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POLOGUE: The River's Gift

The river remembers everything.

It remembers the blood that stained its waters on April 16, 1746, when thousands fell on Drummossie Moor. It remembers the bodies it carried downstream, Jacobite and English alike, all equal in death. It remembers the screaming, the cannon fire, the desperate flight of men who'd believed in a lost cause.

And it remembers the warrior who fell into its embrace at dawn, accepting death as his due.

The river should have taken him. Should have claimed him as it had claimed so many others that terrible day. But the currents carried him instead to a place where the water slowed, where reeds grew thick along the bank, where morning mist could hide a dying man from those who hunted him.

There, caught between water and land, between death and life, Callum MacKenzie waited for the end.

He didn't know that a woman would find him at first light. Didn't know that her hands, skilled in the arts of healing, would refuse to let him die. Didn't know that pulling him from the river would change both their lives forever.

The river knew. The river always knows.

It had delivered him to Ailsa Fraser for a reason. Not to save his life—that would be her choice. But to give them both a chance. A chance to choose differently than their fathers had. A chance to build instead of destroy. A chance to find in each other what the wars had stolen from them both.

The river remembers everything. The battles. The bodies. The blood.

But it also remembers this: the warrior who learned to heal. The healer who learned to love. And the child born from their union, carrying forward a story of peace in a land that had known too much war.

This is their story.

And it begins, as all stories of rebirth must, with a death that didn't take.
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Chapter 1: The Battle
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Drummossie Moor, near Culloden – April 16, 1746

The cannon fire had stopped.

That was the first thing Callum MacKenzie noticed—the sudden, terrible silence that followed the roar of the English guns. His ears rang with the memory of it, a high whine that made the world feel distant and unreal. Around him, men were screaming, but the sound came to him as if through water.

He blinked, trying to clear his vision. Smoke hung thick across Drummossie Moor, acrid and choking. The rain had turned to sleet sometime during the battle—he couldn't remember when—and it mixed now with the smoke to create a gray shroud over everything. Through it, he could make out shapes. Bodies, mostly. Some still moving.

"Up!" someone shouted nearby. "Get up, ye bastards! They're coming!"

Callum tried to obey. His legs wouldn't respond properly. He looked down and saw his left side was dark with blood, his shirt torn open where a sword had caught him during the charge. How long ago had that been? Minutes? Hours? The battle had become a blur of noise and violence, the Highland charge breaking against the English lines like waves against rocks.

They had run forward into cannon fire. Into musket volleys. Into bayonets. The English had stood firm in their lines, disciplined and deadly, and the clans had died screaming defiance into the wind.

He pushed himself to his knees, gasping. Pain lanced through his ribs—broken, at least three of them. The taste of copper filled his mouth. Around him, the moor was a slaughterhouse. Thousands of men cut down, their bright tartans soaked black with blood and mud. The standards of the clans lay trampled in the mire. He could see the MacKenzie colours twenty yards away, the stag's head barely visible beneath the filth.

His father had carried those colours at Sheriffmuir, thirty years ago. Another rebellion. Another defeat.

"Ewan," he whispered, looking around desperately. His brother. Where was his brother?

But Ewan was dead. Had been dead since Prestonpans, nine months ago—cut down in the hour of victory, when the Jacobite cause still seemed touched by God's favour. Callum's mind was playing tricks on him now, reaching back to when his brother still fought at his side. When there was still hope. When Prince Charlie's smile could make men believe they'd see him crowned in London.

Fools. They'd all been fools.

A musket cracked somewhere to his left. Callum's head jerked up. Through the smoke, he saw them coming—redcoats, moving across the moor in organised lines, their bayonets fixed. They weren't taking prisoners. As he watched, a soldier drove his blade into a wounded Highlander who'd been reaching up, pleading. The redcoat twisted the bayonet, pulled it free, and moved on to the next man without breaking stride.

The butchering had begun.

Callum forced himself to his feet, swaying. His sword was gone, lost somewhere in the chaos of the charge. He remembered the moment clearly now—a redcoat's bayonet had locked with his blade, and another soldier had clubbed him with a musket butt. He'd gone down, and in the press of bodies, someone had stepped on his hand. The sword had fallen away. He'd scrambled up and kept fighting with his dirk, but then the lines had broken entirely and it had become a rout.

The dirk was still at his belt, but his right hand was numb, barely responding to his commands. He flexed his fingers and felt a grinding sensation in his wrist. Broken, probably. He couldn't fight. Could barely stand.

He had to run.

The thought shamed him. A MacKenzie didn't run. His father hadn't run at Sheriffmuir, even when the battle turned. He'd died there, sword in hand, defiant to the last. That was the way of it. That was honour.

But Ewan had died with honour at Prestonpans, and what had it gained him? A hole in the ground and a brother left to mourn him. Their mother, God rest her soul, had died of grief within a month. The MacKenzie lands were forfeit now, the house burned by government soldiers. What was honour worth, measured against all that loss?

"There! That one's still moving!"

Callum didn't look back. He stumbled forward, away from the voices, toward the river he knew lay beyond the eastern edge of the moor. If he could reach it, if he could cross it, perhaps there was a chance. Perhaps he could disappear into the Highlands, find some hidden glen where the king's men wouldn't follow.

And do what? Live like a hunted animal? Watch the English burn out every cottage that might shelter him? He'd seen it already, in the weeks before Culloden. The Duke of Cumberland's men showing no mercy to anyone suspected of Jacobite sympathies. Women, children—it made no difference.

His foot caught on something soft—a body—and he went down hard. The impact drove the air from his lungs and sent fresh agony through his broken ribs. For a moment, he lay there in the mud and sleet, staring at the gray sky. Ravens circled overhead, black shapes against the clouds. They knew what came after battles. They were already gathering for the feast.

The body beside him was young, maybe sixteen. Still had the first beard on his cheeks. His eyes were open, staring at nothing. Callum recognised him—one of the Cameron lads, excited to fight for the Prince. He'd been laughing that morning, sharing stories about the girl he'd left behind in Lochaber.

Get up, Callum told himself. Get up, or die here beside him.

But perhaps dying here wouldn't be so terrible. He was tired. So desperately tired. Tired of war, of violence, of watching men he loved cut down for a cause that had been lost before it began. What was he running for? What was left?

The Prince was probably fleeing already, leaving his men to face the consequences. That was the way of princes. They rallied men with pretty words and promises of glory, then disappeared when the dying started.

"You there! Halt!"

The English voice snapped him back. Callum rolled onto his side, saw a redcoat officer thirty yards away, pointing at him. The man raised his pistol, taking careful aim.

Callum lurched to his feet and ran.

He didn't know where the strength came from. Perhaps it was only animal instinct, the body refusing to surrender even when the mind had given up. His legs pumped beneath him, carrying him across the churned earth of the moor. Behind him, the pistol fired. The ball whined past his ear, close enough that he felt the wind of its passage.

The river. He could hear it now, the rush of water swollen with spring snow melt and the rain that had fallen all night. It lay just ahead, beyond a rise in the land. The Water of Nairn, running fast and cold toward the sea. If he could reach it, if he could somehow cross it—

"After him! Don't let the bastard escape!"

More voices joined the first. Boots pounding across the moor. Callum risked a glance back and saw three soldiers pursuing him, led by the officer. They were fresh, unbloodied. He was half-dead already.

He wasn't going to make it.

Another musket shot. This one found its mark.

The impact spun Callum around and sent him sprawling. He didn't feel pain at first, just a tremendous force, like being kicked by a horse. He tried to rise again, push himself up, but his legs wouldn't obey. When he looked down, he saw fresh blood spreading across his thigh, the ball having punched through the muscle.

"Got the bastard!" someone shouted, triumphant. "That's for Sergeant Mills!"

Callum dragged himself forward on his elbows. The ground sloped downward here, toward the river. He could see it now, brown with silt, running fast and hard between muddy banks. Ten yards away. Then five. So close.

Boots pounded closer. "Finish him! All rebels die today!"

He reached the bank and didn't hesitate. He rolled, letting gravity take him, and the world spun—sky, earth, water—and then he hit the river with a shock that drove every thought from his mind.

The cold was absolute. It seized his lungs, his heart, every part of him in an icy fist. The current caught him immediately, stronger than he'd expected, dragging him away from the bank and tumbling him like a child's toy. He tried to swim, but his body wouldn't respond. His limbs were lead. The weight of his sodden plaid and the water filling his boots pulled him down.

He broke the surface once, gasped for air, and saw the bank receding. The soldiers stood there, watching. One raised his musket, then lowered it. No point wasting powder on a dead man.

Then the water closed over his head again, and he sank.

The current pulled him deeper, faster, rolling him along the rocky bottom. His shoulder struck a stone and he felt something tear. His chest burned, lungs screaming for air that wouldn't come. But the cold was spreading through him now, a strange numbness that almost felt like warmth. Like comfort. Like his mother's embrace when he was a child, before the wars, before everything had gone wrong.

This is dying, he thought distantly. This is what it feels like.

Images flashed through his mind, disconnected and dream-like. Ewan, laughing as they practised swordplay in the yard of their father's house. Both of them young, unhardened, before they understood what those blades were truly for. Their mother singing by the fire, her voice soft and sweet. His father, stern but fair, teaching them that a MacKenzie's word was his bond.

What bond had he kept? What promises had he honoured? He'd sworn to fight for the Prince, and the Prince had led them to slaughter. He'd sworn to avenge Ewan's death, but Ewan was still dead and Callum had killed... how many men? Five? Ten? He couldn't remember their faces. Couldn't remember if any of them had deserved to die.

The wars of princes. The dying of common men. That's all it had ever been.

His lungs finally gave up, and water rushed in. The burning intensified for a moment, a last desperate protest from his body, and then began to fade. The darkness at the edges of his vision crept inward. Soon there would be nothing left but the cold and the dark and the silence.

He thought of Ewan again, waiting for him in whatever came after. His mother, gone these ten years. His father, fallen at Sheriffmuir when Callum was just eighteen and stupid enough to think wars were glorious. They were all there, on the other side of the darkness. He wouldn't be alone.

Perhaps they would forgive him for failing. For surviving when so many others hadn't. For losing faith in the cause.

His last conscious thought was of the old stories his mother used to tell, of the bean-nighe who washed the burial shrouds of those about to die in the rivers of Scotland. A death omen, a harbinger. He wondered if she was here now, watching him sink into the darkness. Washing the shroud that would never cover him, because his body would be lost in the river, tumbled to the sea, eaten by fish and crabs.

No burial. No stone. No one to remember.

Forgive me, he thought, though he wasn't sure who he was asking. God, perhaps. Or Prince Charlie, though the Prince hardly deserved prayers. Or all the men who had died today for nothing.

Or maybe he was asking Ewan. Asking his brother to forgive him for living this long, for not dying at Prestonpans at his side. For this coward's death by drowning instead of a warrior's death by steel.

The darkness took him then, cold and complete.

And Callum MacKenzie, warrior of Clan MacKenzie, soldier of the Jacobite cause, let himself fall into it without resistance. The river carried his body downstream, away from the slaughter at Culloden, away from the smoke and the screaming and the ravens circling overhead.

His fingers, numb and unresponsive, brushed against something—reeds, perhaps, or submerged branches—but he couldn't grasp them. Couldn't even try. He tumbled past them, deeper into the darkness, while above him the surface of the river flowed on, indifferent to one more life lost in Scotland's endless wars.

The war was over for him.

Or so he believed.

Far downstream, where the river widened and slowed, his body would catch in the reeds near the bank. And in the cold light of dawn, someone would find him there.

Someone who would make a choice that would change everything.

But Callum knew nothing of that. He knew only the darkness, the cold, and the silence.

And then, finally, nothing at all.
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Chapter 2: The River
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The Water of Nairn, Dawn – April 17, 1746

Ailsa Fraser knew better than to be out at dawn the day after a battle.

She knew better, and yet here she was, basket in hand, picking her way along the river bank in the pale gray light. The mist clung to the water like a shroud, and somewhere in the distance, ravens called to one another. She tried not to think about what they were feeding on, a few miles upstream.

The battle had been yesterday. She'd heard the cannon fire from her cottage, felt it in her bones like distant thunder. Then the shooting had stopped, and the screaming had begun. That had been worse, somehow. The screaming had lasted for hours.

Her uncle Duncan had come to her door last night, his face grim. "Stay inside, lass. Lock the door. The English are in a fury, hunting down any man who fled the field. They're no' taking prisoners."

She'd promised him she would stay safe. And she'd meant it.

But this morning, she'd woken before dawn with a need she couldn't ignore. Not want—need. The water mint would be fresh now, after the rain. And the willow bark she needed was best harvested in early spring. Her stores were low, and if the English were hunting Jacobites through the glens, there would be wounded men who needed tending. Men who couldn't go to the English surgeons.

Men who would die without help.

So she'd broken her promise to Duncan and slipped out in the pre-dawn darkness, telling herself she'd be quick. Gather what she needed and return before the soldiers began their patrols.

The river was swollen with the rain, running fast and brown. She kept well back from the edge as she moved downstream, searching for the stand of willows she knew grew near the bend. The mist played tricks with her vision, making shapes loom and recede. Twice she froze, thinking she'd seen movement, only to realise it was just the mist itself, swirling in the current.

Her father had taught her to read the river when she was a girl. "The water has moods, like people," he'd said. "Ye learn to respect them, or ye'll pay the price." He'd been swept away by a flash flood when she was fifteen, his body found three miles downstream. She'd learned that lesson well.

This morning, the river was angry. She could hear it in the rush of water, see it in the way debris tumbled past—branches, torn fabric, things she didn't want to look at too closely.

She found her willows and knelt, pulling her knife from her belt. The bark came away in long strips, bitter-smelling and medicinal. She worked quickly, murmuring a quiet thank-you to the tree as her grandmother had taught her. The old ways were still strong here in the Highlands, even if the kirk frowned on such practices.

Her basket was half-full when she heard it—a sound that didn't belong to the river.

A groan. Low and pained. Human.

Ailsa froze, her knife still pressed against the willow bark. Her heart hammered against her ribs. It could be a trap. The English used wounded men as bait sometimes, she'd heard. Or it could be a Jacobite, dying in the heather, and if she helped him and was caught...

The sound came again, weaker this time.

She shouldn't look. She should gather her herbs and go home and bar her door and forget she'd heard anything.

But her feet were already moving, carrying her along the bank toward the sound. She was a healer. It was what she did. What she was. She couldn't walk away from someone in pain any more than she could stop breathing.

The mist was thicker here, where the river widened and slowed. She could barely see five feet ahead. But she could hear the water lapping against the reeds, and beneath that, laboured breathing.

She pushed through the tall grass at the water's edge, and that's when she saw him.

A man's body, caught in the reeds where the current had deposited him. Face-down in the shallow water, one arm twisted beneath him, the other tangled in the vegetation. His plaid was dark with water and blood—she couldn't tell which clan. His hair was long and dark, matted with mud.

He wasn't moving.

Ailsa's breath caught. Dead, then. Another casualty of yesterday's slaughter. She should leave him. The English would come eventually to collect their trophies, or the river would take him again. It wasn't her concern.

But even as she thought it, she was wading into the water.

The cold shocked her, stealing her breath. The river pulled at her skirts, trying to drag her downstream. She grabbed a handful of reeds to steady herself and reached for the man's shoulder.

The moment she touched him, he jerked.

Ailsa stumbled backward with a cry, nearly losing her footing. The man didn't rise or turn—the movement had been reflexive, the body's last protest against death. But it meant he was alive. Barely, but alive.

"God help me," she whispered.

She should leave him. She should walk away. He was a Jacobite—had to be, no English soldier would be fleeing downstream. If she helped him and was discovered, they'd hang her. Or worse.

But her hands were already gripping his shoulders, trying to turn him over. He was heavy, waterlogged, and her feet kept slipping in the mud. She braced herself and pulled, and finally managed to roll him onto his back.

His face broke the surface, and she got her first clear look at him.

Young. Maybe her own age, perhaps a few years older. Strong features, a straight nose, a jaw dark with several days' stubble. His skin was gray-pale, lips blue with cold. A gash ran across his temple, still seeping blood. His eyes were closed, but his chest rose and fell in shallow, desperate gasps.

He was dying. Would be dead within the hour if she left him here.

Ailsa crouched there in the freezing water, her mind racing. All the reasons to leave him piled up like stones. The danger. The English patrols. Her uncle would be furious. If anyone found out she'd harboured a rebel, her life would be over.

But she was already reaching for his wrist, finding his pulse. Weak and thready, but there. His skin was like ice. He'd been in the water all night—it was a miracle he was alive at all.

She tilted his head back, checking his breathing. His airway was clear, but his breaths were shallow, irregular. Shock, blood loss, exposure—he had all three working against him.

"Ye damn fool," she muttered. "Why couldn't ye have died properly, like the others?"

His eyes flickered open at the sound of her voice.

Ailsa's breath caught. His eyes were grey, the colour of the dawn sky. They stared at her without comprehension, glazed with pain and fever. His lips moved, but no sound came out.

"Dinna try to speak," she said, though she wasn't sure he could hear her.

His hand moved weakly, reaching for something that wasn't there. His sword, probably. Even dying, they looked for their weapons.

Men and their wars. Men and their causes. Men dying for princes who'd never know their names.

She'd seen enough of it. Her father had died in a clan feud when she was fifteen, killed over a disputed boundary line that didn't matter to anyone but the chiefs. Her mother had followed him a year later, grief stealing her away in her sleep. Ailsa had been alone ever since, living on the edge of the village, healing those who needed her and asking nothing in return.

She'd sworn she was done with violence. Done with wars and feuds and the madness that drove men to kill each other.

And yet.

His eyes found hers again, and this time there was something in them—a plea, maybe. Or just animal fear. The look of a creature that knows it's dying and doesn't want to.

"Ah, hell," Ailsa said.

She hooked her arms under his shoulders and pulled.

He was heavier than she'd expected, muscle and bone and sodden cloth. Her feet slipped in the mud, and she went down hard on her backside, still gripping him. The current tugged at his legs, trying to reclaim him. She dug her heels in and pulled again, inch by inch, dragging him toward the bank.

Her muscles burned. Her lungs heaved. The world narrowed to just the effort—pull, breathe, pull again. The reeds caught at him, trying to hold him back. She tore them away with one hand while keeping her grip with the other.

Finally, blessedly, she felt solid ground beneath her. She hauled him up onto the bank and collapsed beside him, gasping.

For a moment, she just lay there in the grass, staring up at the lightening sky. Insane. This was insane. What was she going to do with him? She couldn't carry him to her cottage—he was twice her size. And even if she could, how would she hide him? The English were searching every house.

The man beside her made a sound, a low moan that turned into choking. Ailsa rolled onto her side and saw him coughing up river water, his body convulsing with the effort.

She turned him onto his side so he wouldn't choke, supporting his head while he vomited water and bile onto the grass. When the fit passed, he slumped back, gasping.

"Ye're alive," she told him, though she wasn't sure he could hear. "Against all good sense, ye're alive."

She ran her hands over him quickly, cataloguing his injuries. The head wound, though bleeding, wasn't deep. But his left side was a mess—a sword cut that had sliced through cloth and skin, exposing the ribs beneath. She could see bone. His right wrist was swollen and misshapen. Broken. And there was a musket ball wound in his thigh, still bleeding sluggishly.

Any one of these wounds could kill him. All together, they should have killed him already.

"Ye're a stubborn bastard, I'll give ye that," she muttered.

She needed to stop the bleeding. The thigh wound was the worst—she could see the pulse of blood with each heartbeat. She tore a strip from her underskirt and tied it tight above the wound, using a stick to twist it into a tourniquet. The bleeding slowed.

The sword cut would need stitching. The wrist would need setting. The head wound needed cleaning. And all of it needed to happen somewhere warm and dry, somewhere she could work without fear of discovery.

Her cottage was a quarter-mile upstream, tucked into a fold of land where the river bent. Hidden from the main road, surrounded by rowan trees. She'd lived there alone for eight years, since her mother's death. No one bothered her there.

But getting him there would be the challenge.

Ailsa looked around, thinking. The mist was lifting now, the sun beginning to burn through. She could hear birds singing, the normal sounds of morning. No shouts. No marching feet. The patrols hadn't reached this far downstream yet.

There was an old deer path that ran along the river, hidden by the undergrowth. If she could get him onto it, she might be able to drag him. It would be slow, exhausting work, but it was possible.

She stood, testing her legs. They were shaking, but they held. She looked down at the man—at the rebel, the Jacobite, the enemy of the Crown she was about to hide in her home.

"This is madness," she told him. "Ye ken that? Pure madness."

He didn't answer. His eyes were closed again, his breathing shallow.

She thought of her father, dead for a clan feud. Her mother, dead from grief. All the men she'd tried to save over the years—from injuries, from sickness, from the consequences of their own violence. Some she'd saved. Many she hadn't.

She should have learned by now. Men like this, warriors with blood on their hands, they were more trouble than they were worth.

But when she looked at him, all she saw was someone who needed help. Someone who would die without it.

And she was a healer. It was what she did.

"God forgive me," Ailsa whispered.

She grabbed him under the arms and started dragging him toward the path.
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Chapter 3: The Fever
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Getting him to the cottage nearly killed them both.

Ailsa had dragged heavier things before—sacks of grain, injured sheep, a foal that had broken its leg—but never anything that fought the earth quite like an unconscious man. His body caught on every root and stone, his sodden plaid gathering mud and debris until he weighed twice what he should. By the time she finally hauled him through her door, her hands were raw and bleeding, her back screaming in protest.

She kicked the door shut behind her and stood there gasping, looking down at what she'd done.

A Jacobite rebel. In her cottage. Bleeding on her floor.

"Ye've gone mad, Ailsa Fraser," she said aloud. "Completely mad."

But there was no time for doubt now. The man was dying, and mad or not, she was a healer.

She dragged him closer to the hearth and built up the fire until it roared. The cottage was small—just one room with a sleeping alcove and a work table where she prepared her remedies. Bundles of dried herbs hung from the rafters, filling the air with the scent of lavender and thyme. It was her sanctuary, the one place in the world that was entirely hers.

And now it held a wanted man who could get her killed.

First things first. She needed to get him warm and dry, or the cold would finish what the English had started.

Ailsa knelt beside him and began cutting away his clothes. The plaid was ruined, soaked with river water and blood. His shirt came away in tatters. Beneath, his body was a map of violence—old scars layered over new wounds. A man who'd lived by the sword.

She tried not to look at his face as she worked. Easier to think of him as just a body, just another injured creature that needed tending. But his features kept drawing her eye—the strong line of his jaw, the dark lashes against his pale cheeks, the way his brow furrowed even in unconsciousness.

He was handsome. That was unfortunate.

She fetched blankets from her chest and covered him, then turned her attention to his wounds. The thigh first—the tourniquet had done its work, but she'd need to remove the musket ball before infection set in. The sword cut would need stitching. The wrist would need setting. And that was just what she could see. God only knew what damage the river had done to his insides.

She gathered her supplies—needle and thread, her sharpest knife, strips of clean linen, a bottle of whisky for cleaning wounds. Her grandmother's voice echoed in her mind: Steady hands, steady heart. The wounded can feel yer fear.

Ailsa took a deep breath and began.

The musket ball came out cleanly, thank God. It hadn't shattered on bone, just punched through the muscle and lodged near the surface. She poured whisky over the wound—he jerked and groaned but didn't wake—and stitched it closed with small, neat stitches her mother had taught her.

The sword cut was worse. Deep enough that she could see the white of his ribs, the muscle torn and ragged. She cleaned it as best she could, picking out bits of cloth and dirt, then pulled the edges together and stitched. Her hands were steady, but her stomach churned. So much damage. So much violence done to one body.

The wrist she splinted with two thin pieces of wood and strips of linen, setting the bone as gently as she could. He moaned when she did it, a sound that made her chest tight.

"I ken it hurts," she murmured. "But ye'll thank me when it heals proper."

By the time she finished, the sun was high and her hands were shaking with exhaustion. She sat back on her heels and looked at her work. He was bandaged, warm, dry. She'd done what she could.

Now it was up to him whether he lived or died.

She made a broth from bones and herbs and tried to get some into him, but most of it just ran down his chin. His fever was building—she could feel the heat radiating from his skin. Bad sign. The infection was already setting in.
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