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Preface

“Trust your instincts.”

Two simple words that would change everything.

When I first began writing about Allison Cathan and Ramirez Antonious, I knew their story was one that needed to be told—not just once, but many times, in many different ways. These characters, with their authentic chemistry and deep emotional connection, deserved to be explored across multiple scenarios, each revealing new facets of their relationship while maintaining the core elements that make them so compelling.


Kidnapped Hearts represents the second chapter in the Allison and Ramirez series, but it can be read as a complete standalone story. Here, we find our beloved protagonists in a different setting—Munich University, where academic pressure and family expectations create the backdrop for a romance that blooms amid genuine danger.


This is a story about trust in its many forms: trusting your instincts when something feels wrong, trusting someone else to protect what matters most, and trusting your heart when it recognizes its perfect match. It’s about the moment when intellectual attraction becomes emotional connection, and when that connection is tested by circumstances neither character could have anticipated.

Readers familiar with the first book will recognize Allison’s signature hair-tucking gesture when she’s nervous, and Ramirez’s habit of running his hand through his hair when he’s thinking. You’ll see the same nine-inch height difference that creates such natural intimacy between them, the same protective instincts that make Ramirez such a compelling romantic hero, and the same determined independence that makes Allison far more than just a wealthy businessman’s daughter.

But this story also introduces new elements: Ramirez’s background in military intelligence and security consulting, which becomes crucial when Allison’s safety is threatened; the university setting that allows both characters to pursue their own goals while discovering each other; and the international criminal element that tests not just their growing feelings, but their individual strength and resilience.

What remains constant is the wholesome, authentic development of their relationship. Every gesture matters—from the way Allison bites her lower lip when thinking, to the rare but transformative power of Ramirez’s smile. Their attraction is built on mutual respect, intellectual compatibility, and the kind of emotional intimacy that makes physical chemistry feel natural and earned rather than simply assumed.

This is contemporary romance at its most heartfelt: two people from different backgrounds finding common ground in shared values, mutual protection, and the gradual realization that some connections are worth fighting for—literally, if necessary.

Whether this is your first encounter with Allison and Ramirez or a welcome return to their world, I hope their story reminds you that the best romances are built on trust, understanding, and the courage to be vulnerable with someone who has proven themselves worthy of that vulnerability.

Sometimes love finds you in the library. Sometimes it saves your life.

And sometimes, if you’re very lucky, it does both.


Ramez Ragy
Munich, 2025
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Chapter 1: Normal Tuesday

Allison’s POV


The morning sunlight streaming through the tall windows of Munich University’s library caught the golden highlights in my hair as I bent over my International Business textbook, absently tucking a loose strand behind my ear. The gesture was automatic now—a nervous habit that seemed to appear whenever I was deep in thought or, if I was being honest, whenever he was around.


And Ramirez Antonious was definitely around.

I could feel his presence before I even looked up, that strange awareness that had been growing stronger over the past few months. When I finally lifted my gaze from the dense text about global market fluctuations, there he was—6’2” of lean strength settling into the chair across from our study group’s usual table, his dark hair slightly tousled as if he’d been running his hands through it again.


“Guten Morgen, Allison,” his deep voice carried that subtle Egyptian accent that made something flutter in my chest every time I heard it. His dark brown eyes met mine for just a moment—long enough for me to catch those warm amber flecks that appeared when the light hit them just right—before he focused on pulling his notes from his leather messenger bag.


“Morning,” I managed, hoping my voice sounded more casual than I felt. The truth was, nothing felt casual about Ramirez. Everything about him seemed deliberate, controlled, like he was always thinking three steps ahead. It should have been intimidating, but instead, I found it… fascinating.

Sarah Chen slid into the seat beside me, her arms full of color-coded binders and highlighters. “Please tell me someone actually understood Professor Weber’s lecture on emerging market dynamics yesterday, because I’m completely lost.”

“Which part?” I asked, grateful for the distraction from my wandering thoughts about my study partner’s impossibly expressive eyes.

“All of it,” Sarah groaned. “Starting with why anyone thought it was a good idea to schedule an eight AM lecture on the most boring topic in existence.”

Ramirez looked up from his meticulously organized notes, and I caught the briefest hint of amusement in his expression. “Perhaps because the markets don’t wait for convenient times to shift?” His tone was serious, but there was something in his eyes that suggested he was fighting back a smile.

I bit my lower lip to keep from grinning. He did that sometimes—made these perfectly logical observations that were technically correct but delivered with just enough dry humor to make me wonder if he was being serious or gently teasing. It was one of the things that made him so… intriguing.

“Easy for you to say,” Sarah muttered, flipping through her chaotic notes. “You actually take notes that make sense. Mine look like they were written by someone having a caffeine-induced seizure.”

“Would you like me to share mine?” Ramirez offered, his voice carrying that formal politeness that made me suspect English wasn’t his first language, despite his fluency.

Sarah’s eyes lit up. “Really? You’re a lifesaver!”

As Ramirez slid his notebook across the table, I couldn’t help but notice his hands—long-fingered, elegant, with small calluses on his fingertips that I’d always wondered about. There was a thin white scar across his left knuckles that caught my attention every time, making me curious about the story behind it. Everything about him seemed to hint at a deeper story, layers beneath his serious exterior that I found myself wanting to understand.

“Your handwriting is actually legible,” Sarah marveled, studying his notes. “And organized. And… wow, you write in three languages?”

I leaned over to look, catching a subtle scent that was purely Ramirez—something clean and warm with hints of cedar and spice. His notes were indeed immaculate, with key points highlighted and margin notes written in what I assumed was Arabic script. The sight of those flowing characters made my stomach do a small flip. There was something almost intimate about seeing his thoughts laid out in his native language.

“Force of habit,” he said simply, but I caught the way his jaw tightened slightly—that tiny muscle that jumped near his temple when he was thinking about something he didn’t want to discuss.

“What do the Arabic notes say?” I asked before I could stop myself, then immediately felt heat rise in my cheeks. “Sorry, I don’t mean to pry. I just… I’ve always thought Arabic calligraphy was beautiful.”

For a moment, something shifted in his expression. His dark eyes met mine again, and this time he didn’t look away immediately. “They’re just… clarifications. Sometimes concepts are clearer in Arabic than in German or English.”

The way he said it, carefully neutral, made me suspect there was more to it than that. But before I could think of a way to ask without seeming nosy, Marcus Schmidt dropped into the remaining chair with his usual dramatic flair.

“Alright, brilliant minds,” he announced, spreading his own significantly less organized materials across the table. “Someone please explain to me why my father thinks I need to understand international business when I’m going to inherit a perfectly functional company that’s been running itself for three generations.”

I felt my shoulders tense automatically. This was always the moment I dreaded in group settings—when the conversation turned to family businesses and inheritances and the assumption that everyone with money had the same privileged attitude about it.

“Maybe because the world economy has changed slightly since your great-grandfather’s time?” I suggested, trying to keep my tone light despite the familiar knot forming in my stomach.

Marcus waved a dismissive hand. “Details. Money is money, right? Besides, Allison, you understand. Your father’s company practically runs itself too. Cathan Industries has been a German success story for what, twenty years now?”

The knot in my stomach tightened. I hated when people reduced me to my father’s business success, hated the assumption that I was just coasting through university as some kind of formality before taking my predetermined place in the company hierarchy. That wasn’t who I was. That wasn’t who I wanted to be.

I tucked another strand of hair behind my ear, a telltale sign of my growing discomfort. “Actually, I think understanding global markets is crucial for any business, regardless of how successful it’s been in the past. Things change quickly, and—”

“But surely your father doesn’t expect you to start from the bottom,” Marcus interrupted with a laugh. “I mean, why struggle through entry-level positions when you could skip straight to the executive suite?”

The familiar frustration bubbled up in my chest. This was exactly why I’d chosen to study at university instead of immediately joining Cathan Industries. I wanted to prove myself on my own merits, to build something meaningful rather than simply inheriting success. But explaining that always seemed to fall on deaf ears.

“I think,” Ramirez said quietly, his deep voice cutting through Marcus’s laughter, “that assuming anyone’s path should be predetermined based on their family circumstances is both presumptuous and limiting.”

The entire table went silent. Marcus looked taken aback, Sarah raised her eyebrows, and I felt something warm and unexpected bloom in my chest. Ramirez hadn’t looked at me while he spoke, but somehow I knew his words were meant as a defense of my position.

“I just meant—” Marcus started.

“I know what you meant,” Ramirez replied, his tone still polite but with an edge of steel underneath. “But perhaps we should focus on the actual coursework rather than making assumptions about each other’s futures.”

The way he said it—calm, controlled, but absolutely final—made it clear the conversation was over. Marcus mumbled something about getting coffee and wandered away, while Sarah buried herself in copying Ramirez’s notes.

I stared at Ramirez, surprised by his unexpected defense of me. Most people either agreed with Marcus’s assumptions or stayed out of family money discussions entirely. But Ramirez had stepped in, quietly but firmly, and somehow managed to shut down the entire conversation without being rude.

“Thank you,” I said softly, when I was sure Marcus was out of earshot.

Ramirez looked up from his textbook, those dark eyes finding mine again. “For what?”

“For understanding that I want to earn my own way, not just inherit it.”

Something flickered across his face—an expression I couldn’t quite read. “Everyone deserves to choose their own path.”

There was weight behind those words, something that made me think he was speaking from personal experience. I wanted to ask what path he had chosen, what had brought him from Egypt to Germany, why he took night classes while working during the day. But the serious set of his features suggested those weren’t questions he was ready to answer.

Instead, I found myself studying his face, taking in the sharp line of his cheekbones, the way his thick dark lashes framed those penetrating eyes, the small scar near his left temple that was barely visible unless you were sitting close enough to notice details like that.

Which I apparently was.

Heat crept up my neck as I realized I’d been staring. I quickly looked down at my textbook, tucking my hair behind my ear again in a futile attempt to hide my embarrassment.

“We should probably start reviewing chapter twelve,” I said, hoping to redirect my attention to something safer than analyzing the way sunlight caught in Ramirez’s dark hair.

“Agreed,” he said, but when I glanced up, I caught him watching me with an expression that was both curious and careful, as if he was trying to figure something out.

We worked in comfortable silence for a while, occasionally sharing notes or clarifying concepts. I found myself relaxing into the familiar rhythm of studying, though I remained acutely aware of Ramirez’s presence across the table. There was something calming about his methodical approach to the material, the way he considered each point carefully before making notes in his precise handwriting.

“Allison?” Sarah’s voice interrupted my concentration. “Your phone’s buzzing.”

I looked down to see my father’s name flashing on the screen. My stomach clenched automatically—Klaus Cathan didn’t call during my study sessions unless something was wrong.

“Excuse me,” I murmured, stepping away from the table to answer. “Hi, Papa.”


“Liebling,” my father’s familiar voice carried a tension I didn’t like. “I hope I’m not interrupting your studies.”


“It’s fine. What’s wrong?” I kept my voice low, mindful of the other students in the library.

“Nothing’s wrong, exactly. I just wanted to discuss some… security considerations with you.”

My heart skipped. “Security considerations?”

“There have been some threats made against the company recently. Probably nothing serious, but I want to be cautious. I’m arranging for additional security around our properties, and I think it would be wise for you to be more aware of your surroundings for the next few weeks.”

I felt cold suddenly, despite the warm sunlight streaming through the windows. “What kind of threats?”

“Business related. Disgruntled competitors, most likely. But I didn’t want you to be caught off guard if you notice increased security presence around campus or at home.”

“Papa, should I be worried?”


“No, Schatz. Just… careful. Trust your instincts. If anything feels off, call me immediately.”


After I hung up, I stood frozen for a moment, processing what my father had told me. Threats against the company. Additional security. The words felt surreal in the context of my ordinary Tuesday morning.

When I returned to the table, Ramirez looked up immediately, his dark eyes scanning my face with an intensity that made me feel suddenly transparent.

“Everything alright?” he asked quietly.

“Yes,” I said automatically, then caught the way his eyebrows drew together slightly—that small furrow that appeared when he was concentrating or concerned. Something about his expression made me reconsider my reflexive dismissal. “Actually, maybe not entirely.”

Sarah was deeply absorbed in her notes, but Ramirez was giving me his full attention, waiting for me to explain if I wanted to.

“My father called about some business security issues,” I said, settling back into my chair. “Nothing serious, apparently, but he wanted me to be aware.”

Ramirez’s expression shifted, becoming more alert. “What kind of security issues?”

The way he asked—direct, professional, like he actually understood what those words might mean—surprised me. Most of my university friends would have made sympathetic noises and moved on. But Ramirez seemed to be taking my father’s warning seriously.

“Threats against the company. He said probably from competitors, but enough to warrant additional security measures.”

Ramirez nodded slowly, his jaw tightening in that subtle way that meant he was thinking hard about something. “Has your father received specific threats before?”

“Not that I know of.” I studied his face, curious about his reaction. “Why do you ask?”

“Business threats can escalate quickly,” he said carefully. “It’s good that your father is taking precautions.”

There was something in his tone—a knowledge or experience that seemed to go beyond academic understanding. I found myself wondering, not for the first time, what Ramirez had done before coming to university. There were hints sometimes, in the way he moved, the way he observed everything around him, the way he seemed to understand situations that others might dismiss.

“Have you dealt with security issues before?” I asked.

For a moment, something flickered in his dark eyes—a shadow of memory, perhaps, or recognition. Then his expression smoothed back into careful neutrality.

“I have some background in security consulting,” he said simply.

Security consulting. That explained the awareness, the way he seemed to notice details others missed, the controlled way he moved through spaces as if he was always evaluating potential problems.

“Maybe I should be more concerned than I am,” I admitted.

“Being aware is good. Being paranoid isn’t helpful.” His voice was steady, reassuring. “Trust your instincts, but don’t let fear control your decisions.”

The way he said it, with quiet confidence and complete certainty, made me feel calmer than I had since my father’s call. There was something about Ramirez’s presence that had always made me feel… safe. Protected, even when there was nothing specific to be protected from.

“Thank you,” I said. “For listening, I mean. And for not making it seem like I’m overreacting.”

“You’re not overreacting,” he said firmly. “Your father’s caution is wise.”

Our eyes met across the table, and for a moment, the busy library around us seemed to fade. There was something in his gaze—concern, yes, but something deeper. Something that made my heart beat a little faster and my breath catch in my throat.

I tucked my hair behind my ear again, a nervous gesture that seemed to draw his attention to the movement. His eyes followed the motion, then returned to mine with an expression I couldn’t quite interpret.

“We should probably get back to studying,” I said softly, though the last thing I wanted was to break this moment of connection.

“Yes,” he agreed, but he didn’t immediately look away from my face.

The rest of our study session passed quietly, but I remained acutely aware of Ramirez’s presence. Every time I glanced up, I found him focused on his work with that intense concentration that made him so compelling to watch. But once or twice, I caught him looking at me with a thoughtful expression that made me wonder what he was thinking.

When Sarah finally declared herself sufficiently prepared for Professor Weber’s next torture session and packed up her things, I realized how much the morning had shifted. What had started as a routine study group had become something more complicated—my father’s warning, Ramirez’s unexpected protectiveness, and the growing awareness between us that I could no longer pretend to ignore.

“Same time Thursday?” Sarah asked, shouldering her bag.

“Of course,” I replied, though my attention was on Ramirez as he methodically organized his notes and returned them to his messenger bag.

After Sarah left, Ramirez and I walked toward the library exit together, our steps naturally falling into sync. He was tall enough that I had to look up to meet his eyes, and close enough that I caught that subtle scent of cedar and spice again.

“Allison,” he said as we reached the main entrance, his deep voice making my name sound somehow more significant than usual.

“Yes?”

“About what your father said—if you notice anything unusual, anything that makes you uncomfortable, don’t hesitate to trust those instincts.”

The seriousness in his tone made me study his face more carefully. “You really think I should be worried.”

“I think caution is never wasted.” He paused, seeming to weigh his words. “And I think you’re intelligent enough to recognize when something isn’t right.”

The confidence in his voice, the way he spoke as if my safety actually mattered to him, created a warm feeling in my chest that had nothing to do with the autumn sunshine.

“Thank you,” I said. “For caring, I mean.”

Something shifted in his expression—surprise, perhaps, or recognition. “Of course I care.”

The simple honesty of those four words hit me harder than any elaborate declaration might have. Of course he cared. As if it was obvious, natural, inevitable.

We stood there for a moment in the busy university courtyard, surrounded by other students but somehow existing in our own small bubble of awareness. I wanted to say something more, to acknowledge what seemed to be building between us, but the words wouldn’t come.

Instead, I tucked my hair behind my ear one more time and gave him what I hoped was a confident smile. “I’ll see you Thursday.”

“Thursday,” he agreed, but he didn’t move away immediately.

I walked toward my next class with the strange sensation that something had fundamentally shifted in my perfectly ordinary Tuesday. My father’s warning about security threats felt distant and abstract compared to the very immediate and concrete realization that Ramirez Antonious cared about my safety.

And that I was falling for him harder than I’d been willing to admit.

As I settled into my European History lecture, I found myself touching the simple silver ring on my right middle finger—my grandmother’s ring that I’d worn every day since she’d given it to me years ago. The familiar weight of it was comforting, a connection to family and strength and the kind of love that endured.

But my thoughts kept drifting back to dark eyes and careful hands and the way Ramirez had said “of course I care” like it was the most natural thing in the world.

I had no idea that by tomorrow, those words would mean everything to me.

And that this perfectly ordinary Tuesday would be the last normal day I’d have for a very long time.
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Chapter 2: The Approach

Ramirez’s POV

I watched Allison disappear into the History building, her honey-blonde hair catching the afternoon light, and felt that familiar tightness in my chest that had nothing to do with the autumn chill. She moved with unconscious grace—remnants of her gymnastics training evident in her perfect posture and fluid stride. Even now, weeks into our study group routine, I found myself cataloging details about her that I had no business noticing.

The way she tucked that rebellious strand of hair behind her ear when she was nervous. The single dimple that appeared in her left cheek when she smiled fully—which wasn’t often enough in my opinion. The fact that she wore her grandmother’s silver ring like a talisman, twisting it around her finger whenever she was thinking deeply about something.

I ran a hand through my hair, disturbing the stubborn lock that always fell across my forehead, and forced myself to focus on more practical matters. Like the fact that Klaus Cathan had just told his daughter about security threats against his company.

In my experience, when wealthy businessmen started talking about security threats, it usually meant the situation was already more serious than they were willing to admit to their families.

I pulled out my phone and dialed a number I knew by heart.


“Ahlan, Ramirez,” Hassan’s familiar voice answered after two rings. “This is unexpected.”



“Hassan,” I replied in Arabic, automatically scanning the courtyard around me as I spoke. Old habits. “Ana aasif lil izaag, bas aandi su’al muhim.” Sorry to bother you, but I have an important question.



“Akeed, ya akhi.” Of course, my brother. “What do you need?”


Hassan Al-Rashid had been my commanding officer during my last year with Egyptian military intelligence. More than that, he’d become something like an older brother—the one who’d convinced me that leaving the service didn’t make me a coward, and that starting over in Germany might actually be the second chance I needed.

“I need information about a German company. Cathan Industries. Klaus Cathan, specifically.”

There was a pause. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with the pretty blonde girl you mentioned in your last email, would it?”


I felt heat rise in my neck. Hassan had an irritating tendency to read between the lines of my carefully neutral updates about life in Munich. “Habibi, this is business.”



“Akeed, akeed.” Hassan’s tone was amused. “Just business. What kind of information do you need?”


“Security threats. Recent ones. Klaus Cathan told his daughter the company’s been receiving threats from competitors, but something about that doesn’t feel right.”

“Give me twenty minutes,” Hassan said, his voice shifting to the professional tone I remembered from our operational days. “I’ll make some calls.”

After hanging up, I found myself walking toward the campus security office without fully deciding to do so. My body was operating on instincts developed over years of intelligence work—gather information, assess threats, develop contingency plans.

The problem was, this wasn’t an intelligence operation. This was about Allison, and my feelings for her were far from professional.

I’d tried to keep my distance when I first noticed her in our International Business course. She was Klaus Cathan’s daughter—wealthy, privileged, from a world I’d deliberately left behind when I’d chosen military service over my own family’s expectations. Getting involved with someone like her seemed like a recipe for complications I didn’t need while trying to build a new life in Germany.

But then I’d actually talked to her.

Allison wasn’t what I’d expected from a wealthy businessman’s daughter. She was intelligent, yes, but more than that—she was thoughtful, determined, and refreshingly honest about her desire to succeed on her own merits rather than coasting on family connections. She had strong opinions about social justice and corporate responsibility, and she wasn’t afraid to voice them even when they made her classmates uncomfortable.

And she looked at me like I was worth paying attention to, rather than just another foreign student struggling with advanced German economics terminology.

Over the past few months, I’d found myself looking forward to our study sessions with an anticipation that had nothing to do with academic achievement. Watching her gesture with her hands when she was excited about an idea, listening to her slight German accent strengthen when she was passionate about a topic, noticing the way she bit her lower lip when she was thinking through a complex problem—all of it had become dangerously important to me.

Which was why Klaus Cathan’s mention of security threats had immediately triggered every protective instinct I possessed.


“Ramirez!” The campus security supervisor, Klaus Weber, looked up from his desk as I entered the small office. “What brings you here today?”


Weber and I had developed a professional relationship after I’d helped resolve a situation involving harassment of international students earlier in the semester. My military background had given me insights into crowd control and de-escalation that the campus security team found useful.

“I wanted to ask about any unusual activity you might have noticed around campus recently,” I said, settling into the chair across from his desk. “Particularly anything involving students from prominent families.”

Weber’s eyebrows rose. “That’s oddly specific. Is there something I should know about?”

I chose my words carefully. “I’ve heard there might be some business-related security concerns affecting one of our students. I wanted to make sure campus security was aware in case additional precautions might be warranted.”

“Ah.” Weber leaned back in his chair, understanding dawning in his expression. “You’re talking about the Cathan girl.”

My jaw tightened involuntarily. “You know about the threats against her father’s company?”

“Klaus Cathan contacted us yesterday,” Weber confirmed. “Requested additional security presence around his daughter’s usual campus locations. We’ve been doing extra patrols near the library and her class buildings.”

The tension in my shoulders eased slightly. At least Klaus was taking the situation seriously enough to involve professional security.

“Have you noticed anything unusual?” I asked.

Weber shook his head. “Nothing specific. But…” He paused, seeming to weigh his words. “Between you and me, Klaus Cathan seemed more concerned than a few business threats would usually warrant. He asked very detailed questions about our emergency procedures and response times.”

That tightness in my chest returned. In my experience, parents only asked about emergency response times when they had reason to believe emergencies might actually occur.

My phone buzzed. Hassan.

“Excuse me,” I told Weber, stepping outside to take the call.


“Ramirez,” Hassan’s voice was grim. “Ana asif, but this isn’t good news.”


“Tell me.”

“Klaus Cathan’s company has been receiving threats for the past three weeks. Not from competitors—from a professional criminal organization that specializes in kidnapping for ransom. They typically target children of wealthy business owners, particularly those with international operations like Cathan Industries.”

The blood in my veins turned to ice. “How credible are the threats?”

“Very. This organization has successfully carried out six kidnappings in the past two years. All resulted in ransom payments. All victims were eventually released, but…” Hassan paused. “The psychological trauma was significant in every case.”


“Allah yustur.” God protect us. I closed my eyes, trying to process what Hassan was telling me. “Why haven’t the German authorities stopped them?”


“They’re sophisticated. International in scope, with cells operating across multiple countries. They research their targets extensively, plan meticulously, and they’re very, very patient.”

Patient. That meant Allison could be under surveillance right now, her routines being studied, her vulnerabilities being cataloged.

“Hassan, I need details. Everything you can find about their methods, their typical timelines, how they select and approach targets.”


“Akhi,” Hassan’s voice was gentle but serious, “this isn’t your operation anymore. Contact the German authorities. Let them handle it.”


“The German authorities don’t know Allison. They don’t know her habits, her schedule, the way she thinks.” I ran my hand through my hair again, harder this time. “They’ll treat her like a case file. If something happens to her…”

“You care about this girl.”

It wasn’t a question. Hassan had always been able to read me better than I liked.

“Yes,” I admitted. “I care about her.”

“Then be smart about this. Use your training, but don’t go rogue. Work with the authorities, not against them.”

After ending the call, I stood in the courtyard staring at the History building where Allison was presumably learning about medieval European trade routes, completely unaware that her life might be in danger.

The rational part of my mind knew Hassan was right. I should contact the German police, share what I’d learned, and trust them to protect her.
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