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  To everyone who knows that nothing can stop love




And as always…for my lovely bride, who always captures the light.
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  Chapter 1

  
  




Alex Bennett stood at the edge of Westlake University’s campus, staring up at the ivy-clad brick buildings like a child peering through the gates of an amusement park she wasn’t sure she was allowed into. The air was brisk with September’s first true breath of autumn, carrying the scent of drying leaves, distant coffee, and fresh cut grass. She clutched her campus map tightly, its edges soft from over-folding, her fingers damp with nervous sweat.




She was twenty-five, too old, she felt, to be a freshman. Around her, teenagers buzzed with nervous energy, parents trailing behind with tote bags and goodbye hugs. They looked like they belonged. She didn’t. Most of them hadn’t spent the last seven years scraping together tips at a local diner while managing medications, hospital visits, and late-night anxiety attacks. Most of them hadn’t already lived a small lifetime before walking onto a college campus.




“You’ve got this,” she muttered under her breath, adjusting the strap of her worn canvas backpack, a relic patched up more times than she could count. “Just another first day. You can do first days.”




Trees with fire-touched leaves swayed gently above her as she navigated the winding walkways of campus. Banners fluttered from lampposts: Welcome to Westlake! The university had the feel of an old estate, timeless and mildly pretentious. Cobblestone paths split the main quad, bordered by weathered benches and rustling hedges. Students with earbuds and coffee cups drifted past her like currents in a river, their laughter echoing between buildings.




Her photography scholarship was her miracle, a long-awaited sliver of hope. After years spent caring for her mother through cancer and remission, Alex had promised her she would chase the life she’d once given up. Westlake was that promise in brick and breath.




Inside the administrative building, a sophomore with too much lip gloss and a name tag that read Kylie :) handed her a key and an ID.




“Phoenix House, Just past Simmons Hall, room 304,” Kylie chirped, gesturing vaguely toward a cluster of rooftops visible through the wide glass windows. “Simmons is the one with the red roof and the steps that always smell like cinnamon. Don’t ask me why. Good luck!”




Alex offered a weak smile and turned to leave. But as she stepped through the high-ceilinged lobby, something prickled at the back of her neck. That strange, primal sixth sense, like a held breath or the weight of a dream she couldn’t quite remember.




She paused and glanced back.




A man leaned against the far wall, dressed in black. He didn’t wear a backpack or hold any paperwork. His skin was pale - almost alabaster - and his dark hair fell across one eye like an artist’s careless brushstroke. He was striking, beautiful in an unsettling sort of way.




His eyes met hers, and he smiled. Not the awkward, friendly smile of a fellow freshman. It was something older. Something knowing. Like they’d met before but she couldn’t place the face.




Alex looked away quickly. Probably just a returning student watching the clueless new kid flounder.




Still, her hands were shaking when she opened the door.




* * *




Simmons Hall was a red-brick dorm nestled under the arms of a towering oak, its shadow stretching across the lawn like a warning. Just past the dorm, on the corner of Fifth and Oak, was Phoenix House. A two-person apartment she had scored with a single roommate named Tasha Watchman. She opened the door, noticing that the living room smelled like laundry detergent and faint lavender. Her housemate, Tasha, had already claimed the room with a window bed and transformed her half of the apartment into a vibrant, chaotic collage of color. Posters covered the walls, musicians, protest slogans, feminist quotes, and string lights glowed softly over a pinned rainbow flag.




“There you are!” Tasha beamed, tossing a tangle of scarves onto the bed in her room. “I was beginning to think I’d be flying solo.”




Alex relaxed immediately. Tasha’s wild pink curls, silver nose ring, and infectious laugh gave her the feeling of someone who knew exactly who she was and didn’t apologize for it. The two of them spent the afternoon unpacking and sharing terrible childhood photos. Tasha made space in the hallway closet without being asked, and by the end of the day, it felt like they’d known each other longer than a few hours.




“Visual Arts? Sweet,” Tasha said, scrolling through Alex’s schedule. “You’ve got Winters for Intro to photography. He’s like, legendary. Students cry in his office, and then he makes them create studio collages that tell stories about it.”




Alex laughed for the first time all day.




* * *




The first day passed in a blur of syllabi, bookstore lines, and unspoken self-doubt. Alex learned which dining halls served real eggs and which ones served suspicious yellow sponges. She claimed a study nook on the third floor of the library, a narrow alcove under an arched window where the light made her laptop screen unreadable but felt like magic. The coffee shop on Holloway Street, Ink & Steam, became her sanctuary, the espresso dark and bitter, the barista a fellow nerd who slipped her poems with every receipt.




But the sense of being watched never left her.




She felt it outside her American Lit class. In the library, she felt eyes following her as she looked out the window. At lunch, sitting alone near her table, she felt as though someone was always watching…and that was when she noticed the same guy again. Alabaster skin, dark hair. Not staring this time, but definitely aware of their presence. She could feel it in his body language and how he avoided looking their way, but was still hyper aware of their every movement.




“Am I crazy, or is that guy always around?” she asked Kristen that Friday, voice low as they picked at burrito bowls under the quad’s clocktower.




Kristen turned slightly and followed Alex’s gaze. “Oh. Hot Pale Guy. Yeah, I’ve seen him. He’s in my Anthro seminar. Jordan Blackwood, I think? Transfer student, supposedly.”




The girl next to Kristen leaned in. “He’s got that whole ‘murdered-his-own-ghost’ vibe. Total walking Gothic novel.”




Kristen laughed. “He is hot. In that tall, broody, maybe-a-vampire kind of way. You want an intro?”




Alex recoiled slightly. “No! I mean - no. He’s…weird. Creepy. He makes my skin crawl.”




“Well, he’s definitely looking at you,” Kristen said, eyebrows raised.




“I’ve noticed. Not my type,” Alex muttered, then added, “In any category.”




“Right. I forgot. No Y chromosomes for you.”




* * *




That night, Alex stayed late in the library. Her assignment, a personal reflection turned into a visual narrative, had drawn out more memories than she was ready for. By the time she looked up, the third floor was nearly empty, moonlight stretching long across the carpet.




The walk back to her off-campus apartment with Tasha was quiet. Too quiet. The lamplight fell in long pools across the concrete, broken by tree branches swaying like slow fingers. Her shoes clicked with unsettling rhythm.




Then - footsteps behind her.




She sped up. The footsteps did too.




Her breath hitched. She glanced back.




Nothing.




When she turned forward again, alabaster man was there—a pale specter stepping out from behind a tree like he had always belonged there, like the shadows had peeled away to let him through.




“Sorry,” he said. His voice was smooth, unnervingly soft. Not quite warm. Not quite cold.




Alex startled, heart pounding. Up close, his presence felt even more alien. His eyes, glowing amber in the lamplight, weren’t just strange; they were inhuman. His skin looked like moonlight rendered flesh.




“It’s fine,” she said, stepping around him carefully.




“You’re Alexandra Bennett,” he said.




Not a question.




Alex froze. “Just Alex,” she said carefully. “Do I…know you?”




His smile was too perfect. “Not yet. But you will.” He extended a hand, pale and elegant. “Jordan Blackwood. I’ve been hoping to meet you properly.”




She took his hand for a heartbeat - ice cold - and then pulled away. “Well. Nice to meet you, I guess. But I should go.”




“Of course. It’s not safe to be out alone after dark.” He tilted his head slightly. “I hope we’ll talk again soon, Alex. I find you…fascinating.”




The word fascinating hit like a whisper from beneath the floorboards.




Alex stepped back, forcing her feet to move. “Sure. See you around.”




She didn’t look back. She could feel his eyes, like cold fingers down her spine, until she reached Phoenix House and the comforting click of the automatic lock on the front door behind her.




* * *




That night, her dreams were strange.




She was walking through Westlake’s campus, only everything was drowned in shadows, buildings twisted, doors whispering her name, and behind every corner: amber eyes. Watching. Waiting.




She woke with a gasp at 3:14 AM, tangled in her blankets, her heart racing.




She lay back in the silence of her dorm room, staring at the ceiling’s gentle glow of fairy lights. Tasha snored softly in the room across from her.




Why did it feel like something had followed her home?




Why her?




Why now?




And why, despite all her fear, did part of her feel like this was only the beginning? She was unable to shake the feeling that something was off with Jordan Blackwood, and that for some reason, he had chosen her.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




The weekend passed uneventfully, and Alex’s heart nearly stopped when she walked into her psychology class on Monday morning and spotted him. Jordan, the guy from last night who’d given her those unsettling vibes at the campus coffee shop, and nearly stalked her on her way home. He sat there casually, talking to a young freshman. The girl sat in the second row of the lecture hall, notebook open, pen tapping lightly against the margin. Barely eighteen, if Alex read her right, bright-eyed, and dressed in a loose sweater and jeans with torn knees. Her hair was a mess of auburn curls, pinned back loosely, and a pair of round glasses kept slipping down her nose. 




The girl was curious, but quiet, taking Jordan in as he spoke. He was doing his damnedest to charm the young lady, as if he hadn’t spent twenty minutes just staring at Alex yesterday while she tried to study.




Not him. Anyone but him. Her stomach knotted as she scanned the room for another option.




She considered turning around and walking out, but Professor Williams had already started taking attendance. Alex reluctantly slid into the only open seat, which happened to be right across from him. A few students nearby glanced over, probably sensing her discomfort as she dropped her bag with a thud.




“Hey there, Alex,” Jordan said, his voice smooth as silk. “Nice to see you again.”




“How do you know my name?” she snapped, though she immediately regretted engaging. A girl two seats over looked up from her notebook, eyebrows raised.




Jordan smiled, revealing perfectly straight teeth. Staring her down, unblinkingly. “You told me yesterday, remember? At Ink and Steam?”




“I definitely did not,” Alex said, keeping her voice low. “I never even spoke to you.”




“Hmm, must have overheard someone else say it then.” He frowned, confusion crossing his face. His eyes never left her face. Let’s see how well I can really do. “You’re majoring in Photography and Art History. You grew up in Portland. Your favorite color is green, and you hate cilantro.”




A cold chill ran down Alex’s spine. She hadn’t shared any of that information publicly. How does he know this stuff? God, I wish Tasha were here right now. Her roommate would know exactly what to say to this creep.




“What the hell?” she hissed. “Are you stalking me?”




“Just getting to know you,” he said with a shrug. “I think we have a lot in common.”




“Like what?” Alex laughed, “Oh wait…let me guess. You hate Cilantro too?”




The guy sitting in front of them turned slightly, obviously eavesdropping. Alex noticed a few other classmates stealing glances their way.




Professor Williams cleared her throat. “If the conversation in the back row is more important than my lecture on cognitive dissonance, perhaps you’d like to share it with the class?”




Heat rushed to Alex’s cheeks as several students snickered. She mumbled an apology and tried to focus on taking notes, but she could feel Jordan’s eyes on her throughout the entire class. Her pen trembled slightly as she wrote, her mind racing. I might need to report him. This isn’t normal behavior. Do I need a restraining order? Would campus security even take me seriously?




When the professor finally dismissed them, Alex shoved her books into her bag and bolted for the door. Jordan caught up with her in the hallway.




“Alex, wait. I feel like we got off on the wrong foot.”




She spun around. “Look, I don’t know what your deal is, but following me around and digging up personal information isn’t cute or romantic. It’s creepy.”




“I’m not following you. We’re in the same class.”




“By coincidence? After you just happened to be stalking me at my coffee shop last night, and again on my way home? And somehow know my life story?”




Jordan stepped closer. “I just want to get to know you better. Have dinner with me tonight.”




Alex let out a bitter laugh. “Are you serious? After I just called you a stalker?”




“Give me a chance,” he persisted, moving into her personal space. “I think you’ll find we connect on a deeper level.”




This guy is unbelievable. She thought of Tasha again, wishing her roommate were there to provide backup. I’m definitely going to the campus police after this.




“Okay, I’m going to make this really simple for you,” Alex said, lowering her voice. “I’m not interested in men. At all. Ever. Get it?”




Jordan blinked, confusion crossing his face. “What does that mean?”




“Wow,” Alex rolled her eyes. “I’m a lesbian. I like women. Exclusively.”




“That, I must assume, is just because you haven’t met the right man yet,” Jordan said, his expression hardening.




Alex couldn’t help but laugh. “Oh my god, that’s the most predictable response ever. Is your ego really that fragile? Sorry to burst your bubble, but my sexuality isn’t a challenge for you to overcome.”




Jordan’s eyes flashed with something dangerous. “You don’t understand what’s happening here, Alex. This isn’t just some college fling I’m after.”




A chill raced down her spine. This guy is actually scary. I’m definitely filing a report as soon as I get back to my dorm.




“There’s nothing to understand except boundaries, which you clearly don’t respect.” She pushed past him. “Stop following me. Leave me alone.”




As she walked away, Jordan called after her, “This doesn’t change anything. I’ll change your mind, Alex. We’re meant to be together. Forever.”




The way he said “forever” sent a chill through her body. She quickened her pace, fighting the urge to look back, feeling his eyes boring into her until she turned the corner. Her hands shook as she pulled out her phone to text Tasha: “We need to talk. There’s this guy following me. I think I need to go to the police.”








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




The campus police station was tucked behind the main administration building, between the parking garage and a maintenance shed, as if the university preferred to keep it hidden, out of sight, out of mind. The building itself was utilitarian and boxy, with faded brick walls and glass doors that always seemed too heavy to push open without effort.




Alex’s palms were sweating by the time she crossed the parking lot.




You’re not overreacting, she reminded herself. You’re not crazy.




But that voice - the voice Jordan had used - still echoed in her mind. We’re meant to be together. Forever. The way he said it…like it was inevitable. Like it was a law of nature.




She pulled open the door. A gust of over-conditioned air greeted her, carrying the sterile scent of industrial carpet, stale air, and strong coffee. The front desk was unmanned, a little brass bell resting beside a sign-in sheet and a stack of yellowed pamphlets on personal safety.




Alex tapped the bell.




No answer.




She tapped it again, firmer.




A voice called from a hallway to the left. “Just a sec!”




A uniformed officer emerged, early forties, buzzed salt-and-pepper hair, with the kind of belly that said desk job. His nameplate read Sgt. Holden.




He gave her a professional smile. “How can I help you?”




Alex hesitated. Everything inside her screamed to turn around, to tell Tasha she chickened out, that she’d write an email instead. But then she remembered the girl from class - the freshman with the curls and the nervous smile. What if he fixated on her next?




“I need to file a report,” she said. “About a guy on campus.”




Sgt. Holden’s expression didn’t change, but the air between them shifted. He nodded slowly and gestured toward a small room off the front desk, a glass-walled interview space with two chairs, a table, and a box of tissues sitting a little too conspicuously in the center.




She sat, her messenger bag still slung over her shoulder.




“Okay,” Holden said, pulling out a tablet. “Start from the beginning.”




Alex tried to explain everything. The first time she saw Jordan, the strange intensity of his stare at the coffee shop. The way he’d known things about her she hadn’t shared when he surprised her on her way home, details she couldn’t have accidentally let slip. Then seeing him in her class. Sitting next to a girl. Acting like nothing was wrong.




Holden asked questions, his voice calm and flat. “Did he ever physically touch you?”




“No.”




“Did he threaten you?”




“Not…exactly.”




“Did he follow you after class?”




“Yes.”




Officer Holden checked a box on his form. “I see. Did he make any specific statements that caused you fear?”




Alex hesitated. “He said, ‘We’re meant to be together. Forever.’ And when I told him I’m a lesbian, he said that was only because I hadn’t met the right man yet.”




Holden snorted with a smirk and wrote something.




Alex leaned forward. “Excuse me? Listen, this isn’t just some weird guy with a crush. I’m telling you, there’s something wrong with him. I’ve never felt anything like that before. It wasn’t just creepy. It was…off. Psycho, almost.”




Holden looked up for the first time, his brow twitching slightly.




“Psycho? You a Psychology major or something?”




“What? No! Look, I know how that sounds,” she said quickly. “But he knew things. Private things. Things I’ve never said out loud. He said it like he had read a file about me. Or…like he had access to my personal information. I’m not overreacting or just being an immature silly girl!” She said the last part with air quotes.




Holden set the tablet down.




“Look, I’m not saying you’re overreacting,” he said carefully. “But unless there’s an actual incident, physical assault, harassment messages, threats in writing, there’s not much we can do. I can submit a field report. If he shows up again, especially at your apartment or work, call us immediately. I can also notify campus housing and let them know to keep an eye out.”




Alex stared at him, stunned. “What? That’s it? What about a restraining order? Can’t you haul him in for questioning?”




“Please understand. I believe you’re uncomfortable,” Holden said. “But legally, no laws have been broken yet.”




Uncomfortable. That was the word they always used. The one that made her feel like everything was her fault because she was being too sensitive.




She stood, her fingers tightening into fists. “When this escalates, I want it on record that I came here first. You know, before I come home to a mysterious pot of boiling rabbit, and one of you bored renta-cops stumbles across my dead body.”




“It’s on record,” Holden said dryly. “Usually this turns out to be nothing. Stay in public spaces. Don’t engage. Let your apartments RA know. We’ll be watching.”




Watching what? she wanted to scream. A ghost? A shadow? A man who’s a stranger but knows facts from my childhood?




“Oh, you’ll be watching? Really? I feel so much better already. I can see it all now, ‘Why golly gee officer, I’m Campus Security, and that sure is her dead body right there. I was watching, and I saw the whole thing. Woulda been able to stop it too, but her report didn’t check any of our special reports boxes. Damn Shame.’”




He stood stone-faced and crossed his arms. “Are you done?”




She left the building, the heavy door slamming behind her.




Outside, the sun had started to lower behind the science tower, casting long, copper shadows across the quad. Students laughed by the library steps, headphones in, skateboards rolling over cobblestones.




The world hadn’t changed.




But she had.




And somewhere out there, Jordan was still around, still free, and probably still watching her.




She could feel it.







* * *




Later that night, Alex stood alone in the darkroom located on the street across from her apartment. The chemical scent of fixer was a perfume, a promise. In the ruby glow of the darkroom’s safe light, She watched an image bleed into existence on the blank white paper submerged in the developer tray. Her own breath sounded loud in the quiet hum of the ventilation fan. This was her sanctuary, the one place where the world made sense, where chaos could be ordered into perfect, beautiful lines.




The photograph emerging was one of her favorites from the roll: the old city bridge at twilight, its iron ribs a stark lattice against a lavender and peach sky. The water below was a sheet of darkened silk, capturing the first brave stars. She’d caught the exact moment a single swan had glided into the frame, a comma of pure white on a darkening page. It was serene. Perfect. Everything she often felt she wasn’t.




Just a little more contrast, she thought, her fingers, nimble and stained with a faint hint of ink even after scrubbing, gently agitating the tray. There. Hold it…now.




She transferred the paper to the stop bath, then the fixer, the process as meditative and familiar as breathing. This series was for her most recent project. Urban Solitude. It was supposed to be an exploration of empty spaces in a crowded world. Lately, it felt more personal. It felt like a portrait of her own life.




At twenty-five, Alex was adept at navigating solitude. She was finally making friends. Loud, wonderful Tasha, and steadfast, pragmatic Chloe from psychology class. Still, the two of them sometimes inhabited a world of boisterous parties and easy hook-ups that often felt like a foreign country to her. Coming out a year ago hadn’t been a catastrophe, but it had added a new layer of quiet observation to her life, a feeling of watching from the outside. Her camera was her passport, her excuse to be present without having to fully participate.




She pulled the finished print from the fixer and clipped it to a line overhead with the others, a gallery of ghosts slowly drying. They swayed gently, casting long, dancing shadows in the dim red light. She was packing her equipment into her bag when her phone buzzed, shattering the quiet. A text from Tasha.




Hey! A bunch of us are heading to The Grind. Come, be social tonight. Pretty please?




Alex smiled faintly. Can’t. Finishing up in the darkroom. Another time?




You say that every time! came the immediate reply, followed by a string of exasperated emojis. Fine. But I’m kidnapping you this weekend. No excuses.




Deal, Alex typed back. She loved Tasha for trying, for never quite giving up on dragging her into the light.




She shouldered her bag and flipped the main light switch, the sudden fluorescent glare harsh and unforgiving after the darkroom’s intimate glow. The art building was quiet, the usual daytime cacophony of clattering supplies and student debates long since faded. It was after eight, and the long hallway was empty, her footsteps echoing on the polished linoleum. The large windows lining the corridor showed a campus settling into a deep, early autumn darkness.




It was on the steps of the building, fumbling in her jacket pocket for her keys, that she saw it.




A single flower, laid precisely in the center of the top step.




It was unlike any she’d seen before, its petals a deep, velvety maroon so dark it was almost black, curled tightly into an intricate, geometric spiral. It was stark. Beautiful in a severe, almost ominous way. A black dahlia.




Her breath hitched. It was too placed, too deliberate to have been dropped by accident. A prank? Chloe, maybe, trying to be mysterious? But Chloe’s taste ran to cheerful sunflowers or bright gerbera daisies, not this gothic bloom.




Cautiously, she bent and picked it up. Tucked beneath it was a small, crisp square of notepaper. On it, in handwriting that was elegant and precise, almost like calligraphy, were five words:




For the one who captures the light.




Alex’s heart did a funny little stutter. She looked around, her senses suddenly heightened. The quad was dotted with pools of light from the streetlamps, but the spaces between them were deep with shadow. Was someone watching? Jordan? A secret admirer? The idea sent a thrill, thin and sharp as a shard of glass, through her veins. It was flattering. It was…terrifying.




Don’t be ridiculous, she chastised herself, clutching the flower a little too tightly. It’s just a flower. A weird, dramatic flower from a weird, dramatic art student. It was exactly the kind of thing someone in her poetry seminar might think was deeply profound.




* * *




She hurried across the quad, the feeling of being watched clinging to her like a cobweb. Every rustle of leaves in the light breeze made her jump. By the time she reached the sanctuary of her small, cluttered apartment on the edge of Oak Street, the thrill had curdled entirely into unease.




She locked the door behind her, engaging the deadbolt with a solid, satisfying thunk. She dropped her bag by the door and placed the black dahlia on her cluttered kitchen counter next to a half-finished cup of cold coffee. It looked alien there, out of place among the mail, her lens caps, and a bowl of aging fruit.




For the one who captures the light.




She turned on the local news for some background noise, something to drown out the sudden loud silence in her own head. The cheerful banter of the anchors was a welcome distraction. She was rummaging in her fridge for something to eat when a change in their tone made her look up.




“…truly disturbing development in the city,” the male anchor was saying, his face grim. “Police have confirmed a connection between the murders of two young women found in the downtown area over the past month.”




Alex froze, a tub of yogurt in her hand.




The screen cut to a somber-looking news reporter standing outside a police cordon. “…both victims were in their early twenties, and sources tell us there appears to be a ritualistic element to the crimes. While police are not releasing details, they are urging women, particularly those living alone or working late, to be vigilant.”




The scene changed to a press conference. A woman in a sharp, dark blazer stood at a podium, her expression stern, her eyes holding a gravity that seemed to suck the light from the room. She had sharp features, dark hair pulled back into a no-nonsense ponytail, and an air of intense competence. The chyron below her read: DET. MARA VANCE, HOMICIDE.




“We are pursuing several strong leads,” the detective said, her voice low and steady, devoid of the panic the news anchors were projecting. “We advise the public to be aware of their surroundings and report any suspicious activity immediately.”




Alex stared, transfixed. Detective Vance’s gaze seemed to pierce right through the camera lens, right into her apartment. Right into her. For a fleeting, insane second, Alex felt an urge to call 911, to tell this severe, capable woman about the flower on her counter. Is this suspicious?




She shook her head, feeling foolish. Get a grip, Alex. The city has millions of people. You are not in a detective drama. The world does not revolve around you.




She turned off the TV, the silence rushing back in. Her eyes drifted back to the black dahlia. It seemed to drink the light from the room now, a little black hole sitting on her counter.




For the one who captures the light.




The phrase echoed in her mind, twisting. Was it admiration? Or was it a threat? A claim?




She picked up the flower, its petals unnaturally cool against her skin, and carried it to her trash can. She held it over the bin, her hand trembling slightly.




But she didn’t drop it.




After a long moment, she turned and walked to her bookshelf. She pulled down a thick volume of Annie Leibovitz’s photographs, opened it to the middle, and carefully laid the dark flower inside, pressing it flat between the pages.




Just in case, she thought, closing the heavy cover with a soft thud. Just…in case.




She didn’t know if she was preserving a token of affection or a piece of evidence. All she knew was that the world outside her window felt suddenly darker, and the walls of her apartment felt much, much thinner. The solitude she had always curated now felt vast, and empty, and waiting.
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