no tangles, no slack. I've worked kitchens run by chefs who would weep at this level of organization.

"You the cook?"

The voice comes from behind a stack of pots. A man steps out. Forty, maybe, with red-brown hair and a face that looks like it was designed for a smaller body and then installed on a larger one. His accent puts the emphasis in unexpected places. Irish, I think, or some East Coast mutation of it. He's built like a hydrant: short, wide, immovable.

"Maren Aldridge," I say.

"Declan Roarke. Deck. I'm first mate." He looks at my duffel. He looks at my shoes. He looks at the knife roll protruding from the top of the bag, and something in his expression shifts from assessment to something closer to respect. Or curiosity. They look the same on a face like his.

"Where do I sleep?"

Deck rubs the back of his neck. It's the gesture of a man composing an apology. "We've got bunks in the fo'c'sle. Crew quarters. It's tight."

"How many crew?"

"Eleven, plus you makes twelve. Plus the captain."

Twelve people on ninety-eight feet of boat. I've worked restaurant kitchens smaller than that, but restaurant kitchens don't have sleeping quarters, and the staff goes home at the end of a shift, and no one is three days from the nearest road.

"I'll manage," I say.

Deck nods. He picks up my duffel before I can protest, which tells me he was raised by someone who taught him things, and leads me below deck. The corridor is narrow enough that my shoulders brush both walls. The lighting is industrial fluorescent, the kind that makes everyone look like they're recovering from something. The smell hits at the first ladder: oil, sweat, coffee, the ghost of a thousand meals cooked in a space designed for function and not ventilation. Underneath it, something organic and permanent, the way a boat smells when it's absorbed the ocean into its bones.

The fo'c'sle is at the bow. Deck opens the hatch and I look inside. Bunks. Six stacks of two, twelve total, with curtains that might have been blue once and are now the color of resignation. Personal gear hangs from hooks. Boots on the floor. A calendar on the wall featuring a woman in a bikini and a truck, which tells me everything I need to know about the decorating committee.

Twelve bunks. Eleven men. One of me.

Deck watches my face. He's looking for the reaction. The flinch, the recalculation, the moment where I say this was a mistake and climb back up the ladder and walk down the dock and let Theo handle his own catastrophe for once in his collapsing little life.

I don't flinch.

"Which one's mine?"

Deck points to a lower bunk near the hatch. "I'll see if we can rig a better curtain."

"Don't bother. I sleep light."

He sets my duffel on the bunk. He stands in the hatchway and does the thing again, the neck-rub, the apology-in-progress. "Look. I'm not going to pretend this is normal. We haven't had a woman on the Vargr. Ever. The crew is..." He pauses. Selects. "Mixed."

"Mixed how?"

"Some of them are fine. Good men, hard workers, they'll leave you alone. Some of them haven't seen a woman in two months and have the self-control God gave a bull seal." He meets my eyes. "And then there's Pike."

"Who's Pike?"

"You'll know him when you see him. Just keep your distance. And if you can't keep your distance, keep something sharp in your hand." He glances at the knife roll. "I see you came prepared."

"I've worked kitchens since I was sixteen."

"Kitchens aren't boats."

"Men are men."

Something crosses Deck's face. Not a smile. A recognition. He nods once, the kind of nod that means he's revised his estimate, and leaves me in the fo'c'sle with eleven empty bunks and the particular silence of a space that is about to become very, very small.

I sit on the bunk. I pull out my phone. One bar of signal, flickering like a candle in a draft. I text Theo. Three words.

I'm on the boat.

His reply comes sixty seconds later. Thank you Maren. I'm sorry.

I put the phone away. I've been hearing those words from Theo since he was fifteen. They used to mean something. Now they're just the sound he makes before the next disaster, the way the tide makes a sound before it turns.

I pull out the photograph. Eight-year-old Theo on the Astoria docks, gap-toothed, holding a rockfish almost as big as his torso, grinning like the world was a place that gave you things if you showed up and tried. I was fourteen in that photograph. I was behind the camera. I was always behind the camera, behind the scenes, behind the curtain where the work gets done and no one claps.

I tuck the photo under the mattress. I zip the duffel. I climb the ladder back to the deck.

The galley is aft of the wheelhouse, a rectangular room roughly the size of a walk-in closet with ambitions. Stove, oven, industrial coffee maker, two sinks, a prep counter scarred by a decade of knife work that wasn't mine. Pots hang from ceiling hooks. The fridge hums with the effort of keeping things cold in a room that's never warm. Storage shelves line one wall, bolted to the structure, stacked with cans and dry goods in no discernible order.

I open every cabinet. I check every burner. I inspect the knives, which are dull, and the cutting boards, which are warped, and the coffee maker, which is the only piece of equipment on this boat that shows evidence of love. I make a mental inventory: what I have, what I need, what I can make work. I've cooked in worse. Not much worse, but worse.

By midnight, which looks exactly like noon, I've reorganized the galley. The cans are grouped by category. The spices are alphabetized. The prep station is scrubbed and oiled. The knives are sharpened. It's the first thing I do in any new kitchen: make it mine. Control the space. A kitchen you've organized is a kitchen you control, and a kitchen you control is the only place on earth where nothing can touch you.

I wash my hands. I dry them on a towel that smells like bleach. I look at the galley, ordered and clean, ready for the morning. Ready for the men. Ready for whatever this boat and its captain and its crew and the North Pacific Ocean decide to throw at a woman who traded her body and her time for a number on a napkin.

I climb back down to the fo'c'sle. The bunks are still empty. The crew boards at five a.m. I set my alarm. I lie down. The bunk is narrow and the mattress is foam over plywood and the pillow smells like the last man who slept here, which is not a thought I needed.

I close my eyes.

The light doesn't change. It's one a.m. and the sun is a smudge of gold behind the curtain and I realize, with a certainty that settles in my chest like ballast, that darkness is a luxury this place doesn't offer.

I'm going to have to learn to sleep in the light.

I'm going to have to learn a lot of things.
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Chain of Command

Wraith
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SHE WALKS LIKE A WOMAN who's already mapped the exits.

I see her from the wheelhouse, standing on my deck with a duffel bag over one shoulder and a roll of something protruding from the top that looks like tools. Her shoes are wrong. Her jacket is wrong. Her hair is braided tight against her skull in the manner of someone who knows that loose hair gets caught in things, which is the one correct decision she appears to have made this morning. She's small. Not fragile. Compact, the way a fist is compact. Her shoulders carry weight the way working shoulders do, distributed evenly, held without complaint.

Deck meets her at the rail. I watch them talk. She doesn't gesture. She listens with her whole body still and her chin level, the posture of a person who has been lied to enough times that listening has become a defensive position. Deck leads her below. I lose visual.

I didn't agree to this.

Voss sent word three days ago, a message relayed through the harbormaster's office with the casual authority of a man who believes that every boat fishing his quota is an extension of his property. The message said: galley cook, female, name Aldridge, arriving June 25th. Non-negotiable. The word "non-negotiable" was unnecessary. Everything Voss says is non-negotiable. That's not a personality trait. It's a business model.

I don't work for Voss. I fish his quota because the Kodiak crab allotment is a closed economy and Voss controls sixty percent of the processing capacity. You fish his numbers or you don't fish. I chose to fish. I've been choosing for three years, and the reason I've been choosing has nothing to do with crab and everything to do with a name scratched on a photograph in an office that smells like floor cleaner.

Gareth Slade.

But the woman on my deck doesn't know about Slade. She doesn't know about the photograph or the settlement or the legal brief in the envelope in my desk drawer. She knows she's here to cook, and she knows the number on the napkin, and she doesn't know that I know the number on the napkin is wrong. Voss told me $25,000. The woman's file, which I pulled from the harbormaster's records because I pull every file on every person who boards my vessel, says $40,000. The discrepancy sits in my head like a bilge alarm. Quiet. Persistent. Getting louder.

I go down to the dock at 4 p.m. to supervise the last of the supply loading. The crane swings pallets of bait containers and fuel drums aboard while the crew stows them in the hold with the efficiency of men who have done this particular dance sixty times and resent it sixty times equally. Greer, my youngest deckhand, is stacking bait containers with the exuberance of a twenty-two-year-old who still thinks crab fishing is romantic. He'll lose that by Day Three.

I cross the dock to check the fuel manifest. The route takes me past the processing plant, past Voss's office window. I see him inside. He's on the phone, his feet on the desk, his free hand making shapes in the air that suggest either negotiation or an argument about football. I watch him for two seconds. My jaw does a thing I can't control. A tightening. A muscular response to a stimulus I've been training myself to suppress for three years. Voss is the man who processes my crab. Voss is the man who holds the quota. Voss is the silent partner of the man who killed my father.

I keep walking.

Back on the Vargr, I climb to the wheelhouse. My space. The only room on this boat that's mine alone. The helm console is forty years old and it works because I rebuilt the wiring myself. The radar screen glows green. The VHF radio crackles with harbor traffic. Charts cover the nav table, held down with coffee mugs and a wrench I keep for no practical reason except that it was my father's and the weight of it in my hand reminds me of things I can't afford to forget.

I check the marine weather. Clear for the next forty-eight hours. A low-pressure system developing in the western North Pacific, five to seven days out. Could track north and miss us. Could track east and hit us. The models disagree. I note it. I'll check again at midnight and again at four a.m. and again at eight, because the ocean doesn't care about models and the only forecast I trust is the one the water writes on my hull.

I look down through the wheelhouse window. She's in the galley. I can see her through the porthole, moving with the particular economy of someone who has spent years in small spaces. She opens cabinets with both hands, efficient, assessing. She holds a knife the way a surgeon holds a scalpel. Not a kitchen hobbyist. A professional.

I catalog: auburn hair, tight braid, scarred hands. She's not pretty the way magazine covers mean pretty. She's assembled the way tools are assembled, with purpose as the primary design criterion and aesthetics as an afterthought that turned out better than planned. Her face has the geometry of someone who doesn't eat enough, cheekbones a shade too prominent, shadows under her eyes that speak of months, not nights. She moves through my galley like she's already claimed it.

That bothers me.

Not the claiming. The speed of it. She's been aboard four hours and she's already reorganized a space I've maintained for three seasons. The cans are in a different order. The knives are on a different hook. The coffee maker has been cleaned, which I notice because I clean it myself every third day and it wasn't due until tomorrow.

She's establishing control. In a kitchen she didn't build, on a boat she didn't choose, in a situation she can't leave. She's doing the only thing a person can do when everything else has been decided for them: she's owning the twelve square feet she's been assigned.

I respect it.

That bothers me more.

At 5 a.m. the crew boards. Eleven men. I stand on the aft deck and watch them come. Deck first, because Deck is always first. Then Bowen, my engineer, fifty-two years of silence and engine grease and an understanding of diesel mechanics that borders on telepathy. Then the deckhands in clusters: Greer and Harlan and the Vasquez brothers, good workers, functional men with functional problems and functional solutions. Then Collis and Brand and Yates, neutral players, men who do their jobs and keep their heads down and will stay that way unless someone gives them a reason not to.

Then Pike.

Liam Pike walks aboard the Vargr the way a man walks into a room he intends to rearrange. Twenty-nine, lean, sharp-featured, with the build of a greyhound and the eyes of something that eats greyhounds. He's a good deckhand. Competent on the rail, fast with the hook, strong enough for the pots, smart enough for the sorting. He's also wrong. I've known this since his second season, the way I know when a bilge pump is about to fail: not from evidence but from the vibration, the frequency, the thing underneath the thing that sounds fine.

Pike nods at me. I don't nod back. He notices. He files it. We understand each other the way animals understand territorial markers.

He goes below. I hear him in the fo'c'sle
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