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    Dedication




    To those who inspired it




    and will not read it


  




  

    The Falling of the Stars




    “Who are you?” they asked.




    “A demon to some, angel to others,” I responded. “But you could also just call me your queen.”




    Nothing would be the same after tonight. He swore he would come back for me, and I was ready to destroy him. He took everything from me, and I am ready to do the same. I overcame everything he has thrown at me and came back stronger. I walked down the marble stairs, thinking of every loss I had suffered, and I could feel the power surrounding me.


  




  

    Prologue




    I was always the girl who stole the spotlight; no matter who they were, people would always look up to me. I’m not going to lie, it’s an exhausting job to do, especially when everybody has such high expectations.




    After I was orphaned, the king and queen adopted me because the queen wasn’t able to have children of her own. They are the best parents I could have asked for, and I’m so grateful for them. There are downsides to it, though; I don’t have many friends, because my parents are scared that someone would hurt me. I don’t know why they are so afraid; why would anybody want to hurt me? At least I have my best friend, Eden; he came to us after both his parents died in the war against Aaron, whoever that is.




    We were babies when my parents took him in, it was a big scandal when Eden’s father was killed in the war and I feel connected to him because of everything we’ve had to go through together. We share the spotlight; after all, we’re the future of our people, since everybody expects us to marry each other.




    I woke up to three gentle knocks on my door, as always. I opened the door for Eden.




    He looked especially beautiful this morning. His soft brown hair looked almost gold as the sunlight consumed the room. “Hey you,” he said.




    “You know, you knocking at my door every morning gets annoying,” I said, still half asleep.




    “And you know that I like to annoy you.”




    I chuckled. Typical Eden. “What’s on the agenda for today, my knight?” I asked him.




    “Don’t tell me you forgot? Everybody is preparing for your birthday ball!” he exclaimed hastily.




    “I knew I forgot something! Well, let me get dressed and I’ll meet you downstairs in a second,” I told him before closing the door.




    I dressed myself in a skirt, a lace top, and a white cardigan. As I walked downstairs, I saw some of the staff busy preparing for the ball. I couldn’t help but feel bad that they had so much to do because of me.




    In the large, high-ceilinged dining room, the table was ready, and I noticed that I was the last to arrive for breakfast. I took my place next to Eden and saw that Dad looked more tense than usual.




    “Hey Dad, everything alright?” I asked.




    “Good morning sweetheart – everything’s fine, I’m just a little bit stressed about the preparations for the ball,” he said, continuing to read the national newspaper.




    “Dad, please stop worrying about it, you know that I’ll love whatever you do!”




    “Of course, honey, I know that, but after all it is your eighteenth birthday, and that is something that only happens once in a lifetime.”




    “I know, but I also know that I’ll never be able to forget the night either way.”




    Mom was taken aback for a moment. “What do you mean?”




    “I don’t know, I just have the feeling that this night will change everything,” I said excitedly.




    “I, for one, think that it’ll be great, and I can’t wait to see what you’ve got planned.” Eden had a spark in his eyes.




    I didn’t really feel like celebrating my birthday. It shouldn’t be such a big deal, I don’t even like birthdays. Everybody knows that whenever we celebrate my birthday, something unfortunate happens. Last year, Eden got food poisoning along with everyone else. The year before we had a huge storm come over Ilimara. However, if I keep being optimistic, it might just be the best birthday I will ever have. I spent the rest of the day helping with the preparations and it lifted my spirits. I couldn’t wait to see the end product. The days went by in a flurry of activity, and all of a sudden the day was here.


  




  

    The Greenhouse




    Just before midnight came three gentle knocks on my door. I jumped out of my bed and felt my stomach tingle as I opened the door. Eden took my hand and led me into our humid greenhouse at the end of the palace.




    It was my favourite place in the palace and he knew that. The light shimmering through the glass made his eyes look even bluer; his gaze made me feel like a thousand butterflies were bursting into life in my stomach. As the tower clock rang midnight, he took something from behind his back.




    “Happy Birthday, my star,” he said as I opened the gift.




    It was a bracelet, a chain of stars, and it was stunning.




    “Eden, it’s beautiful, thank you so much!” I exclaimed joyfully.




    “Thank you for never leaving my side. I don’t know what I’d do without you,” he said, and I could’ve sworn I saw his eyes glisten.




    “I could never leave you, you’re my best friend and I care about you,” I said with tears in my eyes. I looked up at the sky and saw multiple shooting stars flash past. “Wow, Eden, its magical,” I said quietly.




    “You’re my best friend after all, you deserve only the best,” he whispered in my ear.




    “Yes, best friends, that’s what we are.”




    I wanted to memorise every feature of his face, but he stopped me, putting his hand on my cheek. He leaned in and his soft lips met mine. He smelled like cinnamon. A lifetime of happiness bloomed in my chest, only to be replaced with pain as though it had been pierced with a sharp blade.




    “Eden…” I took a deep breath. “You know we can’t do that, not after last time,” I whispered.




    “Astoria, you can hurt me, I won’t blame you if you do, but please give us a chance,” he begged.




    “I wish I could, Eden, I really wish I could do that, but I just can’t.”




    I slowly started to distance myself from him and the situation as he held me back and looked me in the eyes. “Astoria…” was the last thing I heard as I rushed away from the greenhouse back to my room and fell into my warm, soft bed.


  




  

    Memories From the Past




    I opened my eyes, confused at first about the wet pillow pressed against my cheek. The events of last night came flooding back as I woke up fully, and I laid on my back looking up at the window above my bed. It was almost starting to freeze because of the cold air outside.




    When I was a little girl and winter came, I would dress up as the northern queen and Mom would braid my hair. Dad would teach me how to dance and never lose hope, even as I bruised his toes.




    I would run to Eden’s room and let him try the cookies we baked, and he would always tell me that they were delicious –even if his face said something very different.




    Life was easy, uncomplicated.




    This year was different. Everything changed after the night in July when Eden had asked me to be with him. Of course, I said yes; that’s what everybody expected of me. Eden should have known that I had to say yes, even if that wasn’t how I felt in that moment.




    I told my parents that I’m just not ready to commit yet, but I am ready; just not with him.




    I love him more than anything in the world, and I can’t risk our friendship like that, it means the world to me.




    A knock on my door pulled me out of my thoughts. I had no energy left so I just said, “Come on in,” quickly putting on a smile, and then said “Good morning.”




    “Good morning birthday princess!” Mom said brightly. I flinched at the noise, and she noticed that something wasn’t right. “Astoria, what’s bothering you?” she asked, worried.




    “It’s Eden,” I sighed, “he just doesn’t understand that I am not ready to be with him, and I don’t want to lose him.”




    “Oh darling, I’m so sorry, please don’t feel like you have to do something that you don’t want to. I’m sure Eden understands that, right?”




    “Yes, he does, but he’s constantly trying to convince me and it puts so much pressure on me, but I’m doing it for our sake, so we won’t ruin our friendship.”




    I put my heavy head onto the pillow, and I could still feel the tears from last night.




    “Do you love him, Astoria?” she asked seriously.




    “Of course, with all my heart, Mom,” I said into my pillow.




    “Then tell him,” she said.




    “I don’t think he’d understand. I’ll just try to avoid him as much as possible,” I said.




    “That’s not how you handle situations, and you know that. That’s not how I raised you,” she said sternly.




    “I know, but just give me some time to figure out what I should do next,” I said pleadingly.




    “Do what you think is right, I trust you. Now, let me braid your hair,” she said, tugging at the ends of my hair. We sat there in comfortable silence until she cleared her throat.




    “You know, Astoria, nobody is expecting you to marry Eden or be with him. It’s your own decision, we won’t force you to do anything,” she assured me.




    “But you would be happy and proud, wouldn’t you?” I said, frustrated.




    “Yes, but we are going to be as happy and proud of you either way, it’s your life and you should spend it with someone who you truly love,” she said.




    “Thank you Mom, I love you.” I leaned back and giving her a hug.




    When she finished braiding my hair, she put a diamond-encrusted tiara on my head to match my big, magical braid.




    “I wore this when I met your father on his birthday. I thought it would fit the occasion perfectly,” she said, correcting its position.




    “It’s beautiful, thank you so much!” I said, admiring its beauty.




    “Now go dress yourself, the ball starts soon. Your dress is in the closet down the hall,” she said before leaving my room.




    I looked at my reflection in the mirror and my once green eyes seemed to turn into the colour of the stars. When I looked closer, they were green again.




    That was interesting. I’ve never experienced something like that before, but I’m probably just imagining things.




    I decided to make my way down the hall to get my dress, and as soon as I stepped out of my room, I heard footsteps approaching me. I instantly knew who it was, and I tried to walk as fast as possible in the hopes that I could hide somewhere.




    “Astoria!” I heard him call. I tried walking faster but soon felt a hand grabbing my wrist.




    “Let me go!” I exclaimed.




    “Stop running away from me. Do you really think you can avoid me?” he laughed.




    “Eden, let me go, now!” I said impatiently. “Stop it, dammit.” I bit back tears as he grabbed my wrists and pulled them towards his chest.




    “I’ll never stop. You are a coward, and you know it. You and I both are. Stop lying to yourself!” he exclaimed.




    “I don’t care about you!” The bitter lie flew from my lips as I desperately tried to pull away from him.




    A hurt expression crossed his eyes for a brief second before impassiveness took over. He let me go. He shook his head, staring at me as if he could see into the depths of my very soul. “Such a goddamned liar,” he said, turning his back and walking away.




    I knew that the very thing I feared the most just happened: I lost him.




    I shook my head and walked the familiar hallway all the way to the end. I stepped into the big room full of gowns and suits and made my way to my section.




    There, laid out, was the most alluring gown I’d ever laid my eyes on. The light blue shimmered with its diamonds and the giant skirt was the perfect size to get a little bit of space, but just roomy enough to be able to dance the night away. I struggled to get the zipper up, but after some time I succeeded.




    Green eyes looked back at me as I fixed my mascara in the mirror after the argument, and stepped into the hallway once again.


  




  

    The Truth




    As I descended the grand staircase into the ballroom, I heard classical music playing. The marble stairs were decorated with candles and the atmosphere was something I’d never experienced before. Candles and chandeliers lit the room with a comfortable shimmer.




    When I came back to reality, I noticed that it was quiet, and all eyes were on me. I smiled graciously and saw that Eden stood at the end of the stairs holding out his arm. I couldn’t deny him in front of every noble in the kingdom, but of course, that was the point. I put on my dearest smile and kissed his cheek as I took his arm. I got a warm welcome from everyone and finally they started dancing.




    “I don’t want to ruin your birthday, Astoria, so let’s at least put our differences aside for a moment and enjoy ourselves,” Eden said, not quite meeting my eyes. He held his hand out with a questioning look.




    It took me a moment, but finally I took his hand and he led me onto the dance floor. A new song had just started, and we danced like we had since we were children, his hand on my waist and mine behind his neck.




    I wasn’t able to look him in the eyes after what had happened; there are some things you can’t put aside, after all. He lifted my chin, forcing me to meet his eyes, and I wasn’t sure what to expect.




    “Please look at me, Astoria. I’m sorry for how I behaved, it’s just that I’m done waiting for someone that maybe doesn’t even want me,” he said quietly.




    “Eden, I love you more than anything, but you just saw what happens if we don’t stop that right now. We can’t work, as much as we want it to, it won’t,” I said, talking into his chest.




    “I know, but it’ll take me some time to process this. I don’t think we should see each other until then,” he mumbled, and with that the song ended and he left me stunned.




    As I made my way over to the bar, I suddenly felt someone bump into me. I almost fell, but the stranger caught me with his hands on my waist. I looked up into grey eyes, staring at me.




    “I’m sorry for bumping into you, are you alright?” I asked the handsome stranger.




    “You were quite lucky, that fall could’ve torn your dress easily,” he smirked.




    His ginger hair shone in the light from the chandelier, and I couldn’t get past the thought that I must have seen him before; there was an instant connection.




    “Do I know you by any chance?”




    “We’ll meet again soon, Astoria,” he said before disappearing into the shadows.


  




  

    The Last Dance




    I made my way up to my mother, who stood across the room talking to some of the guests. I greeted some of them on my way over and she put her arm around me.




    “Astoria, let me introduce you to Mr. and Mrs. Fray,” she said joyfully.




    “Darling, let me tell you, you look remarkable in this dress!” Mrs. Fray exclaimed.




    “Oh, thank you so much, and thank you for coming!” I told them.




    “They lead a very successful academy in the north,” Mom explained.




    “Wow, I always wished to attend an academy, but I just never had the opportunity,” I said wistfully.




    “Well, from what I’ve heard you would be a great student at our academy, and it would be our pleasure to welcome you,” Mr. Fray said.




    I blinked. Did I really just get an opportunity to do what I want most?




    “I think we’ll have to talk about that first,” Mom exclaimed with a sweet smile that didn’t reach her eyes, and I knew that it was a lost cause.




    “It was a pleasure meeting you, Mr. and Mrs. Fray,” I said as I shook their hands.




    I took my mother’s hand and lead her onto the dance floor.




    “No, Astoria, please, you know I don’t like to dance!” she said, blushing.




    “Mom, come on, please, it’s my 18th Birthday!” I exclaimed happily.




    She took my hand and we started to dance to an upbeat song. “I remember dancing with you when you were a little girl. You would always step on my shoes and get them dirty, so I would have to take them off,” she said, raising her voice a little over the loud music. She was beaming with happiness. I can’t remember seeing her as happy as she is right now.




    “You only let me stand on your shoes because I wasn’t able to walk!” I protested. She chuckled and we danced happily, singing along with our whole hearts like we used to do when I was little.




    Eventually she said she had to check on her makeup, and with that she disappeared.




    I went to get some of the delicious appetisers, that was the best part about these balls after all.


  




  

    The First Encounter




    A high, familiar scream pierced the air. I searched for a familiar face in the crowd as the guests jostled to get out of the ballroom.




    I spotted Eden in a corner, talking heatedly with my Dad, and I knew that something bad must’ve happened. I searched for Mom in the crowd, which seemed to get less crowded with every second that passed.




    “Where’s Mom?” I screamed at the top of my lungs, and the two of them quickly schooled their expressions.




    “Astoria, everything is fine, Mom is safe, don’t worry,” Dad said, but I knew better. I saw the look on Eden’s face, and there’s nothing that could’ve convinced me they were telling the truth.




    “Don’t lie to me on my own birthday, I know damn well that nothing is fine! Where is Mom? Where is she?” My eyes began to burn, and I felt tears falling down my cheeks. I knew that Dad wouldn’t tell me the truth, so I turned to Eden and asked once again where Mom was.




    “Astoria, it’s too late, there’s nothing we can do for her. The only thing you can do to help is to come with me right now,” he demanded.




    “What do you mean it’s too late, too late for what, Eden?” More tears flooded down my face, and my vision started to go blurry. What is happening? Why won’t they tell me the truth?




    “Eden, please answer me!” I said quietly. I saw that it hurt him to stay quiet; his eyes were set firmly away from mine.




    I noticed that the room was empty and there was no one else but us inside. The only thing I heard was my own heartbeat, racing faster every second.




    “Tell me where she is right now!” I yelled at them.




    “Astoria come with us, it is too dangerous for you to be out here!” Dad demanded.




    “I won’t come with you if you don’t tell me where she is right now!” I raised my voice so it echoed in the grand ballroom, and when I didn’t get a response I ran.




    I ran as fast as I could, and soon I was too far gone to hear whatever Eden screamed. I ran and searched for anything that could help me find her. My gown was too long to run in, so I tore it apart, barely covering my knees now. I ran until I couldn’t breathe, so confused, trying to process what was happening.




    In that moment I heard the loud scream again. This time it sounded even more pained, and I knew why the voice sounded so familiar. It was Mom.




    I tried to find the direction it came from and fixed my hair as I started to run towards the throne room. Passing a mirror, I saw that my mascara was all over my face, my hair was a mess, and the once beautiful gown was destroyed.




    I ran and heard more and more screams and pushed the door open to find something that would haunt me to the end of my days. My eyes searched the familiar room that I had spent so many days in crying from laughter.




    I spotted Mom in the middle of the room, struggling against someone I had never seen before. “Mom!” I screamed, and I felt the tension ease as I saw that she was still alive.




    From the unknown figure came a voice as dark as night. “What a delight, seeing the guest of honour after all this time!”




    “Leave her alone, you monster!” Mom yelled, and I immediately knew that this wouldn’t end well.




    “Who are you?” I asked the figure, and as he turned, I saw his face for the first time.




    “Oh dear, don’t tell me you haven’t heard of me. I am the most powerful of them all!”




    “Why are you here, what do you want?” I asked angrily.




    “I want you, and the power that you hold.”




    “What are you talking about? What power?”




    He seemed to enjoy this far more than he should. “Amaris, don’t tell me that you’ve kept that secret from your little girl all this time?” he said, amused.




    “It is too dangerous for her to know what she’s capable of…” Mom said, so quietly that I could barely understand her.




    “Mom, what are you talking about, what kind of power?”




    “Yes, Amaris, tell her,” the figure said sarcastically.




    “I can’t, I’m sorry sweetie, I am so sorry for everything,” she said, her eyes glistening.




    “Well then, let’s see if you live up to expectations, my child.”




    With that, my mother flew across the room and collided with the cold wall with a sickening thud.




    “Mom!” I cried, and rushed to her side. “What did you do to her, you monster?” I screamed, but before I could say anything else I was hit with a foreboding orb that crept up my body and stopped right before it reached my heart.




    “My dear, show me what you got, I don’t waste my time at boring balls.” He waved his hand through the room, and I felt a breeze against my soft skin. “Show me now, or your mother won’t live another second,” he said calmly.




    I couldn’t speak, fighting the urge to run up to him and attack him.




    “As you please, my child,” and he shot another ball at her. Anger burned in my chest as I saw her chest go still.




    He started to approach her, and I was driven with more fury with every step he took. I felt a strange power surrounding me, but I didn’t have time to think about it.




    I almost flew at him. “Leave her alone, you sick monster!” I screamed, so loud I thought the windows would shatter.




    “Don’t be so hasty girl, I just want to make sure I got her,” he said, grinning.




    “You,” I said, as I took a step towards him, “you killed my mother!”




    The power was almost consuming me. I had never felt as powerful as I did in that moment. “Go to hell!” was the only thing I was able to yell before the power unleashed and consumed the whole room.




    He was hurt, but not as badly as I hoped, and the only thing he said before vanishing into the dark was:




    “Do not worry my child, I will be back.”


  




  

    The Aftershock




    I jumped as I heard footsteps approaching, and felt an instant relief as I saw Eden’s face light up.




    “Astoria!” he yelled as he ran towards me. “I heard you scream, is everything alright?” he asked, worried. Suddenly, the sharp pain came back, and with every breath I took it consumed more and more of my body.




    I looked over Eden’s shoulder at my mother. She’s dead because of me. I broke down in his arms.




    “She’s dead, she’s gone,” I heard my father say as he checked her pulse. I saw a tear roll down his face as I walked over to him. He put his arms around Mom and me, and it was like time stopped. The memories flashed before my eyes like a nightmare. This will haunt me until the last breath I take.




    “Dad, I’m sorry,” I said quietly, but he shushed me before I could say anything more.




    “Astoria, none of this is your fault. We knew it was only a matter of time until he came for you,” he tried to reassure me.




    “Who is he and why is he after me? What did I do to him?” I exclaimed.




    “He’s the one we do not talk about. He is the devil, one of the most powerful shadows there are. No lighter has ever been able to fight him,” he explained.




    “What are you talking about?”




    “Once there lived shadows and lighters together in peace, demons and angels like you’ve read about. They got along well and even started their own families – that is until the demons got jealous because the angels had healing power and were able to perform magic. They don’t know why; it is said it was a gift from God, because they’re his children.




    One day a demon went to Satan and begged him to give them a gift, so they could be treated equally. Satan was never one to do as he was told, so he gave him a task to complete first: He would only give them power if they sacrificed every angel they knew and brought them to him.




    The demons did as they were told. They came back to the village and attacked the angels. They weren’t ready, got taken by surprise, and had no chance against them. But the demons didn’t manage to capture everyone; seven of them managed to escape.”




    “The seven archangels, right?” I interrupted.




    “Yes, the seven archangels Michael, Gabriel, Uriel, Raphael, Saraqael, Raquel, and Remiel managed to escape the shadows and searched for protection from God.




    God was furious when he heard the news, and he cast a spell to prevent the shadows from entering our world. Nonetheless, some of them always found their way through with portals, and a war started between the lighters and shadows.




    It went on for over a decade, and many people died. Everyone thinks that all of this is a silly myth, but we know it is the truth,” he told me.




    “How do we know it isn’t a myth?”




    “Because they still exist.”


  




  

    Clarity




    “What do you mean they still exist?»




    “Don’t you understand? Why he came to get you? Why you were able to scare him off?”




    “But how?” I was getting more and more confused.




    “You have special powers. You are not ordinary,” he said with proud eyes.




    “Dad what are you implying?” I asked, trying to get everything sorted out in my head.




    “Tell me, Astoria, have you noticed anything strange in the last few days?” he questioned.




    I remembered the headaches I had, the strange feeling in my chest and the change of colour in my eyes. “Yes, I have,” I answered.




    “Now tell me, what colour did your eyes change to?” he asked.




    I only remembered snippets of the moment that I noticed the change. The only thing I saw was my eyes having the same colour of the night sky with stars.




    “They were like the night sky, with sparkles like stars,” I answered him. His eyebrows shot up.




    I saw him looking over at Eden, remembering that he was in the room as well. They exchanged a glance, and I could tell that Dad had given him a signal.




    “Dad, what does that mean?” I asked.




    “Don’t worry honey, you’re safe here. Please go rest in your room, I’m sure you have much to process,” and with that said, he left the room after Eden.




    I wasn’t ready to leave my mother and I took her hand in mine and just sat there for a few minutes trying to find a real explanation for what just had happened.




    “Mom, I wish you were here. I feel so alone. I wish you would’ve told me the truth; that’s what I deserved as your daughter. Why did you lie to me?” I whispered into her cold hair as the tears came streaming down my face as I got more and more frustrated.




    I stayed next to her until morning came, and with it people to move her. I took one last glance at the woman who raised me.




    On the way to my room, I came across some portraits of my mother and me. It had been our tradition to take a picture on my birthday every year. Suddenly a memory came flooding back:




    “Astoria! Hurry up, before we take the photo I’d like to give you something,” she said joyfully, handing me a beautiful necklace with a star on it.




    “Mom, it’s absolutely breath-taking, where did you get it?” I asked as I put the necklace on.




    “Let’s say it belonged to a very special person that wanted me to give you this on your sixteenth birthday,” she said.




    “Well, tell that person that I absolutely love this necklace and I will never take it off,” I said happily.




    “Now ladies, are you ready for your big photoshoot?” the photographer asked with a big smile on his face.




    “Yes, we are,” we both said, and laughed.




    “Now say Happy Birthday Astoria!” he exclaimed as he took a photo.




    The flash brought me back to reality as I realised that I instinctively held onto my necklace, which felt cold against my skin.




    I heard footsteps approaching and saw that Eden was walking towards me. “Did you know?” I asked him, furious.




    “What do you mean?” he said with a questioning look on his face.




    “Did you know that I’m a lighter?” I exclaimed.




    “I am sorry Astor–”




    “So you knew the whole time and you never told me?” I interrupted him angrily.




    “I wasn’t allowed to, it was for your own safety,” he said.




    “Well look where that got us! I just can’t believe you lied to my face like that for so long,” I said, shaking my head. I felt the exhaustion in my eyes as I looked at the person I once knew best. “I feel like I don’t know who you are anymore. Why are you always on their side and never on mine?”




    “I care about you, that’s why, and because I know what risks come with knowing the truth!”




    I felt like I was on the edge of discovering another secret. “Eden…are you a lighter as well?” I asked him, intrigued.




    He sighed. “Yes, I am, and that’s why we’re going to the academy in the north; they’ll teach you how to use your power and everything you need to know about it.”




    “When do we leave?” I asked.




    “Right now, the staff already packed everything you need, come on.” He dragged me to the giant front door which led to the palace garden.




    I shivered at the cold breeze on my skin and wished I had my cardigan with me. Lost in thought, I laid my eyes on the car that was waiting at the front gate.




    We made our way through the garden that I had spent so many afternoons reading books in, and soon we came to a stop as we arrived at the front gate.




    I saw Dad talking with the driver and mentally prepared to say goodbye to him.




    “Astoria, never forget, I love you more than anything, and you can always come back if you want to,” he said as he hugged me tight.




    “I love you too Dad, may we meet again.”




    He took a step back and opened the door for me.




    I stepped into the car and Eden joined me soon after. The chauffeur started driving as I tried to get my head around everything that happened.




    Not soon after we left our kingdom, with so many questions left unanswered.
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