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      Arabella Dixon's love for horses, and riding astride, lands her in a quandary when the Duke of Gilstead unknowingly demands she—disguised as his groom named Billy—accompany him on his rides with a new horse he purchased. One ride becomes many, and a confusing friendship grows between the groom and the duke.

      When he meets the lovely Bella, he falls hard and fast, but he can’t shake the feeling he knows her from somewhere. Her love for horses makes her the perfect choice for who he wishes to spend the rest of his life with.

      A jealous debutante refuses to sit back and lose the man (or title) she’s chosen, and when she spies Bella in men’s clothing, she sees the chance to ruin Bella’s reputation and thwart the duke’s courtship.

      Bella will never forgive herself for dressing as Billy one last time. Will she ever win back the love of her duke?
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      If there was one thing Arabella Dixon loved above all others, it was horses. As a child wandering the nearby estate belonging to the Duke of Gilstead, she’d seen the beauty of the mares and geldings in the paddock. Her passion for the animals, combined with a reckless tendency to act without thorough consideration of possible consequences, led to an innocent pretense that had gone on far too long.

      The floorboards creaked softly beneath Bella’s feet as she crept down the staircase of her family’s home. In her arms, she clutched a small bag of boy’s clothing formerly worn by her brother Barney, and an old pair of boots he’d worn when he was younger. The garments were wearing thin after nine years of wear, and the smell of horse never seemed to wash out, but they allowed her to spend many hours each day with the horses she’d grown to love.

      Her mother was never awake this early in the day, so only Bella’s maid Lucy knew where she was going. As for the other servants, they probably believed the same thing Mama did, that Bella was on her way to call upon their elderly neighbor, Mrs. Thistlewood. Oh, she’d arrive there eventually, but not for several hours.

      The weather was brisk, and her pace quickened as she hurried from the house. The clothes in her bag were warmer than her day gown and pelisse, so she was eager to change. The secluded grove where she made her transformation was not far down the road. Once safely hidden within the shelter of the trees, Bella set down her bundle and began to change. She slipped off her gown, chemise, stays, and stockings, shivering slightly.

      As quickly as she could, she donned the linen shirt and breeches she wore as Billy, the stableboy who’d worked his way to a groom position. Billy wasn’t a true employee, but only one man, Rob Davies, the head groom, knew that.

      With practiced ease, Bella tucked her long hair beneath a worn cap, adjusting it to hide any telltale long strands. Then she rolled on the stockings and slid her feet into the boots her brother had worn growing up. Folding her gown and other garments, she slipped them and her shoes into the bag and stuffed it in the hollow tree where they’d be safe until her return.

      As she neared the stables of Gilstead Hall, the comforting scent of hay and horses drifted toward her on a breeze. Men and boys moved about the large building where the Duke of Gilstead’s hunters and riding horses were housed, along with the eight carriage horses. She’d never counted how many stalls there were. She’d just mucked them one at a time, as did the other stable hands. Now she was allowed to work with the horses themselves, as Rob had seen how they respond to her. Grooming, walking, and exercising a horse were so much more enjoyable than cleaning up after one.

      As she stepped inside the stable, the familiar scents enveloped her like an old friend. Rob looked up from his conversation with a stable hand, his weathered face crinkling into a smile. “Mornin’, Billy. Yer here bright and early as usual.”

      Bella nodded, deepening her voice to reply, “Morning, Rob. Any special tasks for me today?”

      Rob grunted. “We’ve a few hands who are sick, lad. Start with muckin’ out the stalls, then we’ll see about the rest.”

      As Bella grabbed a shovel and set to work, her mind wandered. What would the new duke say if he knew his prized horses were being tended by a woman in disguise? The current duke had just inherited the title on the death of his father a few months ago. She hadn’t met him, as herself or as Billy. Her assumption was the same as it had been for his father—he wouldn’t want a woman tending his stock.

      Rob stuck his head in the stall’s doorway. “Best be on yer toes today, Billy. His Grace is due to arrive this morning. He misses little, even if he doesn’t always show it. Better stay out of sight.”

      Bella’s heart skipped a beat at the warning. “Yes, sir.”

      Once her share of the stalls was clean, she moved on to grooming, her hands deftly brushing the coat of one of the duke’s prized hunters. The animal’s chestnut coat gleamed under her attentive care, and she couldn’t help but smile as the horse responded with a soft nicker.

      “There’s a good lad,” she murmured, her voice low and soothing. “You’re looking splendid today.”

      As she worked, her thoughts drifted unbidden to her sisters. CeCe and Minnie, both happily married and settled into their new lives. A pang of envy tugged at her heart. She loathed attending assemblies and such, but she’d do so gladly if it meant she could be as happy as her sisters. She’d accompanied her sisters to every gathering they’d received invitations to at first, but no one had an interest in a plain lady with a small dowry who had no refinements to recommend her and a penchant for dressing like a boy.

      Mama had been certain that CeCe’s marriage to Captain Lord Stavely, a viscount, would immediately lead to excellent matches for Minnie and Bella. It might have elicited a few more invitations than they usually received, but it hadn’t influenced the Marquess of Whitehall in his courtship of Minnie. No, Minnie’s own personality drew him in.

      Now Mama wanted Bella to spend the Season in London with Minnie and meet all of Whitehall’s friends. Bella wanted to stay right there at home, where she spent most mornings with the horses. She was happy. But she couldn’t let her mother know her secret, or Mama would send her away to London for good.

      She’d met enough men to know she wasn’t likely to marry.

      “I suppose you don’t have to worry about finding a suitable match, do you?” she whispered to the horse, who flicked an ear in response. “Lucky fellow.”

      Suddenly remembering why they gelded horses, she laughed. This poor beast hadn’t been given a chance to find a match.

      Rob’s voice startled her from her reverie. “Everything all right there, Billy?”

      Bella straightened, forcing a cheerful grin. “Quite so. Just having a chat with this handsome chap here.”

      The old groom chuckled. “Aye, you’ve always had a way with the beasts. It’s a gift, that is.”

      As Rob moved away, Bella returned to her task, her movements deliberate and focused. She pushed thoughts of her sisters aside.

      When she moved to the next stall, she found a magnificent stallion inside, his coat gleaming like polished obsidian. Her breath caught in her throat at the sight of the new acquisition. “My word. Aren’t you a sight to behold?”

      Cautiously, she approached the horse, her movements slow and deliberate. The stallion’s ears pricked forward, his nostrils flaring as he assessed this unfamiliar visitor.

      “Easy now,” Bella murmured, her voice soft and reassuring. “I mean you no harm, beautiful one.”

      As she reached for her brush, Rob’s gruff voice called out from across the way. “Careful with that one, Billy. That’s Memnon. He’s got a temper to match his looks. Maybe you should leave him to one of the... stronger men.”

      Bella nodded acknowledgment but didn’t turn away. Instead, she began to run her hand over the stallion’s sleek coat, marveling at the play of muscles beneath her hand. “You’re not so terrible, are you? Just misunderstood, perhaps?”

      The stallion snorted, as if in agreement, and Bella felt a connection spark between them. Encouraged, she used the brush, her touch gentle yet firm.

      The sound of approaching voices broke the quiet of the stables. Bella’s ears perked up, though she continued her ministrations on the stallion.

      “Aye, the duke’s carriage arrived at the house not an hour ago,” one stable hand was saying. “He’ll be here by midday, mark my words.”

      Bella’s stomach clenched, but she took a breath to calm herself. Arriving at the house didn’t mean he’d come straight to the stables. At some point, he’d expect to be introduced to the men who worked there, at least formally. He’d likely met Rob and a few others over the years when he rode. The family spent little time at the estate, but they were usually there in the summer. She’d seen Lady Joan once when she’d been learning to ride, but never her brother, the current duke.

      As the voices faded, she leaned in close to the stallion’s ear. “What do you think, my friend? Should I be worried?”

      The horse nickered softly, and Bella couldn’t help but smile. “You’re right, of course. No use fretting over what might not happen.”

      When she finished, Bella gave the stallion a final pat and stepped out of the stall, her heart light despite the morning’s revelations. She approached Rob, who was organizing the tack near the stable entrance.

      “All finished for today? You’ve done good work, as always.” Rob said with a nod, his weathered face creasing into a smile.

      “Thank you. I hope I’ve been helpful.”

      Rob’s eyes narrowed, and he spoke in a lower tone, “You be careful now, with the duke returning and all. Wouldn’t want any... misunderstandings.”

      Bella felt a rush of gratitude for the old groom’s tacit support. “I will, Rob. Don’t worry about me.”

      As she turned to leave, Rob called out, “See you tomorrow, then?”

      Bella glanced back, a mischievous grin spreading across her face. “Wild horses couldn’t keep me away.”

      With a light step, she slipped out of the stables into the brightening day. The sun had fully risen now, bathing the countryside in a warm, golden glow. As she retraced her steps toward the grove, Bella’s mind whirled with the morning’s events. What was she doing? Playing stable boy, risking discovery... and for what?

      But even as she posed the question, she knew the answer. The stables offered her a freedom she couldn’t find anywhere else—a place where she could be herself, unencumbered by the expectations that came with being Arabella Dixon, youngest of three sisters and still unmarried at one-and-twenty.

      As she walked, her thoughts turned to her sisters. CeCe and Minnie would be scandalized if they knew. But then, they’ve always been content with their lot. Why couldn’t she be?

      The grove where she had hidden her clothes came into view, and she quickened her pace. She knew the answer to her question. She was Bella Dixon, and she’d find her own way—even if it meant mucking out stables in secret.

      With practiced efficiency, she changed back into her gown and folded the boy’s clothing, tucking it away in her bundle. She wound her hair into a suitable bun. Taking a deep breath, she straightened her shoulders, ready to face the day as Miss Dixon once more.

      As she approached her home, she wondered what her mother’s mood would be like today. She wasn’t sure she could bear another lecture on the virtues of a proper young lady. The familiar scent of lavender and beeswax greeted her when she stepped inside, a stark contrast to the earthy smells of the stable.

      “Arabella? Is that you, dear?” her mother’s voice called from the drawing room.

      She winced, detecting the faint note of distress in her mother’s tone. She quickly stashed her bundle behind a potted plant. “Yes, Mama. I’ve just returned from my morning walk.”

      She stepped into the drawing room, where Mama reclined dramatically on a chaise longue, a hand pressed to her forehead.

      “Oh, Bella,” her mother sighed, “how I envy your youthful energy. To think, I once rose with the sun as you do.”

      Bella bit back a smile. “Perhaps you’d like to join me tomorrow? The fresh air would do wonders for your constitution.”

      Mama waved a dismissive hand. “No, no, I couldn’t possibly. But tell me, did you hear any news during your wanderings? They say Gilstead is to return today.”

      Bella’s heart skipped a beat, but she kept her expression neutral. “Is that so? How interesting.”

      As her mother launched into speculation about the duke’s return, Bella’s thoughts wandered back to the stables. She envisioned a world where she’d be allowed to ride a horse such as Memnon. She wasn’t foolish enough to consider exercising the other stallion in the stable, she didn’t have the strength to control one. But she could groom him, perhaps even walk him after he’d been out for a ride. No, that would risk her being seen by the duke. She’d have to limit her contact to when the horse was in his stall. She’d look for him first thing tomorrow.
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      The scent of hay and horse filled the air as Bella, wearing her masculine clothing, ran her fingers through Memnon’s silky mane. The stallion nickered softly, nuzzling her hand in search of treats.

      “Easy there, old boy,” Bella murmured, her voice pitched low. “You’ll ruin your reputation.”

      Her heart raced as she worked, acutely aware that Gilstead could arrive at any moment. She needed to finish tending to Memnon before he appeared. As her hands moved deftly over the horse’s gleaming coat, Bella’s mind whirled with a mix of excitement and trepidation.

      What if today was the day her ruse was discovered? The thought sent a shiver down her spine.

      Suddenly, a deep voice echoed through the stables, causing Bella to freeze. “Good morning, Tom. How fares Lady Grey today?”

      It was the duke—Gilstead had arrived. Bella’s pulse quickened as she strained to listen, keeping her head down and continuing to brush Memnon.

      “Much improved, Your Grace,” came the reply from one of the grooms. “The swelling in her leg has gone down considerably.”

      “Excellent news. I’d like to check on her myself. Where is she stabled?”

      “Third stall on the left, milord.”

      Bella held her breath as footsteps approached, then receded in the opposite direction. She exhaled slowly, shoulders relaxing. For now, at least, her secret remained safe.

      Memnon turned his majestic head and nuzzled Bella’s shoulder, his velvety muzzle tickling her neck. She stifled a giggle, mindful of maintaining her boyish facade.

      The duke’s voice came from the doorway. “Well, well. It seems Memnon has taken quite a shine to you, boy.”

      Bella’s heart raced, her mind scrambling for an explanation. When she spoke, she made sure to keep her voice as deep as possible. “Oh, that’s likely because I had an apple in my pocket earlier, Your Grace. He must still smell it on me.”

      She held her breath. Rob had told her that Memnon preferred women. She prayed the duke didn’t consider that as a possibility for his fondness for her. To her relief, Gilstead merely nodded, a hint of amusement playing at the corners of his mouth.

      “What’s your name, boy?” Gilstead asked.

      “Billy, Your Grace.” She stole a glance at him and her breath caught. No one had mentioned how handsome he was. His thick brown hair had a slight wave that made her fingers long to feel it. His eyes, pale blue, held secrets, she thought. One couldn’t be certain what he was thinking. His jaw was sharply defined, his lips full. She wondered how they’d look when he smiled.

      “When you finish tacking up Memnon, you’ll join me for a ride.” He spoke as though there was no question she’d go along, which, of course, there wasn’t. He was the duke.

      Bella hesitated, her mind whirling. “Your Grace, I... I have other chores that need tending,” she stammered.

      “They can wait. I wish to observe your riding skills firsthand. You’re of a good size to jockey my runners.”

      Torn between exhilaration and trepidation, Bella nodded. “As you wish, Your Grace.”

      She quickly had both horses ready to ride. As they set off, Bella’s heart pounded in time with the horses’ hooves. This ride could either solidify her disguise or lead to her undoing. Either way, she knew it would be an adventure she’d never forget.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The thunderous rhythm of hooves against earth filled the air as they galloped across the countryside. Gilstead led the way, his tall frame cutting a striking figure atop Memnon. Bella followed close behind, her heart racing faster than her mount.

      The duke frequently glanced back. Bella felt a thrill of excitement each time their gazes met, quickly tempered by a surge of anxiety. As they approached a fallen log, Memnon sailed over it effortlessly. Without hesitation, Bella’s horse followed suit, clearing the obstacle with grace.

      Gilstead’s eyebrows rose, clearly impressed. “Well done, Billy.” he called back. “You ride as if born in the saddle.”

      “Thank you, Your Grace,” Bella replied, pitching her voice low. She couldn’t help the flush of pride that warmed her cheeks.

      As they continued their ride, Bella’s thoughts whirled like leaves caught in a tempest. She recalled the single time she’d jumped before, an unplanned incident when a spirited mare had taken off unexpectedly during an exercise run. Thank heavens for the mare teaching her how to keep her seat.

      The loose fit of her coat hid the curves of her figure, so she needn’t worry about her breasts bouncing noticeably. Their size, or lack thereof, helped there, too. In all the years she’d spent bemoaning her small bosom, never would she have imagined being grateful for it. If she fell, the duke might need to help her up, and the proximity might allow him to notice she was a woman.

      What would Gilstead think if he knew the truth? If he knew Billy was really Bella? The thought sent a shiver down her spine. Discovery would mean more than just embarrassment. It would mean the end of her time with the horses she’d grown to love so dearly. Though she wasn’t truly employed, the loss would be devastating.

      Gilstead’s voice cut through her reverie. “You seem deep in thought, boy. Is something troubling you?”

      Bella startled, quickly composing herself. “Not at all, Your Grace. I was merely... admiring the countryside.”

      The duke’s penetrating gaze lingered on her face for a moment longer. “It is quite beautiful, is it not? Almost as beautiful as a fine horse in full gallop.”

      “Yes, Your Grace,” Bella agreed, her heart skipping a beat at the unexpected poetry in his words. “There’s nothing quite like it in all the world.”

      Bella felt torn between savoring every moment of this unexpected adventure and praying for it to end before her secret was exposed. Yet, even as fear nipped at her heels, she couldn’t deny the intoxicating thrill of riding alongside the duke, sharing in his evident passion for horsemanship.

      As they crested the hill, Gilstead reined in Memnon, the stallion pawing at the ground with restless energy. The sprawling landscape unfurled before them, a patchwork of emerald and golden fields, dotted with the occasional copse of ancient oaks. “Magnificent, isn’t it? Memnon seems particularly spirited today. I daresay he’s showing off for you, boy.”

      Bella reined her mount to stand beside the duke, her heart racing from more than just the exertion of the ride. “He’s a proud beast, Your Grace,” she replied, carefully pitching her voice low. “But perhaps he simply enjoys the freedom of a good gallop.”

      The duke turned to her, a glimmer of interest in his gaze. “You seem to have a way with him. It’s rare to see Memnon take to someone so quickly.”

      “Horses respond well to kindness and respect, Your Grace. I try to offer both in equal measure.”

      Gilstead nodded approvingly. “A wise approach, young Billy. One that serves well in all aspects of life, I’d wager.”

      As they resumed their ride, Bella could feel the duke’s eyes upon her more frequently. She focused on her posture, mimicking the way she’d seen stable boys sit astride their mounts.

      “You ride remarkably well for one so young,” Gilstead commented, his tone tinged with admiration. “How old are you, lad? Thirteen? Fourteen?”

      Bella’s breath hitched. “Th-thirteen, Your Grace,” she stammered, hoping her nervousness would be mistaken for youthful bashfulness.

      “Impressive. You have a natural seat and a light hand on the reins. With proper training, you could become an exceptional jockey.”

      Despite her anxiety, Bella felt a swell of pride at his words. She’d always loved riding, but to hear such praise from a man known for his equestrian skills was deeply gratifying.

      She ducked her head in a show of modesty. “Thank you, Your Grace. I still have much to learn.”

      “I think we all do,” Gilstead said with a wry smile. “But you have a solid foundation, Billy. Don’t squander it.”

      When they returned to the stables, he swung down from Memnon’s back with effortless grace, his boots meeting the ground without a sound. Bella marveled at his fluid movements, her heart quickening as he turned his piercing gaze upon her. “Don’t sell yourself short, lad. Many a seasoned groom has failed to earn that stallion’s trust. You have a gift. I’ll be keeping an eye on your progress.”

      Bella’s heart soared at the compliment, even as anxiety twisted in her gut. She bowed her head respectfully, murmuring, “You’re too kind, Your Grace. I’ll do my best to live up to your expectations.”

      “See that you do. Now, tend to these horses. They’ve earned their rest.”

      Bella watched the duke’s retreating form, her heart a tempest of conflicting emotions. His broad shoulders and confident gait stirred something within her, even as she grappled with the magnitude of her deception. As Gilstead disappeared from view, she leaned against Memnon’s warm neck, seeking comfort in the horse’s steady presence. “What have I gotten myself into, old boy?”

      Memnon nickered softly, nudging her arm with his velvety muzzle. Bella couldn’t help but smile, despite her inner turmoil. “At least you’re on my side,” she murmured, patting his neck affectionately.

      As she unsaddled Memnon, her thoughts wandered to future rides. Each time she saw him gave him one more opportunity to discover the truth. Yet she enjoyed his company more than other men she’d met. He would never notice her in a social gathering, so riding with him was the only way she could be near him. “What do you think, Memnon? Should I end this foolishness now, or dare I hope for more stolen moments in his company?”

      The stallion whinnied softly, as if in response. Bella chuckled, shaking her head at her own folly.

      “You’re right, of course,” she sighed. “I’m in far too deep to turn back now. Heaven help me, but I can’t bring myself to give this up. Not yet.”
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      Bella’s heart fluttered like a caged bird as she approached the quaint cottage, her cheeks still flushed from the exhilarating morning ride with Gilstead. The weathered wooden door creaked open, revealing the diminutive figure of Mrs. Thistlewood, her wrinkled face lighting up with a warm smile.

      “My dear Bella, come in, come in child,” Mrs. Thistlewood exclaimed.

      Bella bent to embrace the old woman, careful not to upset the frail woman’s balance. “You’re looking quite spry today.”

      The familiar scent of roses enveloped Bella as she settled into a comfortable chair by the hearth, her tall frame fitting snugly in the well-worn seat. She smoothed her gown, suddenly concerned that her clothing was more wrinkled than on other days after spending a few hours folded in the bag.

      Mrs. Thistlewood lowered herself carefully into the chair opposite, leaning her cane against the side table. “Now then, my dear, what has put such a spark in your eye?”

      Bella’s fingers nervously toyed with a stray blonde curl that had escaped her hair pins. “Oh, I hardly know where to begin. I’ve had the most extraordinary morning at the Gilstead stables.”

      “Did you?” The old woman raised an eyebrow, her expression encouraging Bella to continue.

      Bella leaned forward, her words tumbling out in a rush. “The duke has returned to Gilstead Hall. This morning, His Grace caught me as I groomed his favorite horse, Memnon, but he didn’t realize it was me. He thinks I’m a stable boy named Billy.”

      She recounted the details of her ride with Gilstead and his compliments on her skills. “I know I shouldn’t continue this charade, but I’ve never felt so alive as I do when I’m riding. It’s as if I’ve found a piece of myself I never knew was missing.”

      Mrs. Thistlewood’s knowing smile played on her lips as she listened. She leaned forward in her chair, her frail hands clasped around her cane. “My dear girl, your passion for horses reminds me so much of myself at your age. I remember a time when I, too, felt that same exhilaration.”

      Bella perked up. “Did you ever do anything so... impulsive?”

      The older woman chuckled softly. “I did. In my youth, I once borrowed my father’s prized stallion without permission. I was determined to prove I could handle him as well as any man.”

      “And did you?” Bella asked eagerly.

      “I did,” Mrs. Thistlewood nodded, her smile tinged with nostalgia. “But not without consequences.”

      Bella’s excitement faltered, her brow furrowing with concern. “Consequences?”

      “Yes, my dear. Which brings me to a matter of great importance.” Her tone grew serious. “While I admire your spirit, I must caution you about the dangers of deception. I’ve humored your antics and kept your secrets all these years, but you’re a grown woman now. Consider the consequences if your secret is revealed. It could tarnish your reputation irreparably. It will leave a mark, trust me.”

      Bella’s hands twisted in her lap, her voice barely above a whisper. “You mean... I might never find a suitable match?”

      Mrs. Thistlewood nodded solemnly. “In our society, a lady’s reputation is her most valuable asset. Once lost, it is nearly impossible to regain.”

      “I’m not likely to meet a man at my age. No one comes to our village on holiday. But if I did meet such a man, surely, if I explain...”

      “My dear,” Mrs. Thistlewood said softly, reaching out to pat Bella’s hand, “sometimes the explanation itself can be damaging. You must decide if this risk is worth the momentary thrill of your deception.”

      The older woman’s expression softened, a glimmer of understanding in their depths. “Perhaps, my dear, there is a way to reconcile your passion with propriety. I know of a gentleman, Mr. Holloway, who breeds some of the finest horses in the county.”

      Bella’s ears perked up, her curiosity piqued despite herself. “A horse breeder?”

      “Yes,” Mrs. Thistlewood nodded. “He’s a bit older, thirty-four I believe, but quite accomplished. No children, and his horses have won several prestigious races. As his wife, you could indulge your love for equestrian pursuits without risking your reputation.”

      Bella listened politely, her fingers absently tracing the pattern on her skirt. “That does sound... interesting,” she said, though her thoughts wandered unbidden to Gilstead. She recalled his commanding presence, the intensity of his piercing blue eyes, the way his brown hair caught the sunlight during their morning ride. A small sigh escaped her lips before she could stop it.

      Mrs. Thistlewood raised an eyebrow, a knowing smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “Of course, it’s merely a suggestion, my dear. The heart often has plans of its own.”

      Bella blushed, realizing her distraction had been noticed. “Thank you. I shall... consider it carefully.”

      As Bella made her way home, the afternoon sun casting long shadows across the lane, her mind whirled with conflicting thoughts. The image of the duke refused to leave her, even as she tried to conjure interest in the nameless horse breeder.

      Upon entering her family’s modest home, the sound of her mother’s excited chatter immediately accosted Bella. She found Mama in the drawing room, arranging flowers with barely contained enthusiasm, while her maid hovered nearby.
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