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Chapter 1 
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THE HOUSE SMELLED LIKE the parts of her life that she couldn't fit into a box with lemon-scented disinfectant from the hospice, the faint, stubborn perfume of the roses that her mother liked on the kitchen table, and - beneath it all - the dry, hollow scent of old grief. Melinda moved through it the way that someone moves through a room made too small. She was careful not to touch things that she wasn't ready to touch while tracing the outline of a life that she had once taken for granted.

Her mother had died on a Tuesday. The hospital chaplain had read something gentle and official that afternoon. Friends had brought casseroles in pots that were still warm and neighbors had left notes folded into the crooks of the mailbox. There was a small, crowded funeral two weeks later with people with soft shoes and softer eyes, and then the finality of the pallbearers' measured steps across gray linoleum. Melinda had stood by the open casket and felt as if she was watching herself from the other side of a window - present, but not required.

She was young when her father died. That was another grief that was older and more accustomed to shadowing her. His death was the result of an accident on a rain-slick road. It taught her the arithmetic of loss and  how it quietly subtracted and how it left hollows shaped like ordinary objects such as laughter and coffee mugs. She’d learned then how to hold herself steady while other people rearranged themselves around pity. That lesson, more than anything else, had kept her upright through the months of dealing with her mother’s chemotherapy appointments that were scratched into a calendar, the same recipes being tried and abandoned, and the long nights where the hospital fluorescent lights hummed like insects.

Now she had boxes to pack, and the boxes were a kind of atlas. There were the practical things like folded scrub tops, reference books with dog-eared pages, and a battered stethoscope that had been a twentieth-birthday present. There were the sentimental things that she couldn't bear to give away, like a faded photograph of her father teaching her to throw a baseball, a chipped mug with the words ‘World’s Best Daughter’, and the soft wool scarf that her mother had knitted and never gotten to finish. Each item that she folded and taped up felt like a small surrender. The house shrank as the rooms emptied.

“Are you sure about this?” Aunt Betsy asked over the phone. Her voice was both practical and warm in the way that only relatives who have kept their doors open for decades can be. “We’ll have a room ready for you. Michael says that you can take his old study. The college in Albuquerque has a good residency program for veterinarians. You’ll be close to the clinic... You’ll be fine, honey.”

Melinda said yes because what else was there to say? Yes meant an agreement, a promise, and a plan. It meant no longer sitting in a kitchen that held an echo of every conversation that she’d ever had with her mother. Saying yes meant stepping out of the grief and into something that might - with luck and stubbornness - become a life again.

She took the Greyhound because it was cheaper than a plane, because the bus schedules fit around the last appointments and the last signatures, and because she wanted the slow erasure of the city behind her rather than the clean, abrupt cut of an airplane taking off. New York slid away window by window. The brick facades and honking cabs and the deli with its neon sign that always stayed on transformed first into suburbs and then into the low, patient plains. The landscape opened like a secret with cattle fields, then scrub, and then mesas. Occasionally, between the rise and fall of the land, she would see a flash of a coyote slipping across the shoulder of the road, indifferent and quick. She tried, on the long stretches, to catalogue everything that her mother had taught her like how to check for ticks on a dog, how to tell if a bird’s wing was broken by watching how it held itself, and how to keep calm long enough to be useful. It kept her hands and her mind busy inside the silence.

When she was small, animals had been her answer to everything. In the apartment on the Upper West Side there had been a hamster that fell asleep in her pocket, a neighbor’s terrified calico that came to sleep on her windowsill, and a childhood terrier who taught her the precise angle of patience. She had started volunteering at an animal clinic in high school, then worked there through college prerequisites, then - after her mother’s health declined – she poured herself into textbooks, night shifts, and cheap canned coffee. Becoming a veterinarian felt less like a career choice than a spine of possibility that she could lean on when everything else wobbled.

Her acceptance letter from the Albuquerque veterinary internship program arrived two months ago. It was simple, printed on matte paper with the official seal at the bottom. She read it with hands that shook and pressed it to her chest like a talisman. It had felt like another life then. Something suspended ahead like a promise. Now, it felt like logistics. Like a place to land when there was no other gravity in her orbit.

The bus pulled into a station that smelled of diesel and heat. The sun had the merciless clarity of a desert afternoon. Everything looked sharper here with edges more defined and colors steadier. Anxious in a way that she hadn't been in months, she hoisted her duffel off the overhead rack and stepped off the bus. The air tasted different. It was drier, with a whisper of sage. Something in it made her feel less stealthily broken.

Aunt Betsy was waiting in the reception area. She was a tall woman with a scarf that was knotted at her throat and a smile that did not come from surprise. She hugged Melinda as if she’d been expected all along and pressed a paper bag of still warm tamales into her hands.

“Eat,” she said. “You’ll need your strength. We’ll talk tonight.” 

Michael was behind Betsy. A broad-shouldered man with kind eyes, he was carrying a small wicker basket with a thermos and two cups. They kissed Melinda's cheeks with the practiced affection of people who had already claimed a place for her in their lives.

Their car rolled away from the station and toward the house that Betsy and Michael shared on the edge of town. The city receded behind them until the horizon became the only thing that mattered. It was a low line of purple mountains and a vast sky that was rude with sun. Melinda watched from the window and felt, for the first time since her mother’s breathing had stopped forever, that she had been given a fraction of space where grief might not be the only story.

At the house which was warm and sunlit with wind-chimes that sounded like old coins on the porch, Melinda carried in the boxes and listened as Betsy set a kettle on the stove. The kettle’s whistle filled a room that had the friendly clutter of a lived-in life. Melinda looked around to see a dog bed by the door, a row of framed photographs across the mantle, and a stack of veterinary journals on the coffee table. She thought that it was small mercy to sit in a place where other people's grief had already been met and worked through, a place where sorrow did not monopolize the air.

That night she unpacked the stethoscope first. It fit around her neck like an old friend with the metal cool against her throat. She took out the photograph of her father and laid it on the dresser.  For a moment the home felt whole in a way that didn't demand too much courage. Out on the porch, the wind moved through a stand of juniper. It was an unfamiliar sound to someone who had grown up among brick and subway hum. Melinda pressed her palms against the glass and let the country breathe into the corners of her lungs.

She fell asleep thinking of animals like horses at dawn, the soft, irregular farts of old cats, and the way that a pup would wiggle awake with too much joy. She thought, with a clarity that surprised her, of the first dog that she would treat in Albuquerque and what it might feel like to set a broken limb right or to stitch a laceration closed. A small, practical future formed around her like the first clean stitches on skin. It would take time, it would ask things of her, and it might hurt. But it would move her forward.

When she closed her eyes, the desert sky held no judgment. It simply was. And for the first night in a long while, Melinda let herself sleep.
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Chapter 2
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THE FIRST WEEK IN ALBUQUERQUE moved like a set of small, stubborn miracles with a registration desk that actually had her file, an earnest orientation leader who used the word community as if it were a charm, and a campus clinic that felt less like a labyrinth than a promise. The veterinary clinic sat low on a sun-washed hill. Made of stone and glass, it was warmed by light that made everything look clarified and less muddied than the city. Melinda liked the practicality of it. The clinic and lab were laid out like tools on a workbench. Nothing felt theatrical, only useful.

The days, weeks, and months that followed were neatly split with supervised practical training in a clinical environment while performing a variety of tasks, including assisting in surgeries, administering treatments, monitoring patient progress, conducting physical exams, and maintaining medical records. It was hands-on in a way that she had missed in New York. 

She understood again why she had chosen this profession the first time that she held an injured rabbit and felt its rapid heartbeat under her fingers. The work required patience and lightness and a particular kind of steadiness. It required an ability to be both gentle and decisive while the desert air seemed to sharpen her focus.

At the clinic she met people who would quickly become the axis of her daily life. There was Betsy and Michael’s neighbor, Dr. Patel, who was an efficient woman with a quick smile and a dry sense of humor, Samira was a grad student who taught Melinda how to suture without grimacing, and a kind-faced tech who handled frightened animals with the same tenderness that he handed out coffee, named Luis. They were good at the practical kindnesses like coffee refills, late-night textbook loans, and the small conspiracies that made a hard job lighter.

On her second day, before the ten o’clock appointments, the clinic was a gallery of small dramas. A wheezing parrot fluffed and gave a disdainful chirp, a cat with a limp made a low complaining sound from a corner kennel, and in the back where the exam rooms opened into a narrower hall, the odor of blood and fur threaded through the antiseptic tang of cleaners. 

Melinda’s first real test came with a crusted cut on a husky’s flank. It was old and infected. She washed it, gently probed, and threaded sutures with shaking fingers and a calm voice until the dog settled under her hand. It surprised her how much courage she borrowed from the animal’s trust.

It was while she was stapling final notes into the husky’s chart that the door of the clinic swung open and a man who looked to be only a few years older than she was  walked in with the kind of presence that made other things recede a little. His hair was dark and a little wind-tossed and his eyes were the steady brown of eclipsed coffee, with lashes that were thick enough to cast tiny shadows on his prominent cheekbones. He wore a coat that had seen a hundred weather patterns and boots that looked like they’d walked a lot of land. Cradled in the crook of his arms was a young wolf with its side matted with blood.

“Afternoon,” he said with a voice that was low and gravel-soft, like the last page of a book you didn’t want to close. “My name is Ethan Holmes. He...,” he bowed his head to the wolf in a brief, natural benediction while saying, “he took a tumble. I found him by the arroyo. Can you help?”

Melinda set down the chart and felt something unclench inside of her that she hadn’t even known was tight. Up close, the wolf was smaller than she’d expected - adolescent perhaps – with its ribs just beginning to fill in under a coat of developing strength. Its eyes held a wary intelligence and its jaw trembled against the bleeding skin where it had dragged itself. Melinda’s hands moved before thought. It was the kind of motion that had been practiced into muscle memory through volunteer shifts and late nights with injured strays.

“We’ll need to get him on the table,” she said. “Is he socialized at all? Any tags?” Her voice was automatic, competent, and plain. Ethan answered with a small shake of his head and an apology that sounded like something private.

“He was alone when I found him,” he hesitantly said with the slightest shadow crossing his face. “I run a small rescue up in the East Foothills. I take in problem wolves and wolf-dog mixes. He must’ve slipped his pack.”

“East Foothills?” Melinda repeated. The words had the flavor of otherness like wildland and open space. She found that she liked how they felt leaving her mouth.

“Yeah,” he said with a smile that was quick and faint. “I have a sanctuary. My phone number is on my license.”

She nodded as she said, “If you need to leave while we tend to him, feel free. If we need to, we’ll call you.”

As the techs prepared the table, Melinda worked through triage. She took the wolf’s vitals with careful precision. She listened to its lungs and located the wound. It was jagged tear near the rump that looked like a combination of a fight and a run-in with something sharp. Perhaps a thorn bush or a ranch fence. The wolf flinched but did not panic. There was a calmness that suggested that the animal trusted the man who had brought him in as well as the woman who was now treating him. 

Opting to stay while the wolf was treated, Ethan’s jaw tightened each time the animal moved. Melinda noticed his hands on the leash were gentle but sure. There was a structure to the way that he moved around the animal that spoke of practice and of long evenings in the dark with only stars and teeth to measure things against.

“You did the right thing bringing him in,” she said while wetting gauze. “We’ll sedate him so that I can explore the wound.”

Ethan’s voice got small as he asked, “Will he be okay?”

“He has good muscle tone,” she mused. “I feel confident that he’ll be fine once we clear the infection and stitch him up.” 

Melinda caught the relief in his face and felt the ugly, human satisfaction of being the person who had the answers. She administered the sedative with a measured hand, watched the animal’s eyes slide closed, and then started to clean and probe the wound.

She had the wolf on the table when Ethan announced the need to run an errand. Distracted by her conversation with him and in a small miscalculation of reach along with the animal’s reflex, its muzzle snapped. Melinda turned her head as she felt teeth penetrate the soft part of her palm. It wasn’t a frantic attack but more a startled reflex as teeth bit through skin and she smelled coppery blood. The wolf’s jaw immediately released when a tech clamped a towel over its muzzle. Ethan’s hand was on the table as if he had moved across a distance. His knuckles were white.

“Oh my God,” he worriedly exclaimed as he reached for her hand. His fingers lingered on hers as he said, “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Melinda said while she forced a smile. It was the kind that communicated both competence and denial. Blood prickled against her skin but there was no panic. “It’s a bite. It’s an occupational hazard that I was well aware of before I started. I’ll wash it. Thankfully, I’m up to date on my shots.” 

She went over the small practical list in her head of vaccinations that she’d had like tetanus, and a rabies booster. They were details that steadied her when emotions threatened to spill over.

“We’ll get you some ice,” Luis said while already moving. 

Ethan’s eyes watched her hand and then slid to her face as he asked, “Do you need me to stay?”

“No,” she said too quickly, because the idea of being alone with this dark-haired man who smelled of sage and earth and something else that she couldn’t name made a small, irrational ember light inside her. “It’s fine. I’ll be okay.”

Later, as she flushed the wound and dressed it, Ethan hovered by the reception desk while filling out forms like a guest in a strange house. He was apologetic in the way of someone used to saying sorry for accidents beyond his control. His voice was a steady, low thing that made the receptionist give him a look of professional pity.

“I’ll come by tomorrow to check on her,” he said to the receptionist who checked him out. “If it’s not too much trouble.”

Melinda heard it. The promise lodged like a small bright stone in her chest. When he left with the wolf wrapped in a blanket in his truck’s bed, she realized that it was her that he was referring to when he spoke about coming back to check on her.  Her heart skipped a beat at this realization as she watched the gate close behind him and felt the station tilt a little toward the wild.

That night she carefully cleaned her hand before bed and watched the scab begin to form like a tiny reminder of her human fragility. The bite throbbed with a steady, honest pain that made her feel alive in a way that she hadn’t in months. She found that she liked being needed. She liked the sense that her hands could make something right. She also found, with an embarrassed blush that she would not have let any friends see, that she’d memorized the way that Ethan had stooped to lift the wolf, the way that the light caught his ridiculously thick and long lashes, and the way that he paused at the clinic door as if he might turn back.

When sleep came, it arrived with the same desert clarity as the day. In her mind, the image of the wolf on the table blurred with the image of the man who had brought him to the clinic. Wild things and human hands braided together. It was a beginning, she thought, a very small, very exciting beginning.
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ETHAN CAME THE NEXT day like a recurring dream - steady, inevitable, and a silhouette at the edge of her ordinary. He slipped into the clinic room as if he had never left with his soft-soled boots, the same wind-tossed hair, and a jacket that still smelled faintly of sage and rain. He carried no wolf that time. Just a small paper cup of coffee and a look that was all apology and an odd, attentive vigilance.

“How’s the hand?” he asked with his voice low enough that it felt like a private question.

“Better,” Melinda replied as she showed him the thin scab with a half-smile. The skin looked angry and new, but the bite was not infected. “Tetanus fine and rabies prophylaxis up to date. If it weren’t for the cosmetic inconvenience, I’d say it was an effective teaching tool.”

He chuckled, and the sound loosened something in him. Something that she hadn’t expected to be watching for. 

“That’s a relief. I’d blamed myself enough already,” he offered.

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” she insisted. Because it was true and because she liked the way that the words steadied his shoulders. “Wolves are wolves. They do wolf things, bodies have reflexed even under anesthesia, and I should have been paying better attention.”

He stayed long enough to watch the sutured animals breathe and to ask a few tentative questions about care and diet and safe containment for wild canines. When he left, he stayed a moment at the clinic door while lingering as if the world outside might pull him away.

“I’m taking the young one back to the wild when he’s fully healed,” he finally said. “If you like... if it’s not inconvenient, maybe you could come by the sanctuary. You could make sure that I don’t rush things and I could show you how the pens are set up and how we socialize them.”

Melinda found herself agreeing before the part of her that weighed pros and cons had even had a chance to argue. 

“Okay,” she said. “I’d like that.”

They fell into a pattern after that. A few times a week Ethan would find a reason to stop by to give an update on the wolf, ask a question about a medication, or a pretext so ordinary that it almost disguised how eagerly he came. Each visit wore a layer of casual intimacy. He learned to read the cadence of her day, to appear when she had a moment between patients, and always with that same guarded smile. Sometimes they lingered over coffee in the clinic’s small breakroom and sometimes they walked the block to a corner café where the chairs were sun-warmed and the espresso tasted like a simple indulgence.

It was during one of those coffees with the late afternoon light slanting through the café’s windows and dust motes drifting like small planets that Melinda realized how much she wanted to know him better. There was something about the way that he listened and about the small quickness of his laugh that suggested a life lived with concentration rather than distraction. He rarely spoke of himself. When he did it, was in fragments, as if the story was strung across separate days.

“I’ve lived up in the foothills for a while,” he said one afternoon while stirring his cup of coffee. “It’s quiet. We get snow in the winter. I like snow and quiet is a good thing for this kind of work.”

“For wolves?” she asked.

“For the work and the wolves,” he replied. He looked at her then, and for a moment his gaze was all claim and confession mixed. “They do better without the noise.”

Melinda found the adjectives that described him as beyond handsome and sexy stacking up in her mind such as quiet, steady, and fierce. There was a part of her that warmed to the notion of steadiness like a hearth. She was drawn to him in a way that had nothing to do with novelty and everything to do with how familiar the need to be useful felt in his presence. He made her feel like a particular kind of tool that was necessary, earned, and trusted. For the first time since the death of her mother, she felt whole, complete, and appreciated.

He invited her to the sanctuary the following evening. 

“Dusk is better,” he explained. “Wolves are more active. There’s a particular hour when the light goes gold that they settle into a rhythm. If you come then, you’ll see them at their most...truly themselves.”

She accepted. The word sanctuary conjured images of low, wooden fences and lean men with gentle hands. What she found when he led her up the dirt track was more basic and wild. 

The road climbed out of town into a landscape of piñon and juniper with the air cooling as the land rose. The house was a low, dark thing that was tucked against a stand of pines. Its windows were sullen, as if in no hurry to reflect the world. Nearby, a series of pens and enclosures sat like small islands of order amid the scrub. Wolves paced, lay, and leaned into one another in a kind of ungainly grace. They were larger than she’d expected, rangy, and serious with their fur carrying the scent of earth, river, and last night’s hunt.

Ethan moved through the place with the confidence of someone who knew where every thread connected. He showed her the quarantine pen, the medical bay -which was a repurposed trailer with mops and antiseptic and a stack of old towels - and explained the protocol for introducing packs. He spoke about the wolves like a person talks about family - with irritation and devotion in equal measure.

“They aren’t pets,” he said at one point while stopping to watch a gray alpha circle a stump. “They’re wild. They don’t want to be tamed. They want to be understood.”

Melinda watched a pup tumble over a log and blinked at the way Ethan’s face softened. There were small, private gestures that he made with the animals, such as a hand extended in a measured offering of reassurance and a voice softened into something almost reverent, that told her more than words could. He showed her how he encouraged trust with small treats, steady routines, and the slow ritual of human presence until it became background rather than threat.

At the edge of the main pen, he named the young wolf that she had sutured. 

“His name is storm,” he said. The name fit. It was restless and suddenly clear. 

The wolf looked at her with caution and then with a skittish curiosity. For a long beat Melinda and the animal regarded one another as two beings who had intersected in a place of need.

“You did good by him,” Ethan said. There was a gratitude in his voice that felt like both compliment and confession. “He took to you.”

The wolves’ eyes tracked their movements with a calm that made the hair on her arms rise. Not from fear, but from some deep, ancestral recognition. It was a small, bright thing to be liked by an animal this way. She felt seen in a way that did not demand performance.

As the purple gathered on the western rim and the first chilly wind pushed through the pines, Ethan offered to make her tea in the cabin’s little kitchen. The interior was warm with wood-smoke and an assortment of practical comforts - like a braided rug, a stack of books about wildlife, and a single, worn armchair that looked as if it had been sat in for a thousand thoughtful hours. A rifle hung above the mantelboard looking functional and not threatening, and a wall of photographs showed wolves at different ages and in various states of mischief and respite. It was a world that was constructed out of devotion and particular compromises.

They sat with steaming mugs cupped between their hands and talked about everything that did not belong to their present misfortunes— such as favorite places to walk, the best way to coax a skittish terrier out from under a porch, and the trivial indignities of small-town living. At some point the subject slid, naturally, to grief. He didn’t ask and she didn’t offer. The conversation folded into silence and in that thin moment of being properly heard without interrogation, Melinda let a small piece of herself be visible.

“I didn’t use to be from here,” Ethan eventually said while watching the flames in the stove. “I moved back after my brother was lost at war. It’s quieter and less crowded with obligations. The wolves make the sort of company that doesn’t ask you to explain everything.”

“That sounds... calming,” she said.

“It is,” he said as he shifted, and for a moment she saw his fingers curl the way a man does when he is remembering too distinctly. “They keep me sane.”

There was an admission in that - an admission so small that she almost missed it - but it landed. Melinda found her own confession rising, small and unadorned.

“I like being useful,” she said. “It helps me make sense of things.”

“You’ve been useful,” he said. “To them. To me.” The emphasis was soft and real and it caressed her in a way that was equal parts serious and comforting.

When the night grew colder, he offered for her to stay in the guest room. It was a small space with a bed, blankets, and the smell of cedar in the chest of drawers. 

“It’s no hotel,” he said with a smile that was all apology, “but if you’re tired, you should rest. The road back is long and dark.”

She hesitated. The sensible part of her knew the timeline of this story...  new place, new friend, and cautious steps toward something more. The other part that was hungry for the warmth and drawn like a moth to a steady flame said yes without waiting for the mental argument.

“All right,” she said.

He led her to the small bedroom. The way that he shut the door was gentle and deliberate.  It almost felt like a benediction. She set her mug down on the nightstand by the bed. The light from the hallway made angles on his cheek as  Ethan moved to leave. He paused with one hand on the jamb. For a moment she thought that he might say something such as some shielded truth. But he only nodded.

“Sleep well, Melinda,” he said. “I’ll wake early. I have work in the morning.”

“Sleep well,” she replied, and the words felt like they were enough.

Alone in the guest room, Melinda lay awake for a long time. Outside the window the pines whispered and somewhere in the distance a wolf answered them with a single, resonant keening. The sound threaded through the cabin in a way that made the room feel comforting and inviting. She pressed her hand to the scant scab on her palm and felt the faint twinge of pain beneath the skin. It was a small reminder of how the days had changed the shape of her life.

She slept at last with the vague, unbidden sensation that something in the foothills had shifted the moment that the wolves had accepted her. It felt good, and yet it felt fragile - like walking on the edge of a cliff and discovering the cliff had, for now, a firm handhold.

***
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HER CELL PHONE RANG three times before Melinda picked it up, like a small, impatient animal. She sat at the cabin’s kitchen table with a freshly brewed mug of coffee and a day that felt too heavy to start. Ethan’s shoes were by the door where he'd dropped them, and his coat hung on the back of a chair as if he had meant to leave and then didn't.

"Melinda?" Samira’s voice was small and tinny through the line. "Do you—are you sitting down?"

Melinda stared at the window where rain threaded the glass. She nodded without meaning to as she said, "Yeah."

"We...," Samira stopped. "There was an accident. Betsy and Michael. The highway....there was slick rain. The truck..."

Words scrambled and fell apart. Her mouth moved and she heard herself say, "No," because that was the shape a life made sometimes -  a single syllable trying to keep the world together.

Ethan came up behind her a second later with his shoulder cool against her back. He was close enough to count on while not presuming that he could fix whatever had broken. He took the phone from her when Samira went quiet, murmured a thank-you into the receiver, and held the screen away from his ear to take it in. The way his jaw tightened made a small, private line across his face.

"They didn't...," Melinda's began with her voice thin. "They were fine. They were visiting friends for the weekend. They were supposed to bring me that stupid lemon cake Betsy’s friend makes that I always say I would pay a millions dollars for."

Ethan made a sound that was half-humor, half-sob. "It's... it's senseless," he said. "I'm so sorry."

Melinda had no words for the pattern that had sketched itself through her life like a cruel repetition. Her father died in a car crash and her mother was lost in a slow and agonizing fade to cancer. Now the last two people who truly loved and cared for her were gone. It was as if grief had a mold and every time it clicked into place, the shape was the same. Unfair, she thought. Loud and very small. Ridiculous and absolute.
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