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      For Riley, my reason for everything that I do.

      

      I hope this book helps you better understand the choices I’ve made for you. I love you.

      

      For every mom who has ever felt unworthy, who has ever felt like shit because of her depression and her mental health. You are enough.
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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      This book contains sensitive content that some readers may find triggering, such as: bipolar depression, anxiety, postpartum depression, nervous breakdown, loss of speech, generalized depression, pregnancy, and suicidal thoughts.

      If you have any questions about anything before reading this book, please reach out to me at authortosmith@gmail.com

      **Please do use anything in this book as a medical diagnosis. If you need any help or have any medical questions, please contact a healthcare provider. This book is not meant to be used for a medical diagnosis.

      

      **Jay is short for Jayden. These are not two separate people.

      

      Theirs and Mine do not have to be read prior to reading this book. However, if you want to understand the side characters better (Meghan, Julian, and Axel), it is highly recommended to read Theirs before diving into Ours.
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        West

      

      

      Jessie rolled to a stop in front of my old high school. I stared out the window and heaved a sigh at the sight of the red brick building.

      I really, really hated school. It was hell before, and I knew it was going to be hell now. Not a goddamn thing was going to change.

      Good things didn’t happen to people like me.

      Jessie rested his arm on the steering wheel, his other hand on the gear shift as he looked over at me through his Oakleys. “It’s part of your probation, girly,” he reminded me. I made a disgusted sound in the back of my throat that had a sexy smirk tilting his lips. My core clenched at the sight of it. “It’s one hell hole or another. You’ve just got to decide which one is worst.”

      I pushed my fingers through my long, dyed red hair. “Yeah, I know,” I grumbled. Didn’t mean I had to like either of the choices though.

      Jessie released a soft sigh. I looked over at him, running my eyes over his handsome features. There was a light five o’clock shadow on his face since he hadn’t shaved this morning. Jessie really was gorgeous—just totally out of my league. Jessie was successful with his own garage, his own home, and a numerous number of cars.

      Me? I had just gotten out of juvie after being inside for three damn years. I didn’t have a single fucking thing going for me.

      “Just remember that you get to spend the rest of the day in the garage when you get out of school.” Trust me, I was grasping that knowledge with both hands. Before getting arrested, Jessie had given me a job at the garage to not only help put my own money into my pocket but to give me an outlet for all my anger and frustration. Without him, I wouldn’t have even been given this opportunity to be free.

      Without Jessie though, they probably would have just shipped me off to prison as soon as I turned eighteen.

      “You’ve just got to make it through each day. You only have this semester and you’re done, West,” Jessie quietly reminded me.

      I nodded at him. One semester. That was it. But I knew it was going to be tough as hell to get through.

      With a small sigh, I slid out of the car, snatching my black Jansport bag from the floorboard as I did. I stood on the sidewalk and watched Jessie speed off in his Nissan 350z, switching through his gears smoother than any racer I’d ever known.

      And I couldn’t help but wish that he was driving me away from this shit hole.

      But it was like he said—I’ve got to decide which one is worst: high school or jail. And I really didn’t want to go to fucking jail or prison. Juvie sucked enough.

      I pushed through the entrance of the school, instantly grimacing at the loud noise in the middle of the commons area. Everyone was in their little groups, and it was like no one knew the meaning of inside voices.

      A girl with braces and her hair in a ponytail handed me a piece of paper. “Everyone is meeting in the auditorium this morning,” she informed me as she juggled the other papers in her arm.

      But as soon as she looked up and her eyes landed on my face, she sneered. I bristled. “And here we thought we were done with the likes of you, Thompson.”

      I rolled my eyes, not bothering to respond as I walked around her.

      Scratch that. Juvie was already beginning to look like the better option.
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        Lincoln

      

      

      “I’d rather go to fucking jail.” I heard a girl’s voice snap as Jessie stepped into the bay that I was working in, a red-haired girl hot on his heels.

      And fuck, she was hot as hell.

      “You say that now until you get back in there, girly,” Jessie told her as he nodded his head to me in a greeting.

      “At least in jail, I can punch a self-righteous bitch in her fucking face!” the girl barked at him, her green eyes sparking with fire.

      He tossed her a small bag, and she easily caught it in her hands, her eyes narrowed on my best friend. “Stop whining and get changed. These cars aren’t going to fix themselves,” he told her, ignoring her last statement to him.

      She curled her lip up at him, making him smirk at her before she huffed in aggravation and turned on her heel. “Who’s she?” I asked Jessie as soon as she disappeared into the office.

      “Remember Loretta Thompson—the slutty, high waitress from Jim’s the other night?” he asked me. I nodded in answer. Jessie shrugged. “That’s her daughter.” I arched an eyebrow at him. I was pretty sure I would have remembered her if I’d ever seen her before, and if her mother lived in town, I should have already known about her. “Girl worked in my garage before she got caught up in a lot of bad shit. I made a deal with the judge that she could stay with me instead of her mother when she got released from juvie and that I’d keep her busy and out of trouble. He agreed, so she’s staying with me.”

      “Why take on that burden?” I asked him as I began sanding down the door of the car I was working on. I preferred solitude. I hated being around people. Honestly, Jessie was probably the only person that I could stand dealing with. He even dealt with all of the customers that came through, and he just let me work, never having to deal with them.

      I really wasn’t a people person.

      And though the girl who’d just walked in here was fine as fuck with that red hair and all those curves, she was loud and mouthy—something I didn’t have the patience for.

      “Girl isn’t trouble, Lincoln,” Jessie told me, and there was something in his voice that warned me to tread carefully about the girl. “She hasn’t had a good role model in her life. No father figure, mother’s a fucking alcoholic and a drug addict—dragged West into the wrong shit with the wrong people. That girl was headed down a dark path that would have left her in a shallow grave somewhere before she made it to eighteen. She just needs help and guidance and to know that people still give a shit about her.”

      “Sounds like nothing but trouble to me, Jessie,” I told him honestly. And she really did. Who was to say she wouldn’t go right back to that shit? She obviously didn’t have much respect for people, judging by the way she had come storming into the garage after Jessie, popping off at the mouth when he was just helping her.

      “West isn’t looking for trouble, Lincoln,” Jessie snapped at me. “She’s looking to finish her schooling, get off probation, and get the fuck out of this town. She just needs someone to lean on for a minute. She’s been fighting by herself for too fucking long.”

      “I’m fucking changed,” West announced as she stepped back into the garage. “What do you need?”

      I looked up, and I just about choked on my fucking spit when I did. She was wearing a pair of cut-off jean shorts with a pair of beat-up, steel-toed boots on her feet. Her legs were toned and thick, and at that moment, I wanted to do nothing more than find out what those legs felt like hooked over my shoulders.

      Fuck, think of old women, Link. She’s still in fucking high school for Christ’s sake, I scolded myself.

      Eighteen or not, she was off fucking limits.

      “Need you to do some engine work to this Explorer,” Jessie told her, walking her over to the silver Explorer parked in the bay next to mine. “Got in an accident. Lincoln’s already done the bodywork to it. All the parts you need for the engine are in the storage room,” he informed her.

      She nodded in understanding, moving away from him toward the toolbox.

      Oh, fuck me, she could work on cars.

      I really needed a cold fucking shower.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        West

      

      

      I pushed my hands deep into the pockets of my hoodie, listening hard to the sounds around me and watching out for anyone that I really didn’t need to be running into. Jessie had offered to drive me to the store, but I needed air—needed time to think and be by myself.

      But now, I was realizing how stupid my decision was. There were people in this town that I was trying my damnest to avoid, and going out without Jessie was a dumb decision.

      “I heard you were out of juvie, sweetheart,” that all too familiar voice spoke up from behind me, making me stiffen as I came to a halt. This confrontation was inevitable. I was just hoping I could put it off.

      I turned around to face my ex, Jay. Jay was the reason I got sent to juvie, the reason I got caught up in any of this shit—him and my fucking mother. Jay had sweet-talked me into falling in love with him, but when I fell, it was into a bottomless fucking pit of darkness with no break in the fall—only destruction left in my wake.

      “Why you didn’t come see me, sweetheart?” he asked me.

      “Because I didn’t want to see you,” I bluntly retorted. His eyes narrowed at me in a warning to shut the fuck up, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t fifteen anymore. “Surprised my mother isn’t hanging off your arm, considering your dick couldn’t stay out of her fucking pussy.”

      Jay sighed in aggravation. “Come on, sweetheart. That’s old shit. Let it go. You weren’t giving it up—refused to actually.”

      “Good thing I did,” I sneered. “God only knows the fucking STDs that bitch has.”

      He ignored me, reaching up to push a lock of my red hair out of my face. I slapped his hand away and stepped back from him. “I like the red, sweetheart,” he complimented, swiftly changing the subject like he always did when I brought up something he didn’t want to talk about. “Matches your personality—makes your green eyes brighten.”

      I stepped back from him. “Stay the fuck away from me, Jay,” I snarled at him.

      A smirk twisted his lips that had my stomach churning with fear, but I didn’t let it show. “We’re far from over, sweetheart,” he warned me in a silky voice.

      I let my own heartless smirk twist my lips, letting that familiar darkness envelop me as ice slid over my heart. His smirk dropped out of shock when he saw the cruel, twisted look on my face. “We were over the moment I caught you on top of my mother with her legs wrapped around your waist, and even more so when you called the fucking police on me because you couldn’t get me to stop bashing her fucking face in,” I snarled. “We were over the moment you chose her over me. I won’t let you fuck my life up anymore, Jay.”

      “West—” he started, but I cut him off.

      “Fuck off, Jay.” I turned on my heel and stormed away from him. I knew Jay wasn’t going to let it go, but I knew he would at least let me walk away for the night.

      It was the game he liked to play.
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        * * *

      

      I leaned on the porch railing with a cigarette between my fingers as I waited on Jessie to get his ass outside so he could take me to school. I didn’t care much about going, but since part of the terms of my probation was that I had to graduate high school, I had to go or risk getting my ass locked back up.

      “Sounded like you had a rough night,” Jessie commented as he stepped out of the front door, locking it behind him as he spoke.

      I shrugged. “Every night is bad these days,” I carelessly commented, not giving him the answer that I knew he was looking for.

      Jessie wanted me to open up to him, but when it came to Jay and the shit surrounding me and him, I couldn’t do it. It was too touchy of a subject.

      Jessie studied me for a moment, but I kept my face carefully blank. With a sigh and a shrug, he walked down the porch steps, knowing that I wouldn’t open up to him until I was damn good and ready to.

      I put out my cigarette and followed behind him silently.

      Day two of hell, here I come.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Lincoln

      

      

      I nodded at Jessie in greeting as he stepped into the garage. “Something happened last night,” Jessie spoke up randomly as he moved toward one of the toolboxes.

      I arched an eyebrow at my best friend. “The fuck are you talking about?” I asked him. “Nobody was here after we closed shop last night,” I told him. I had checked everything when I came in like we always did. Everything was fine—untouched.

      Jessie shook his head at me. “Not the shop.” I arched a brow at him, waiting on him to clarify. “Something happened with West. I knew I shouldn’t have let her go to the fucking store by herself.”

      I set my rag down, crossing my arms over my chest as I studied Jessie. He obviously cared about what happened to West. I didn’t understand it, but then again, when he met her, I was overseas in Afghanistan.

      “Tell me about what happened while I was gone,” I demanded. “Because I’m not understanding your protectiveness over her,” I bluntly told him. And I didn’t—wouldn’t even begin to pretend to—and he knew that. West was a mouthy young woman. If you asked me, anything that happened to her, she probably brought on herself.

      “It’s her story, so I won’t tell you everything.” He sat in a chair and grabbed a Corona out of the fridge, not giving a damn that it was barely eight in the morning. I snorted, but he only shrugged. “I’ll tell you the basics though. When I met West, she was barely fifteen. I found her down at the tracks with a fucking twenty-year-old guy—kid’s name is Jay. She was fixing cars, adding little touches to other cars to get wins for the other guys—shit that was illegal.”

      “He was fucking twenty?” I demanded, that knowledge tasting bitter on my tongue. I hated men that preyed on girls like that—girls that didn’t really know any better.

      I mean, I knew I had the hots for West, but at least she was older—legally an adult now. She was just a fucking kid back then.

      Jessie nodded. “Guy rubbed me wrong the moment I set my eyes on him. I took West under my wing, and I set her up here at the garage to earn clean money. I didn’t know it at the time—didn’t know it until I showed up for her trial to support her in the only way I could—but Jay had her doing illegal shit on the side once she left here at night. She got in trouble with the law a few times, but they kept letting her slide, trying to give her a chance to turn herself around.”

      “So how did she finally land in juvie?” I asked him.

      Jessie downed the rest of his beer. “Her mother and her fucking ex. I’m not telling you how or why—not my place.” I respected that about Jessie. You could always rely on him to be loyal, to never break your trust in him. “As far as I knew, Jay left town when she got arrested. He never visited her in juvie. I was the only person that visited her in there, wrote her, talked to her on the phone.”

      “So, what’s got you thinking something happened last night?” I asked him.

      “West is smoking again. I caught her on the porch this morning when she was waiting for me to take her to school. I know she hasn’t run into her mom yet—she would have destroyed a few things in my place if she had.” He shook his head. “Nah, this shit runs deeper for her. She was unnecessarily quiet on the way to school this morning. And there’s only one person who can put her in that kind of mood.”

      “Jay?” I asked.

      Jessie nodded. “I haven’t seen the fucker around lately, but I have no doubt in my mind that she ran into him last night.”

      “Girl’s got a backbone on her, Jessie,” I reminded him. I shrugged and turned back to what I was doing. “I’m sure she’ll be fine.”

      “Not against him,” he grumbled.
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        West

      

      

      I slid out of Jessie’s car, shielding my eyes against the sun as I looked toward the garage. Lincoln was currently leaning against one of the bay entrances with a bottle of soda in his hand, watching me with unreadable eyes.

      I had to admit that he was extremely good-looking. He was well built, not a hint of fat anywhere on him. And even covered in dirt and grease, he was one of the best-looking men I had ever laid my eyes on. Normally, the blonde-haired blue-eyed thing didn’t really work for me, but he had a ruggedness about him that drew me in.

      His eyes met mine, his eyes as guarded as mine currently were. Tearing my gaze from his, I pulled my cigarettes from my pocket, lighting one up and taking a much-needed drag of nicotine.

      I strode past Lincoln into the garage, already in my work clothes, having changed into them before I left school. I heard Jessie acknowledge him as I headed for the Explorer. There wasn’t any talking for a while, nothing but the sound of power tools, metal clanging, and rock music blasting from the speakers filling the silence around us. But the air was thick with tension—Jessie wanting to ask me questions, but knowing not to push me.

      I looked up as a shiny Mercedes pulled into the lot. I remembered that Mercedes all too well, and instantly, all of my walls came up hard. I shut all of my emotions off as a defense mechanism against her.

      “Oh, fuck no,” Jessie snarled as he pressed a button on the remote in his pocket, turning the music off. He looked at me. “Go in the office and stay there until I come get you, West,” he ordered.

      Jessie may be hot as hell when he’s barking orders at me, but I had never been one for obedience.

      “Like hell,” I snapped back at him. I was not hiding from her.

      “Goddamn it, West!” Jessie roared at me. I swallowed thickly, not used to him raising his voice at me. “Get in the fucking office!”

      I crossed my arms over my chest defiantly, ripping my eyes from his enraged ones to watch my mother slide out of the driver’s seat of her car. She was wearing a pair of cut-off shorts way too short for her with a flannel shirt tied up under her breasts, none of the buttons buttoned so the edges of her lacy black bra could be seen. She had on a pair of cowgirl boots to go with the entire outfit, a baseball cap settled on her head with a pair of Oakley shades covering her green eyes.

      “Baby!” She exclaimed, a fake smile on her face. I just blankly stared at her. “Oh, honey, I’m so happy that you’re home!”

      She stepped forward into the garage, and I took an automatic step back from her, clenching my jaw angrily. “I can’t say the same.” That fake smile of hers faltered the slightest bit. “What the fuck do you want?” I demanded.

      She pouted at me, but I saw the twinkle in her eyes. And somehow, I knew Jay had sent her here. The thought made my hands clammy with sweat, and I had to resist the urge to rub them on my shorts.

      “You didn’t miss your mom?” she asked me, a taunting lilt in her voice.

      She took another step forward, and Jessie stepped in front of her at the same time Lincoln stepped up behind me, his hand gently resting on my upper arm. I jerked away from him, panic tightening my chest muscles. I instantly dropped my arms from across my chest, getting ready to defend myself. My heart was pounding hard against my breastbone, and my body was tight with tension when I jerked my head to the side to look at him.

      His eyes met mine, understanding in their depths. I swallowed thickly. He wasn’t looking at me with pity or with disgust, and that shit always wore me down. It’s what drew me into Jessie.

      “Get the fuck out of my garage, Loretta,” Jessie snarled at my mother.

      “You can’t keep me from my daughter, Harold,” she snapped at Jessie, using his last name.

      “I damn well can, and I fucking am!” he barked, losing his cool. He never had much patience for anyone but me. “Get the fuck out of my goddamn garage!” he roared, making her flinch. I had to admit, Jessie was terrifying sometimes.

      I let my eyes meet Lincoln’s blue ones again. “Let’s go,” he told me gruffly.

      “Where?” I demanded to know, still focusing on Jessie trying to get my mother to leave. Warmth spread through my chest as I watched Jessie. He had been protective of me since day one. It was part of the reason I had fallen so hard for him.

      “Anywhere you want to go,” Lincoln told me. I ripped my eyes from Jessie to look back at Lincoln. “Let’s just get out of here.”

      I looked back over my shoulder, meeting Jessie’s eyes as he gripped my mother’s arm to drag her out of the garage. He nodded once at me, his eyes softening the slightest bit. I looked back at Lincoln. “Lead the way,” I grumbled.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Lincoln

      

      

      I looked over at West as I drove down the old dirt road that led to the place I had inherited from my grandfather. She had her head resting on the window, watching the tree line as I drove, but I could tell she was antsy. Her fingertips were tapping against her bare thigh, her leg bouncing up and down restlessly.

      I ripped my eyes from her, clenching my jaw, hating how fucking attracted I was to her. Why was I always attracted to the ones that had so much baggage?

      Didn’t I have enough of my own shit to deal with?

      I tightened my hand around the steering wheel. “You need a cigarette?” I asked her.

      “I feel like I need the whole fucking pack,” she grumbled.

      I rolled down my windows and reached over her smooth legs, pulling my glove compartment open. I pulled out a pack of Kools, being careful not to brush her thighs before I tossed them into her lap. “Go ahead,” I told her. “You left yours at the garage.”

      “Thanks,” she replied gruffly, instantly taking one and lighting it up. “Surprised you’re not asking a fuck ton of questions right now,” she commented after a moment.

      I shrugged, slowing down to get ready to make another turn. “Been where I’ve been, you learn not to push people. People will talk when they’re good and ready.”

      She turned so she was sitting sideways on the seat, crossing her legs as she did so, drawing my eyes to her thick thighs. I swallowed hard, ripping my eyes away from her and back to the road. “How old are you, Lincoln?” she asked me.

      “Twenty-six,” I informed her.

      “Have you always lived here?”

      I shrugged. “I left when I turned eighteen—eventually came back once my contract with the Marines was up,” I told her. I glanced over at her, barely restraining a groan as I watched her lips wrap around the filter of her cigarette. Fuck, I wished that cigarette was my cock. “How old are you?” I asked. I’d been assuming she was eighteen, but I needed it clarified.

      “Eighteen,” she informed me. I’d been right then. “Turned eighteen a couple of days ago when they released me from juvie.” She snorted with a roll of her eyes. “Happy mother fucking birthday to me,” she muttered.

      Fuck, I was in deep. It was confirmed. She was fucking legal.

      “You like swimming?” I asked her as I pulled into the driveway of the double-wide trailer my granddad had left me in his will while I was stuck overseas. When I’d come back, I’d moved in here, making this my home.

      “Sure.” She looked ahead of us, her eyebrows raising slightly as she whistled lightly. “This place is actually pretty nice, Lincoln,” she told me as I turned the truck off.

      I slid out of the truck at the same time she did, watching as she looked around her. Her eyes had brightened as she took in the nature surrounding her, and I hated that the slightly happy look in her eyes tugged at something in my soul. I really didn’t want to be attracted to her so much.

      Her eyes landed on the pond in the front yard, and she instantly began walking down towards the dock, inviting herself to tour my place.

      I swear, it turned me on even more. I loved a confident woman.

      “When shit always got too much, I used to sneak out here,” she informed me. I shoved my hands into the pockets of my dirty jeans as I watched her and listened. “Except I would be on that side of the pond, where the tree line is.” She pointed the location out. “The old man that lived here—he would just watch me. Sometimes, if it was cold out, he would leave me a blanket, and if it was hot, he would leave me water. He never initiated contact with me, and I never initiated contact with him, but he was the nicest person I knew.”

      Sounded just like granddad.

      “My granddad was intuitive like that,” I told her as I stood next to her on the dock, both of us looking out over the pond, both of us reminiscing on different memories of this place.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” she told me quietly, and she sounded sincere. “Jessie informed me he passed away not too long after I got locked up.”

      I could hear the tears in her voice, but she kept herself composed. Not a single one slipped, and I knew she never would let them. Something about West told me that she hardly ever cried.

      “You want to see the inside of the house?” I asked her. “I haven’t changed it since I came home. Everything is still exactly the same.”

      She shrugged. “Sure.”

      When we entered the house, I looked down at her. “Go explore. I’m going to get us something to drink. You like sweet tea?”

      “Who in the south doesn’t?” she asked with a slight laugh.

      It took everything in me not to stare at her. Instead, I forced myself to keep walking toward the kitchen. The sound of her laugh almost fucking disarmed me. It was a husky laugh—not something you typically hear from most women. You could tell she didn’t laugh much, but I found myself wanting to do something to make her laugh so much more.

      Dangerous.

      She was bad for my health.

      When I came out of the kitchen into the living room, West was looking at a picture on the wall of me and Granddad. I was in my military uniform, getting ready to head to the airport to fly out for my overseas duty station.

      “You were a fine-ass Marine, Lincoln,” she commented.

      I chuckled softly, setting her drink on the coffee table. “Thanks, West,” I told her.

      She shrugged as she turned around to look at me. “You know I’m not a normal girl, right?”

      I stuffed my hands in my pockets, watching her carefully. I nodded at her silently. Something in her voice told me that I needed to be prepared for whatever was going to spout out of her mouth next, and I was right. “So, if I asked you to give me a distraction for a while when I need one—no strings attached—would you do that?”

      I swallowed thickly, my dick instantly throbbing at the thought of being inside of her. “I’m on birth control,” she informed me when I didn’t answer—didn’t know how to fucking answer. I’d never had a woman bluntly ask me to fuck her. “I’m clean, only fucked with one girl while I was in juvie.” I closed my eyes, inhaling a sharp breath at the thought of her being with another woman. “So, what do you say, Lincoln?”

      “No strings attached?” I asked her as I opened my eyes, pulling my hands from my pockets. I only hoped that I could actually keep to what she wanted. I had a bad feeling that I was going to end up wanting a lot more from her.

      She nodded her head. I reached out and dragged her against me, slanting my lips across hers, groaning when she moaned softly in response, her body relaxing against mine as I dug my fingers into her hips. She ran the tips of her fingers under my shirt, her calloused hands gliding across my abs. I pulled my lips from hers and gripped the hem of her shirt, tugging it over her head. I unclipped her bra next, tossing it somewhere across the room.

      Fuck, she was beautiful.

      She pulled my shirt over my head, and I drew her back against me, reaching up to pull her hair out of its bun, tossing her ponytail holder onto my coffee table, and watching as her red hair tumbled down her back in messy waves.

      A low rumble sounded from my chest as I drew her lips back up to mine, letting my hands trail over her skin, eventually coming around to her breasts, drawing her nipples between my fingertips. She choked out my name, her head falling back on her shoulders as I bent slightly, nipping and biting at her breast, finally wrapping my lips around her nipple. She clutched at my shoulders, her nails painfully biting into my skin, but I released a low groan of pleasure, wanting more of that.

      God, she was perfect.

      I moved down her belly, loving that it wasn’t flat like so many women I’d been with. She was so fucking natural. I could tell she wasn’t the kind of person to give a fuck about being super skinny, and I loved that. She had curves—real curves that you could hold on to.

      I unsnapped the button on her shorts and drew them down her legs, pulling off her shoes at the same time. I looked up at her, groaning at the sight of her biting down on her bottom lip, her eyes liquid, green pools of lust.

      I pulled her panties down next, stuffing them into my back pocket. She laughed softly, her breasts moving as she did so, drawing my eyes down to them momentarily.

      I stood back up to my full height, a smirk twisting my lips. “You’re really sure about this?” I asked her.

      She nodded at me. “I swear to God, Lincoln, if you stop now—”

      I cut her off when I threw her over my shoulder, making her squeak in surprise as I strode down the hall toward my bedroom. I tossed her onto the bed, watching as she bounced on the mattress, her eyes wide with surprise. “Are you a virgin?” I asked her.

      She shook her head at me. “Good,” I grumbled. “On your knees. I want your chest flat on the bed,” I ordered.

      Something flashed in her eyes, but she smothered it. “Bossy much?” she teased.

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “You wanted your distraction, so do what you’re told,” I ordered.

      She narrowed her eyes in annoyance. I strode forward and gripped her hips, flipping her onto her belly, and then pulling her hips up so she was on her knees, her chest flat on the bed just as I wanted her. I finished stripping out of my clothes and got on the bed behind her after rolling on a condom.

      I leaned over her back, pushing her hair to the side so I could meet her eyes. I could practically feel her nervousness, and I knew she hated not being in control, hated not knowing what was happening next.

      I didn’t want her to be afraid or nervous. I wanted her to enjoy this as much as I knew I was about to.

      “Trust me, West,” I told her gruffly as I let the tips of my fingers trail down her spine, making her body shudder beneath me.

      She swallowed hard and nodded. I positioned my tip at her entrance, and then, I pushed forward. “Oh, fuck,” she choked out at the same time I let out a loud groan.

      God, she felt perfect wrapped around me.

      And it was at that moment that I knew.

      I was fucked for any other woman.

      West was it.

      And I’d fucked myself over because all she wanted was no-strings sex.
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        West

      

      

      The gravel crunched beneath my feet as I walked onto the familiar lot of cars, watching everyone place their bets on the next race. I hadn’t been there in almost three years, yet nothing had changed. I noticed most of the racers, watching as they did last-minute checks under their hoods, something that I used to do for them.

      Now? I just wanted to watch and keep to the shadows. I just wanted to feel the vibration of their engines in my chest, to just be close, even if I couldn’t be part of it. I needed some normalcy, a way to clear my head.

      I kept to the side of the lot near the fence, making sure my hood kept my face covered so no one would recognize me. I had to get away somewhere—somewhere familiar—but without Jessie’s keen eyes. He could tell something was bothering me, and every time he looked at me, it felt like he was looking right into my soul.

      I hated it as much as I loved it.

      Ever since Lincoln had fucked me in his bed a couple of nights ago, I had been avoiding the fucking garage like the plague, telling Jessie I had a lot of school work to do, lots of studying, though I knew Jessie could tell that was bullshit. I could tell he knew something was up, but I couldn’t bring myself to be around Lincoln after the hot sex we shared.

      The sex had been fucking incredible. Over and over, in so many positions.

      Trust me, West.

      Fuck, how many times had he uttered that to me when I’d gotten nervous, unsure of what he was going to do next?

      The care he’d shown me that day was unchartered territory for me. He knew what I needed without me saying a fucking word. He didn’t ask questions, didn’t pry for more information.

      These feelings weren’t supposed to rise up. Jessie was supposed to be the only person I relied on for support, the only person I turned to in my time of need. Because he was the only person I knew I could truly trust.

      Things were beginning to shift, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about it.

      I watched the next two cars line up, a small smile gracing my lips. I missed the fucking racing scene, missed the adrenaline of switching the gears as I inched past my opponent.

      But racing would now be a fucking violation of my goddamn probation if I got caught. Normally, as long as you didn’t have alcohol or drugs in your system, you were good.

      But if you were like me and were on probation and every cop in town hated your guts, you would just get carted off to jail.

      I fucking hated this town.

      “Fancy seeing you out here, sweetheart.”

      I swung around to face Jay, taking an automatic step back from him. He crossed his arms over his chest, his menacing, dark eyes glaring down at me. I swallowed nervously, every part of my body itching to escape. This was Jay’s territory. No one would step in if he decided to put his hands on me. Out here, I didn’t have a voice.

      Out here, I was on my own.

      “Wasn’t very nice of you to treat your mom like that a couple of days ago.” His eyes darkened with a palpable rage, making me swallow hard in fear. “And then running off with fucking Reeds?” he snarled, gripping my hood and yanking me against him. I whimpered. My heart was pounding so hard and fast in my chest that it physically hurt. “You’re mine, sweetheart. Don’t ever fucking forget that.”

      “I’m not yours anymore, Jay,” I bit back at him, forcing myself to be strong, to show no fear. Jay fed off of that shit. “I haven’t been yours since you fucked my whore of a mother,” I spat up into his face.

      His fist swung out, catching me across the face and sending me sprawling to the dirt. I blinked back dark spots from my vision, my ear ringing loudly. I was disoriented. I was blinking, trying to clear some of my vision, but it wasn’t working.

      Jay kneeled beside me and yanked me onto my back so I was looking up at him. His hand came around my throat before I could stop him, my brain still not functioning properly after being hit so fucking hard.

      I choked, clawing at his wrist and fingers, panic working alongside his tight hand to cut off my airflow. But I couldn’t let him do this. I would not die by strangulation. “If I ever catch you around Reeds again, sweetheart, I’ll make sure you never forget who the fuck you belong to,” he snarled down into my face as he tightened his hand.

      With that, he released me, leaving me to cough as I sucked much-needed air into my lungs while he stormed away. Tears sprang to my eyes, but I forced myself to blink them away, pushing myself up from the ground. I wouldn’t cry. Crying was for weak people.

      I was not weak.

      Blood was trickling down my face, and my right thigh, knee, and lower leg were scraped badly from the fall.

      Eleven months and three weeks left, and you’re out of this hell hole, I silently reminded myself as I pushed my body up from the ground.

      Just eleven months and three weeks.
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        * * *

      

      I stumbled into the garage, my eyes instantly blinking rapidly at the bright light. I had expected it to be vacant and dark, not for lights to still be on and for someone to be working this late at night.

      And I certainly was not expecting Lincoln to be working on the engine of the Explorer I was supposed to have finished a couple of days ago. Guilt swirled in my gut. Jessie had been relying on me to finish that car, and instead, I had gotten sucked into my own problems, essentially fucking him over in the process.

      Which meant Lincoln had to clean up my mess.

      He looked up as I stepped inside. “Been a minute,” he gruffly spoke up, not seeming surprised to see me standing there at almost midnight.

      I swallowed hard, wincing instantly at the pain in my throat. “Thought the garage was empty,” I grumbled, resisting the urge to reach up and rub my hand along the column of my neck. I could sense that my skin was already bruising and swelling.

      Lincoln shook his head. “Explorer needed to be finished by yesterday, but someone kept calling out of work,” he said, calling me out on my shit passively. I grunted. “You avoiding me?”

      “Yeah,” I said honestly, not one to lie. “But I didn’t come here to talk about all of that.” I sighed. “I need help.”

      “With what?” He grabbed a grease rag and wiped his hands on it, eyeing me suspiciously. Couldn’t blame him, really. I mean, fuck, I’d been avoiding him since I let him fuck my brains out.

      I pulled my hoodie over my head, looking up from the floor. My left eye was already practically swollen shut, and I still felt a little off balance. My ear was still ringing slightly. I knew there were a couple of cuts on my face from Jay’s rings, which had been the cause of the blood I had felt running down my face. I also knew that there was a handprint bruise already forming around my neck.

      And my leg stung like a bitch.

      “Jesus fucking Christ!” Lincoln roared as he stormed over to me. I sucked in a sharp breath, stumbling back from him, every part of my body screeching in alarm. He reached out and steadied me, his touch soothing despite the rage clear as day in his eyes. “Have you called Jessie?” he asked as he gently tilted my head back to look at my neck.

      “Jessie is going to flip his shit, and I’m not entirely in the mood to deal with it,” I admitted.

      “Too fucking bad,” Lincoln snapped. I sighed, knowing that Jessie finding out was inevitable. I’d just been trying to put it off. “Let’s go. I’m taking you to my place to get you cleaned up.”

      God help me when Jessie saw.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Lincoln

      

      

      Jessie stormed into my living room, his eyes murderous as he scanned the room for West. Once his eyes landed on her, they flashed dangerously. Jessie was volatile when he was angry, and I was quickly beginning to realize that where West was concerned, he was a fucking volcano, always ready to erupt, especially in situations like this.

      “What the fuck happened?” he angrily barked. “Where the fuck did you even go?!” he shouted at West. She cast her eyes down to her lap, staying silent. “You were supposed to be fucking asleep! You have a goddamn curfew!”

      She leaned her head back tiredly, and Jessie’s jaw ticked when his eyes locked on the bruise on her neck. “I was at the track,” she informed him quietly.

      “FUCK!” he shouted. “How stupid can you be?!”

      “Stop fucking yelling at her in my goddamn house,” I told him. He turned his dark eyes on me, narrowing them at me in a warning to watch it, but I didn’t care. She was in enough goddamn pain and was obviously going through enough shit without Jessie jumping down her fucking throat.

      “Goddammit, Jessie, she’s grown,” I reminded him. “I’m sure she knows what she did was fucking wrong, but I think we need to be more concerned with who the fuck put their hands on her.”

      He turned back to look at her. “It was Jay, wasn’t it?” he asked her. She kept her lips firmly closed, but they thinned, giving away her answer. “Don’t give me that fucking silence, West.” His tone was harsh enough that she flinched. I gently squeezed her knee to remind her that she wasn’t alone. “I’m not fucking stupid. He does this shit to you all of the fucking time!” he shouted.

      “It was my fault, Jessie,” she grumbled. He tensed. “I shouldn’t have been there in the first place.”

      “Doesn’t matter where the fuck you were, West,” I told her, and I knew Jessie at least agreed with me on this. She slowly looked over at me. “This Jay kid had no fucking right to put his goddamn hands on you.”

      She laughed humorlessly, shaking her head. “Wait ‘til you hear why he put his hands on me. At least this time, he had a reason,” she said, putting air quotes around the word reason. She turned her eyes to Jessie for a moment, and they seemed to share something between them that I didn’t understand. He released a low rumble from his chest as he clenched his fists at his sides. West slowly turned those beautiful green eyes back in my direction. “Someone ran their mouth to him that I left the garage with you—probably my mother.”

      I had to blink for a moment, trying to restrain myself from destroying something.

      “Somebody better start filling me in on some shit,” I seethed, looking between her and Jessie. “Because apparently, this isn’t this fucking asshole’s first time putting his hands on you,” I said to West.

      “He’s my ex,” she told me. I nodded in understanding. I knew that much from Jessie. “I found him balls deep inside of my mother the night I got arrested and sent to juvie.” Jessie shook his head, his jaw clenched. “He’s always had a mean streak about him—volatile temper,” she added.

      What kind of sick ass fucks his girlfriend’s mother?

      “You’re not going anywhere else by yourself, you understand me?” Jessie snapped down at her. She sighed softly in defeat. “And you’ll be staying here with Lincoln since you don’t know how to keep your ass home when it’s past your fucking curfew.”

      “What?!” we both shouted at him. She was his responsibility—not mine!

      Jessie crossed his arms over his chest. “Lincoln, man, just do this for me,” he pleaded, his voice barely controlled. “I’m too close to town for her—too easy for her to escape at nighttime. She’ll be better off here.” West glared up at him, her green eyes darkening with rage. “One, she’s got a long ass walk to get to where she can get in trouble, and two, you wake up to the slightest sound or change in the air due to your military training.”

      He looked at West, narrowing his eyes at her. She met his gaze with a defiant tilt of her chin. A smirk tugged at his lips for a split second before he smothered it. “And you’re going to put up with this shit.” His voice was a little calmer this time when he spoke to her again—a bit more controlled. “You want to be fucking ungrateful and sneak out, I won’t put up with it. I’m trying to be a decent human being by giving you a damn good second chance to get your shit figured out and help you get out of this hell hole of a town, and I won’t let you fuck it up for yourself. So, suck it up.”

      “I hate you,” she sneered at him.

      He shrugged at her before he crossed his arms over his chest. “You may now, but in eleven months when you’re riding into the sunset away from this place, you’ll thank me for not letting you fuck your probation up.” He pointed his finger at her. “And your ass better be at school on time tomorrow and at that fucking garage on time,” he ordered.

      With that, he stormed out of my house, leaving me alone with West. “Looks like you can’t ignore me anymore,” I told her after a moment, trying to lighten the mood, which definitely wasn’t my style.

      “Fuck off,” she snarled. I raised my hands in surrender. Damn, she was a fucking spitfire when she was pissed. “Where am I sleeping?”

      “For right now, you can sleep in my room until I get your furniture from Jessie’s. I’ll take the couch.”

      Without another word, she jerked up to her feet and strode down the hall, leaving me alone in the living room, staring after her.

      Tonight confirmed it.

      This girl was trouble.

      And I was already in too deep with her to get the fuck out to save my own ass.

      Shit.
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        West

      

      

      I strode into the garage, my eyes instantly landing on Lincoln, who was currently closing the hood of the Explorer, smiling at a young blonde woman who had to be fairly new to town. I didn’t remember her from before juvie, and with a town this small, everyone knew everyone else, even if you’d never spoken to them before in your life.

      She placed her perfectly manicured fingers on his arm, and raging jealousy reared its ugly head. I clenched my jaw.

      He’s not yours, West, I bitterly reminded myself, forcing my body to turn away from them. You wanted no-strings-attached, remember?

      Jessie stepped out of the office with a cigarette between his lips, his eyes instantly landing on me. “Thanks for picking me up,” I snapped at him, my temper instantly flaring. He had never shown up at school to pick me up. I had to walk all the way to the garage.

      He shrugged. “Since you seem to be so fucking cozy with Jay and determined to fuck up your future, I figured you would get a ride here from him,” he retorted.

      I clenched my fists, my lips twisting into a snarl. Jessie smirked at me, and I hated how attracted I still was to him despite him doing his damnest to rile me up. “Don’t even fucking play with me right now, Jessie,” I sneered at him. “That’s a fucking low blow, and you know it.”

      Jessie stormed over to me and glared down into my face. I met his glare with one of my own, refusing to back down from him. “When you feel sorry for what the fuck you did, then maybe I’ll feel differently.” I swallowed thickly, my heart thumping wildly in my chest. God, I hated it when Jessie got pissed at me like this. “I’m not bending my ass over backward for someone who doesn’t give the slightest fuck about their future.”

      “Can you two stop arguing long enough for her to pay for her car?” Lincoln demanded, snapping both my and Jessie’s attention over to him.

      I shook my head with a clenched jaw as Jessie stepped back from me, smiling at the blonde woman, his mood doing a complete one-eighty.

      “Give him some time, West,” Lincoln gruffly spoke up from next to me as I watched Jessie disappear into the office with the woman. I shoved my hands into my pockets so no one would see them shaking. I slowly turned my eyes to Lincoln. “He’s been worried about you since you got out, and that worry only increased last night when you ran into Jay.”

      “If he’s so worried, then maybe he shouldn’t bother himself with me, Lincoln,” I snapped at him.

      Lincoln crossed his arms over his chest and shrugged at me. “That’s not how Jessie works, West, and you know it as well as I do.”

      I shrugged. “I’m done talking about it. Just tell me what I need to get done today,” I grumbled.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, I was sitting on Lincoln’s front porch with a cigarette between my lips and a throw blanket wrapped around my shoulders against the slight chill in the air and the cool wind that was coming off the pond. Lincoln was cooking dinner for us since I wasn’t worth a damn in the kitchen.

      I sighed as I stared out at the darkening water, my mind flickering to Jessie. I hated when we fought like this. He was my rock, the one person I knew I could rely on no matter what.

      And I hated it when I broke his trust and made him doubt me like this. But I was a disappointment; it was my toxic trait.

      Jessie’s car pulled into the drive, and a moment later, he slid out of the car, his black leather jacket on his shoulders over a plain grey t-shirt. I watched him as he wordlessly took a seat in the rocker next to me, his eyes on the pond. I slowly turned my eyes away from him, looking back toward the pond, keeping silent as well.

      “I’m sorry,” I finally mumbled, hating the awkward silence between us. It was never supposed to be like this between me and Jessie. I just wanted us back to normal. I needed him to be my rock again.

      I slowly moved my eyes down to my hands. “I had a lot on my mind last night, and I knew being surrounded by the noise of the track would distract me. I shouldn’t have been out there last night, and I’m really sorry,” I told him quietly.

      Apologies didn’t come easily for me, and Jessie knew that.

      Jessie sighed. “And I’m sorry for being such an asshole to you about it, West,” he rumbled. I kept my eyes on my hands as I twisted them in my lap. “I’m the only person you’ve really got, and I want so much more for you than what you have at the moment. I just want you to follow all the rules, stay away from Jay and your mother, and get the fuck out of his place—go do bigger and better things and never have to worry about the shit you got caught up in here.”

      I looked over at him. “I know I never said thank you before, Jessie, but thank you.” He gave me a small smile that stole the breath from my lungs. Why did he have to be so fucking perfect? “You gave me a job when I didn’t have money or food, tried your best to keep me busy. And you let me crash at your place so many times when I needed away from everyone. You were the only person who came to visit me in juvie, the only person that cared enough to stick around. I’ve never had anyone I could rely on before you, Jessie. So, thank you.”

      He dipped his head so our eyes were level, his dark irises clashing with mine. Tears swam in my eyes, but I never let them fall. But Jessie knew that me letting him see this side of me was something to treasure. He reached up and cupped my face in his hands. My bottom lip trembled. “I don’t give a fuck how old you get, West; I’ll always have your back, you got that? I’m the one person in this world that you’ll always be able to rely on,” he assured me.

      I wrapped my hands around his wrists, nodding my head as I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “Thank you,” I hoarsely whispered.

      He gave me another small, breathtaking smile. “Chin up, girly,” he said softly. “Dry those eyes. I hear Lincoln.”

      He leaned back from me as I looked back out at the water, blinking the tears back from my eyes. Jessie knew me well enough to know that I would never allow myself to cry in front of anyone but him.

      “Hey, bro, you want to chill here for a while?” Lincoln asked as he stepped out onto the porch. “The pot roast is finished, and I just got the new game we’ve been wanting to play. Shit finally finished downloading.”

      “Hell yeah,” Jessie said, moving to his feet. I stood up as well. “Let’s go kick some ass,” he told Lincoln.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket when I stepped into the living room, and my eyebrows pulled together in confusion as I pulled it out and unlocked the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Tsk. Tsk. You just can’t fucking stay away from him.

      

      

      

      

      

      All of the blood drained from my face. Before either of the guys suspected anything, I went down the hall to my room, closing and locking the door behind me. I thrust my hands through my hair, tugging lightly on the strands as I did so.

      You’re not in his control anymore, West.

      You’re stronger than this.

      Thankful that Lincoln had gotten all of my things earlier today, I connected my phone to my speaker, blaring my Eminem playlist, hoping I could drain out my thoughts and my fears. I was free of Jay. He couldn’t hurt me anymore, couldn’t torment me anymore.

      I was no longer under his thumb, being forced to bend to his will.

      Fifteen minutes later, I still couldn’t stop thinking. Eminem wasn’t working.

      But I knew why.

      It was because I knew what kind of destruction Jay could do if I didn’t start heeding his warnings.
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        Lincoln

      

      

      I put the game on pause, blaring music instantly reaching my ears from West’s room.

      I looked over at Jessie, but he just shook his head, sadness for West flashing in his eyes. “Something is bothering her,” Jessie grumbled. “But she won’t open up to me about it until she’s ready. She likes to keep her shit bottled up. Anytime I try to force it out of her, she and I clash heads like a mother fucker.” Jessie sighed as he pushed his hand through his hair. “I wish she’d fucking come to me about shit. I can try to help her, but I can’t do that if I don’t know what the damn issue is.”

      I stood up. “Let me go talk to her,” I told him.

      Jessie shook his head. “She doesn’t open up to anyone.”

      I shrugged. “She willingly told me about granddad,” I informed him. Jessie shot his wide eyes up at me in shock. “I think I give her some sense of security.”

      Jessie shrugged. “If you think you can, go for it. She needs to tell someone.” Though I could tell that the fact that it wasn’t him she would confide in was bothering him.

      With a small sigh, I turned on my heel and walked down the hall to her room. I lightly knocked on the door. Her music paused, and a moment later, she opened the door, her tired, green eyes meeting mine. “Want to talk?” I asked her quietly.

      She shook her head. “Nothing to talk about,” she mumbled, moving away from the door and back into her room, but she left it open for me to come in, not completely shutting me out as I had honestly expected her to do.

      I stepped into her room, stuffing my hands into my pockets. “Doesn’t seem like that, West.” I told her gruffly.

      She chewed on her bottom lip nervously, her face giving away that she was trying to decide on what to do. Finally, she grabbed her phone and unlocked it, handing it to me.
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        Tsk. Tsk. You just can’t fucking stay away from him.

      

      

      

      

      

      I angrily clenched my jaw as I tightened my hand around her phone, forcing myself to rein in my temper. “Who the fuck is this from, and who are they talking about, West?” I demanded, my voice giving away just how pissed I was.

      She sighed. “Jay; he doesn’t want me around you.”

      I tossed her phone onto her bed before I stalked over to her, gripping her chin between my thumb and forefinger, forcing her eyes up to mine. Her eyes were deeply guarded, not letting me see a damn thing. It was unnerving that she was so good at hiding away her emotions from others.

      “Do you want to be around me, West?” I asked her. There was a fight in her eyes before she swallowed hard and nodded. I pressed my lips to her forehead. “Then don’t worry about him,” I told her. “If that son of a bitch dares to come anywhere near you, I’ll take care of it.”

      “That’s a fucking cozy position,” Jessie commented as he leaned against West’s doorframe, making her jerk back from me. I rolled my eyes at Jessie. He just smirked, but there was a bit of coldness to his gaze that surprised me. “I heard the last bit of that conversation.” He turned his eyes to West, the coldness in them softening as he looked at her. She relaxed slightly. Those two really did have a different dynamic together, regardless of how much they butted heads. “Who’s bothering you, girly?” Jessie asked her.

      “Jay’s threatening her away from me,” I informed him.

      Jessie looked over at me for a moment before he looked back at West. “You know that as long as you follow the rules, that mother fucker will never have a chance to hurt you again, right?” he asked her. She nodded at him. “I’ll always do my best to keep you safe, West, but you’ve got to do what’s expected of you for me to do that, got it?”

      She nodded at him again. His lips tilted up slightly in the corners, and it brought a beautiful smile to her face.

      Had to admit, I was a bit jealous that I wasn’t capable of making her smile like that.

      I wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her against me. Her breath hitched in her throat as I tugged her further against me, watching as Jessie’s eyes hardened. He obviously had feelings for West just as I did, but for some reason, he wasn’t acting on them.

      But that didn’t mean that I wouldn’t.

      I looked down at the beautiful redhead that I was holding. “You know the no-strings thing is null and void, right?” I asked her. She just cocked her head to the side and arched a brow at me.

      Not giving a fuck that Jessie was in the room, I leaned down and slanted my lips across hers.

      And with that kiss, I sealed the vow that I would do whatever it took to protect her.
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