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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. All characters, events, and locations are products of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is purely coincidental. This book contains mature content and is intended for readers 18 years and older.
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Chapter 1: The Gates Of Safety
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The road was a black ribbon bleeding into the night.

Lyra James’s knuckles were bone-white on the steering wheel, her breath coming in shallow puffs that fogged the cold glass. In the backseat, four-year-old Elara slept fitfully, her small fingers tangled in the fur of a stuffed wolf. The headlights cut through the Northwest darkness, revealing nothing but endless pines and the occasional flash of animal eyes that glowed and vanished.

Just a little further, Lyra told herself. Just get to the gates.

Her SUV—a decade-old vehicle with a persistent rattle and the scent of old coffee—felt like a tin can hurtling through a predator’s domain. Every shadow seemed to move. Every rustle in the woods beyond the road made her heart stutter.

She glanced at the rearview mirror, at her daughter’s face softened by sleep. Elara’s cheek was smudged with dirt from their frantic packing. Her blonde hair, the same honey shade as Lyra’s, was a wild tumble against the car seat. She looked so innocent. So normal.

But she wasn’t normal. Not anymore.

A week ago, Lyra had walked into Elara’s bedroom to find her daughter clutching a bleeding finger, tiny sharp teeth marks on her skin. “My teeth felt funny, Mommy,” she’d whispered, her eyes wide with fear. Three days after that, Lyra had been woken by a warm, furry weight on her chest—a silver-furred wolf pup no bigger than a cat, whining and confused.

That was when he found them.

The memory made Lyra’s stomach clench. The man—if he was a man—standing in the rain outside their apartment building. His shape had seemed to blur at the edges, like a bad TV signal. His scent had wafted through the closed window: wet earth, copper, and something spoiled. Something wrong.

“The child has the moon in her blood,” he’d said, his voice sliding into her kitchen like oil. “I will come for her at the next crescent.”

Lyra hadn’t waited. She’d packed what she could carry, emptied her meager savings account, and driven north for two days straight. Toward the only place she hoped might offer safety. Toward the father her daughter had never met.

The GPS died twenty minutes ago, the signal swallowed by the mountains. She was navigating by memory now, by the half-remembered directions from a lifetime ago. Five years. It felt like a century.

Finally, the iron gates appeared, materializing from the darkness like sentinels. They stood between two massive stone pillars carved with running wolves. A sign, weathered but stark, read: PRIVATE PACK LANDS — TRESPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED.

Lyra pulled the car to a stop, the engine ticking as it cooled. The silence was immense, broken only by Elara’s soft breathing and the whisper of the wind through the tall firs.

Her hands shook as she opened the door. The cold mountain air bit through her thin jacket. She walked to the intercom box mounted on the right pillar, her boots crunching on gravel.

She pressed the button. A red light blinked.

A moment of static, then a male voice, hard and unwelcoming. “Turn around. Humans aren’t welcome after dark.”

Lyra swallowed, her throat dry. “My name is Lyra James. I need to speak with Alpha Theron Vargar. It’s urgent.”

“The Alpha doesn’t take meetings with humans. Leave.”

“Please.” Desperation sharpened her voice. “Tell him it’s about the attack five years ago. At the Moonstone site. And...” She took a steadying breath. “And it’s about his child.”

The static crackled. The silence from the other end stretched so long she thought the connection had died.

Then: “Wait there. Don’t move.”

Lyra stepped back, wrapping her arms around herself. She felt exposed under the vast, star-strewn sky. From the woods on either side of the gate, she sensed movement. Not seeing it—sensing it. A prickle on her skin, a faint pressure in her ears. Her Shield ability, that strange part of her she’d spent years hiding, stirred uneasily in her chest. It felt like a second heartbeat, a silver pool of quiet in a world of noise.

Two figures emerged from the trees. They were large men, dressed in dark, functional clothing. They moved with a silent, predatory grace that was utterly inhuman. The older one had greying hair at his temples and eyes that held a deep, weary sadness. The younger was all sharp angles and suspicion.

The older man’s gaze swept over her, then past her to the car. To the backseat window.

“You said a child,” he stated, his voice softer now but no less intense.

“My daughter. Elara.”

“She sleeps?”

“She’s exhausted. We’ve been driving for two days.”

The younger guard stepped toward the car. Lyra moved to block him. “Don’t.”

He stopped, raising an eyebrow. “We need to verify.”

“You can verify without touching her.” Lyra’s voice was steel. Mother-bear instinct overpowering fear.

The older man studied her, then gave a slight nod. He approached the car slowly, peering through the window. The interior light was off, but the moonlight fell across Elara’s face.

Lyra saw the exact moment he saw it. His body went still. His breath caught. He leaned closer, his nose actually twitching as he scented the air. Shifters had incredible smell, she remembered. They could smell lineage. Scent blood.

“Moon above,” he whispered. He turned to Lyra, his sad eyes now wide with shock. “She has the Vargar eyes.

The younger guard hurried over, looked, and stiffened. “Garrett... the Alpha...”

“I know,” the older man—Garrett—said. He ran a hand over his face, composure returning. “Open the gates.”

The younger guard pulled out a remote. With a heavy groan, the iron gates began to swing inward.

“Follow our vehicle,” Garrett said to Lyra. “Stay close. Don’t stop for anything. And whatever you do, don’t get out of the car until I tell you.”

“Is he here?” Lyra asked, her heart hammering against her ribs. “Theron?”

“He’s here,” Garrett said. A strange, almost pitying look crossed his face. “But the man you knew five years ago, Ms. James? He’s gone. The war and the loss... they changed him. Prepare yourself.”

He walked to a black Jeep parked in the shadows. Lyra got back into her SUV, her hands trembling so badly she fumbled the key.

The gates were open. A dark tunnel of trees awaited.

Behind her, the safe, normal world.

Ahead, the unknown.

Elara stirred in her sleep, mumbling, “Daddy?”

Lyra’s eyes filled with tears. She put the car in gear and followed the red taillights into the heart of the Blood Moon Pack.

The road through the territory was well-maintained but winding. They drove for fifteen minutes, deep into the forest, before signs of habitation appeared. Houses nestled among the trees—not cabins, but beautiful, modern homes with large windows and generous porches. Lights glowed warmly. Lyra saw a playground, a community garden, a large building that looked like a school.

It was a town. A hidden, thriving town.

People were out, despite the late hour. They stopped to watch the unfamiliar SUV pass. Lyra felt their eyes on her. Saw the curiosity, the suspicion. A woman pulling a child inside. A group of men pausing their conversation to stare, their postures tense.

Her Shield power hummed, reacting to the concentration of shifter energy. It felt like standing in a room with a hundred buzzing generators. She mentally pushed back, dampening the sensation, trying to make herself smaller, less noticeable. It was an old habit. Hiding.

They passed a massive lodge, smoke curling from its chimney. A sign read PACK HALL. Finally, the Jeep turned onto a private drive that led up a hill. At the crest stood a house.

It wasn’t a house. It was a fortress made beautiful. A sprawling structure of stone, glass, and dark timber, built into the hillside. Lights blazed from within, illuminating a wide deck that overlooked the valley below. The Alpha’s Den.

Garrett parked. Lyra pulled up beside him and killed the engine. The sudden silence was deafening.

Elara woke up. “Mommy? Where are we?”

“Somewhere safe, baby.” Lyra hoped it was true.

Garrett opened her door. “Bring her. He’s waiting in the great room.”

Lyra unbuckled Elara, who clung to her, hiding her face in Lyra’s neck. She was too overwhelmed to be curious. Lyra carried her up the stone path to the grand entrance.

The door opened before they reached it. A severe-looking woman in her fifties, her hair in a tight braid, nodded to Garrett. “He’s waiting. But he’s not happy about the interruption.”

“He’ll be less happy in a minute,” Garrett muttered. He led Lyra through a soaring entryway with a floor of slate and walls hung with stunning landscape photography. The air smelled of wood smoke, leather, and something wild and clean—like the forest after rain.

The great room was two stories tall, with one entire wall of glass looking out at the mountains. A fire roared in a stone fireplace big enough to stand in. And in front of that fire, with his back to them, stood a man.

He was taller than she remembered. Broader. His black hair was cut shorter. He wore dark jeans and a simple grey sweater that did nothing to soften the powerful lines of his shoulders. He was holding a glass of amber liquid, staring into the flames.

“This had better be life or death, Garrett,” he said, his voice a low rumble that vibrated in Lyra’s bones. It was deeper than she remembered. Colder. “The Council meeting ran late and I’m not in the mood for human petitions.”

“It’s not a petition, Alpha,” Garrett said quietly. “She says she knows you.”

Theron Vargar turned.

Time stopped.

Lyra had rehearsed this moment a thousand times. What she would say. How she would feel. But nothing prepared her for the reality of him. The years had carved his handsome face into something harder, sharper. The warmth in his storm-grey eyes was gone, replaced by a flat, guarded chill. A thin scar bisected his left eyebrow. He was a king in his domain, utterly assured, and utterly untouchable.

His gaze swept over her, blank. No recognition. Nothing. Just the mild irritation of an interrupted evening.

Then his eyes dropped to the child in her arms.

Elara chose that moment to peek out from the shelter of Lyra’s neck. The firelight caught her face, her sleepy eyes blinking open.

Theron’s glass hit the stone floor with a sharp crack, shattering. Whiskey splashed across the slate.

He didn’t seem to notice. He was staring at Elara as if seeing a ghost. His face went pale beneath his tan. His broad chest stopped moving. He took an involuntary step back, his hand coming up to grip the mantelpiece for support.

Elara, sensing the intense attention, buried her face again. “Mommy...”

The word broke the spell. Theron’s eyes—now blazing with a luminous, molten gold—snapped to Lyra.

“You.” The single word was choked. “You claim I have a child.”

It wasn’t a question. It was an accusation. A demand.

Lyra stood her ground, though her knees felt weak. “This is Elara. She’s four.”

“Four,” he repeated numbly. His eyes were locked on Elara’s hair, her small hands, the curve of her cheek. “Show me her eyes.”

“Theron...”

“SHOW ME HER EYES!”

His roar was sudden, primal, shaking the glass in the windows. It wasn’t a human sound. Elara burst into frightened tears.

“You’re scaring her!” Lyra shot back, anger giving her strength. She turned Elara slightly, soothing her. “Shh, baby, it’s okay.” She looked back at Theron, her own temper rising. “Look. Look at her.”

She gently tilted Elara’s chin up. Her daughter’s tear-filled eyes, wide with fear, met the Alpha’s.

And in the firelight, the flecks of gold in Elara’s hazel eyes shimmered. Not a trick of the light. A faint, beautiful, unmistakable glow.

Identical to the gold now burning in Theron’s own gaze.

A low, wounded sound escaped Theron’s throat. He stumbled back another step, as if physically struck. His knuckles were white on the mantel. The air in the room grew thick, heavy, pressing down on them. Lyra felt the pressure in her ears intensify—his power, his emotion, leaking out uncontrollably.

“How?” he whispered, the word raw.

“She started shifting last month,” Lyra said, her voice barely steady. “Little things at first. Her teeth. Then fur when she’s scared or upset. That’s when... that’s when he found us.”

“Who?” Theron’s voice was still a whisper, but it carried like thunder.

“I don’t know his name. But he’s not a normal shifter, Theron. He smells... wrong. Like rot and spoiled magic. He said he wants her. That she’s ‘special.’ He said he’d come for her at the next crescent moon.” She hugged Elara tighter. “That’s three days from now. I had nowhere else to go.”

Theron finally dragged his gaze from his daughter to Lyra. The gold in his eyes slowly receded, leaving the stormy grey, now churning with turmoil. “You should have come to me sooner. Years ago.”

The old hurt, carefully buried, ripped open. “I was scared,” Lyra admitted, tears finally spilling over. “And you didn’t remember me. I called. I wrote letters. I left messages with your office. You never responded.”

Theron’s brow furrowed. Genuine confusion. “I never got any—”

He stopped. His eyes narrowed. The confusion hardened into something darker, more dangerous. “What do you mean, I didn’t remember you?”

Lyra’s breath caught. She saw it then—the blankness in his eyes when he first looked at her. Not anger. Not resentment. Nothing. He truly had no memory of her. Of their night. Of the summer festival. Of the Moonstone Chapel and the promises whispered in the dark.

The realization was a knife to the heart.

“The night of the summer festival,” she said, her voice breaking. “Five years ago. The Moonstone ruins. We... you and I...”

She couldn’t finish. The pain was too fresh. The betrayal, which she’d always assumed was deliberate, now looked like something else entirely.

Theron was shaking his head slowly, but his eyes were fixed on her face, searching, probing. “I was at the festival. I remember... fragments. A headache. Waking up feeling like I’d lost something.” His gaze cut back to Elara, then to Lyra’s devastated face. The pieces were falling into place, and the picture they formed was horrifying. “You’re saying we...”

“Yes,” Lyra whispered.

Silence descended, broken only by the crackle of the fire and Elara’s soft hiccups. Garrett had discreetly vanished, leaving them alone in the cavernous room.

Theron walked to the broken glass, crouched down, and picked up a large shard. He stared at it, his expression unreadable. When he spoke again, his voice was carefully controlled, but Lyra could hear the fury vibrating beneath.

“Garrett!” he barked.

The door opened instantly. Garrett had been waiting right outside. “Alpha?”

“Take them to the west guest cabin. Post two guards. No, four. Around the clock. No one gets near them.” He stood, tossing the glass shard into the fire where it hissed. “Then I want you to pull every communication log from the last five years. Phone records, mail logs, gate entry requests. Everything. I want to know if any messages from a Lyra James were ever received. And if they weren’t, I want to know where the hell they went.”

Garrett’s eyes widened slightly, but he nodded. “Yes, Alpha.”

Theron turned back to Lyra. The gold was back in his eyes, but it was a cold, hard light now. “You’ll stay. The child is clearly my blood. That makes her pack. That makes her my responsibility.” His gaze swept over Lyra, lingering for a moment on the curve of her jaw, the line of her throat, as if trying to spark a memory. “You are... a complication. We’ll discuss the rest tomorrow.”

It was a dismissal. Cold. Clinical.

Lyra wanted to scream. To throw the truth in his face. I’m not a complication! I’m the woman you loved! I’m the mother of your child!

But she saw the wall behind his eyes. A wall built of grief and duty and five years of believing himself alone. A wall she didn’t know how to breach.

So she just nodded, holding her crying daughter, feeling more lost and alone than she had on the dark road.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

Theron gave a curt nod, his expression closing off completely. He turned back to the fire, presenting them with his broad, unyielding back.

Garrett gently touched Lyra’s elbow. “This way.”

As she walked out of the great room, carrying the child who was proof of a love he couldn’t remember, Lyra glanced back one last time.

Theron wasn’t looking at the fire anymore. He was staring at the spot where they’d stood, his hand pressed to his chest, over his heart, his face a mask of bewildered, profound pain.
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Chapter 2: Eyes Of Gold
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The west guest cabin was not a cabin in any sense Lyra understood. It was a beautiful, fully-equipped two-bedroom house with a stone fireplace, a modern kitchen, and floor-to-ceiling windows that offered a stunning, terrifying view of the dark forest. It felt like a luxurious cage.

Garrett left them with a soft-spoken, "Get some rest. The guards are outside. You're safe here." His kind eyes held that same strange pity before he closed the door.

Safe. The word felt hollow.

Elara had cried herself to sleep on the plush leather sofa. Lyra carried her to the smaller bedroom, tucking her under a thick down comforter. Her daughter's face was pale, tear-streaked. Lyra brushed the hair from her forehead, her heart aching.

What have I brought you into?

She wandered back into the main room, too wired to sleep. The silence was absolute, broken only by the wind in the pines. She felt watched, though she couldn't see the guards Garrett had posted. They were shifters. They could be ten feet away and she'd never know.

Her Shield power, that constant silver hum in her chest, was on high alert. The entire territory felt alive with energy—a low-frequency vibration that set her teeth on edge. It was the collective presence of hundreds of shifters. To her power, it was like standing in the middle of a roaring concert while trying to hear a whisper.

She went to the kitchen, found a kettle, and made tea. Her hands were still trembling. The image of Theron's face—the shock, the confusion, the utter lack of recognition—played on a loop behind her eyes.

Five years ago, that face had looked at her with wonder. With heat. With a tenderness that had cracked open her carefully guarded heart.

The Summer Solstice Festival. The Blood Moon Pack opened its borders once a year to human neighbors, a gesture of goodwill. Lyra, fresh out of college and working for a cultural anthropology journal, had come to document the folklore. She'd been drawn to the standing stones on the hill—the Moonstone Chapel, a sacred shifter site usually off-limits.

He'd found her there, tracing the ancient carvings by moonlight.

"You shouldn't be up here," he'd said, but his voice hadn't been angry. It had been curious.

"I know," she'd replied, turning to face him. "But it calls to me."

He was the most beautiful man she'd ever seen. Not handsome—beautiful. Like a wild creature carved into human form. His eyes had held a warmth that seemed to melt the cool night air. They'd talked for hours. About the stars, about pack legends, about the lonely weight of leadership—he'd confessed he was the Alpha's son, heir to a world she could barely comprehend.

One kiss had led to another. Clothes discarded on the cool grass. His touch had been reverent, as if she were the sacred thing. He'd whispered promises in a language she didn't understand, his voice rough with passion. She'd given him everything, because in that moment, she'd believed in fate.

She'd woken at dawn alone, her body sore and blissful, covered by his shirt. And with a strange, electric feeling crawling under her skin. A week later, the nausea started. Two months after that, the pregnancy test turned positive.

And every call she made to the pack number went unanswered. Every letter returned "Addressee Unknown." The wall of silence was absolute. She'd been heartbroken, then angry, then resigned. He'd had his fun with the human and moved on. She'd raised their daughter alone, her strange Shield power growing stronger with each passing year, a constant reminder of the supernatural world she'd touched and been burned by.

But the man in the great room tonight... his confusion had been real. His shock at seeing Elara had been visceral, world-altering.

Someone made him forget.

The thought was a cold sliver of ice in her gut. It was more terrifying than him simply rejecting her. It meant there was malice here. A deliberate severing.

A soft tap at the door made her jump, sloshing hot tea on her hand. She set the mug down, heart pounding.

Before she could answer, the door opened. It wasn't a guard.

A woman stood there, perhaps in her late fifties, with intelligent dark eyes and silver streaks in her black hair braided over one shoulder. She wore comfortable trousers and a wool sweater, and carried a woven basket. She smelled of dried herbs and something clean, like mint.

"Forgive the intrusion," the woman said, her voice calm and melodic. "I am Mara. The pack Healer. The Alpha thought you might need some things." She held up the basket. "Tea for calm, salve for travel aches, and some toys and books for the child."

Lyra just stared, her social skills frayed by exhaustion and fear.

Mara smiled gently. "May I come in?"

Lyra nodded, stepping aside. The woman moved with a quiet grace, setting the basket on the kitchen counter. She looked around, her gaze missing nothing, before turning back to Lyra.

"You've had a long journey. And a greater shock tonight."

"You could say that," Lyra said, her voice raspy.

Mara's eyes, sharp and observant, studied Lyra's face. "He truly didn't remember you."

It wasn't a question. Lyra shook her head, tears threatening again. She was so tired of crying.

"That is... deeply concerning," Mara said softly. She reached into her basket and pulled out a small, clear vial containing a dark liquid. "This is dreamless sleep tea. One drop in warm water. For you, not the child. You need to rest, Lyra. Properly. Tomorrow will bring many questions."

"How do you know my name?"

A faint smile. "The pack mind-link is buzzing with little else. An unknown human woman and a child who bears the Alpha's likeness arriving in the dead of night? It's the most exciting thing to happen in months.

"The pack mind-link?"

"A psychic connection between the Alpha and his pack. And between pack members to a lesser degree. We share emotions, warnings, general states of being. Right now, it's humming with confusion and curiosity. Mostly about you."

Lyra wrapped her arms around herself. "They must hate me."

"Fear you, perhaps. Distrust you, certainly. Hate?" Mara shrugged. "That requires energy they're saving for the coming winter. But an Alpha's business is his own. They will wait for his lead."

"And what is his lead?" Lyra asked, desperation creeping in. "He looked at me like a stranger. He looked at Elara like... like a miracle he couldn't comprehend."

Mara's expression softened with something akin to sympathy. "Theron has lived with a great wound for five years. He believes his fated mate died in the massacre. That he failed to protect her. He has built walls around that pain so high, I sometimes wonder if he can see the sun anymore." She stepped closer, lowering her voice. "The child... she is a crack in those walls. Whether that means they will crumble or he will try to patch them higher remains to be seen. Rest now."

She left as quietly as she came. Lyra locked the door behind her, though she knew it was pointless. If they wanted in, a lock wouldn't stop them.

She checked on Elara, then took Mara's advice, adding a single drop of the dark liquid to her tea. It tasted of lavender and chamomile and something earthy. Within twenty minutes, a heavy drowsiness pulled her under, and for the first time in days, she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

Dawn.

Lyra woke to sunlight streaming through the windows and the smell of bacon. For a disorienting moment, she thought she was back in her apartment. Then she saw the wooden beams overhead, the unfamiliar quilt, and remembered.

She bolted upright. "Elara!"

The little girl was not in bed. Lyra scrambled up, panic clawing at her throat, and ran into the main room.

Elara sat at the small dining table, kicking her legs. A different woman—younger, with a friendly face and a no-nonsense air—was setting down a plate of pancakes and bacon in front of her.

"Mommy! Look! Pancakes!" Elara said, her eyes bright. Children's resilience was a marvel.

"Who are you?" Lyra demanded, her voice sharp.

"I'm Cora," the woman said easily. "Omega of the pack. Basically, I make sure everyone is fed, comfortable, and doesn't kill each other. The Alpha sent me to bring breakfast and to... assess."

"Assess what?"

"The child's needs. And yours." Cora looked Lyra over with a practical eye. "You'll need warmer clothes. Proper boots. The human stuff you brought won't cut it in mountain winter. I'll bring some things by later."

Lyra slowly approached the table, her heart rate settling. "Where are the guards?"

"Outside. Shifted. You won't see them unless they want you to." Cora poured a cup of coffee and pushed it toward Lyra. "Drink. You look like you need it."

Lyra sat, taking the coffee. It was strong and good. She watched Elara happily devour her pancakes. "She's usually a picky eater."

"She's half-shifter," Cora said matter-of-factly. "Our metabolism runs hot. She'll eat like a horse and still be lean as a whip. It's the wolf energy."

The casual mention of it—half-shifter—sent a jolt through Lyra. It was one thing to know it, another to hear it stated as simple fact by a stranger.

"Will she... will she be okay?" Lyra asked quietly.

Cora's expression softened. "She's the Alpha's daughter. In this world, that makes her a princess. She'll be protected, trained, cherished. The 'okay' part depends on a lot of things." Her eyes flicked to Lyra. "Starting with you."

Before Lyra could ask what that meant, a heavy knock sounded at the door. Not a tap. A command.

Cora moved to open it. Theron stood on the threshold.

He looked different in the daylight. Less like a specter from a nightmare, more like a formidable, living man. He wore black cargo pants and a dark green Henley that stretched across his chest. His jaw was shadowed with stubble, his grey eyes clear but guarded. He held himself with the absolute authority of someone who had never questioned his right to rule.

His gaze went immediately to Elara, who had frozen with a forkful of pancake halfway to her mouth, staring at him with wide, cautious eyes.

"Leave us," he said to Cora, without looking away from the child.

Cora nodded and slipped out, closing the door.

The room felt suddenly smaller, the air thinner. Theron took a few steps inside, his movements controlled but fluid. He stopped a respectful distance from the table.

"Elara," he said, and his voice was different than last night—softer, though still tense. "That's a beautiful name."

Elara glanced at Lyra, seeking guidance. Lyra gave a small, encouraging nod.

"Thank you," Elara whispered.

"Did you sleep well?" he asked. He was trying, Lyra could see. Trying to be gentle. But he was so clearly out of his depth.

Elara nodded. "The bed was fluffy. I heard wolves howling."

"A lot of wolves here," Theron said, a ghost of a smile touching his lips. "They're... family."

"Are you a wolf?" Elara asked, her curiosity overcoming her shyness.

Theron's eyes flickered with that gold light again, just for a second. "Yes. I am."
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