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      The rich scent of coffee hung in the air, mixed with the familiar new leather scent of his cousin Gideon’s office. Kaden Moore closed his eyes and relaxed into his seat beside the window. With a contented sigh, he angled his face toward the warming rays of the afternoon sun and tapped the arm of the chair in time with the ever-present ticking of the clock hanging on the wall behind him.

      “You're like my cat." Gideon interrupted the rhythm Kaden had been strumming along to. "Even the smallest strip of sunlight and she'll be laid in it. Usually somewhere I end up tripping over her, the pest."

      Kaden opened his eyes, blinking as the brightness caused his vision to blur. He turned to focus on Gideon, who was shrouded in darkness on the other side of the room.

      “You have a cat?” Given Gideon appeared to be permanently glued to the office, Kaden wondered when he found the time to care for a pet.

      Gideon owned and managed Bryant & Waites. The boyfriend-for-hire company was his baby, and looking around the gorgeous office now his eyesight had adjusted, Kaden was reminded of his cousin’s success. From the leather to the wood paneling and the crystal chandelier, it was tastefully done and a far cry from the house where Kaden had grown up. When Kaden was a child, his family had been just him and his mother. It wasn’t until he was fourteen Kaden realized he wasn’t as alone as he’d believed, and family had become something more. It was then that people like Gideon had come into his life, and for the better.

      Gideon picked up his cup of coffee. “You sound shocked that I have a cat.”

      “I do?” He shouldn’t have been. Kaden was aware of the time Gideon made for the people around him. He was one of them, after all. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to.” Kaden rested his hands over the closed file sitting in his lap and tried not to fidget. The thought of having another living being relying on him left Kaden with tightness in his chest.

      “A three-year-old Ragdoll.” Gideon blew the surface of his drink. “Kimi has the prettiest blue eyes. You’ll have to visit one day. It’s been a while.”

      Despite Gideon’s presence in his life for more than a decade, Kaden was still in the habit of keeping him at a distance. There was also their age difference. Gideon was more than fifteen years his senior and had forged a direction for his life before Kaden was even born. Kaden couldn’t help but continue to feel disconnected from the other man despite all the assistance Gideon had given him.

      “Couldn’t help but fall in love with her when I found her in my yard.”

      Kaden smiled. “Love, huh.”

      There was a brisk knock at the door, and Rowan Phillips, Gideon’s hardass PA, leaned inside.

      “I’ve just had the client’s agent, Arthur Dennis, on the phone.”

      “And?” Gideon looked at him over the top of his coffee cup.

      Rowan frowned as he stepped into the room. He hated anyone being late, which Kaden had learned to his cost when he’d listened to Rowan’s speech about punctuality after he was caught on a broken-down train. Rowan had ended by explaining how Kaden could have called a cab after climbing out of the window of said train and that being the owner’s cousin didn’t give him a free ride. Yeah, he took punctuality very seriously.

      “They say they hit some traffic.” He rolled his eyes. “ETA is another ten minutes on top of the twenty minutes they’ve already missed by.”

      “Right.” Now it was Gideon’s turn to frown. “How greatly does that impact the rest of the afternoon?” Gideon was a man who liked order, which made him and Rowan such a good team.

      “Not too badly.” Rowan pushed the door closed, then made his way over to Gideon’s desk. “Look.” He opened the planner that Gideon kept there, and leaned forward slightly, running his finger over the page. “Darcy and Mrs. Peterson are at two, but that should be pretty straightforward as it’s their fourth date now. He’s her regular companion to those art functions she attends. So we should be able to make the time up there as it’s a quick in and out. I’ll contact them and advise them we may be running late.”

      Gideon glanced at Rowan, then nodded. “Thank you.”

      “Not a problem.” Rowan smiled, his gaze lingering on the planner for a moment. With a small laugh, he switched his attention to Kaden, who was mid-yawn. “Excited as always, I see.” He walked around to the other side of the desk. “This job is for a Hollywood star. Are you really not at all excited about the Ryan Levesque coming here? Or even a little bit interested?”

      “In what?”

      “Him? His characters? The bright lights of show business?” Rowan underlined that last part with jazz hands, and Gideon stifled a laugh behind his fist. “He’s one young and sexy guy.”

      Kaden ran his fingers over the file. “You’re a fan of this Ryan guy, then?” Until a few days ago the name Ryan Levesque had meant very little to him. He knew the man was an actor, had risen from a recurring role on a long-running soap opera to become a sought-after commodity, thanks to some teen fantasy movie, but that was the end of it.

      “Maybe a little.” Rowan folded his arms as he sat on the edge of the desk. “The soap opera he was in was somewhat of a guilty pleasure while I was between jobs. Destiny Cove, so bad it was good. Have you ever seen it?”

      Kaden shook his head. “Can’t say I have.”

      Rowan shrugged. “Mr. Levesque’s character, Logan, was kind of fun, if not a little bit trashy as he got older. I mean, there was this whole storyline where we found out his dad wasn’t really his dad. His real dad was, in fact, his grandfather. All very overdramatic with debatable acting, but I couldn’t stop watching.”

      “I’m sorry I missed it.” Kaden assumed his tone expressed his disinterest, but it seemed Rowan saw it as something to be challenged.

      Rowan smiled as he explained, “The grandfather had slept with his son’s wife. And so the man that Logan thought was his dad was actually his half-brother, and his sister was therefore also his niece. And I guess it meant his mom was also his sister-in-law.” Rowan raised a finger to his mouth, tapped his lower lip. “Huh.”

      Kaden cleared his throat. “And I thought my family had problems.” He winced as the statement left his mouth, aware Rowan was then staring at him with interest.

      “Is this a rare mention of the elusive Moore family?” Rowan grinned.

      Kaden ran his hand back over his shorn hair, feeling the prickle against the palm of his hand.

      “It suits you, by the way,” Rowan changed the subject and tilted his head. “Your hair being short like that.”

      “You think?” Kaden lowered his hand and rested it over his other on the file. He wondered how uncomfortable he must have looked for Rowan to willingly give up his pursuit of information and instead steer the conversation elsewhere.

      “I do. It’s different. Though I confess, I was partial to your curls―”

      “How are June’s accounts coming along?” Gideon lowered his cup to the desk with a thud. He glared up at Rowan, and there was an undeniable message in the look that spoke volumes.

      “I’m nearly done.” Rowan checked over his shoulder. He raised an eyebrow as he met Gideon’s gaze. “And I should probably get back to it.” He stood straight, tugging his shirt to smooth the creases at his stomach. “I’ll let you know when Mr. Levesque and his party arrive.” Rowan backed toward the door.

      “Thank you, Rowan.”

      “Yes, sir.” He gave a casual salute, and the catch made a soft click as he pulled the door closed behind him.

      “You’ll have to excuse Rowan. It’s that time of the month,” Gideon said.

      Kaden was surprised. Was Gideon trying to be funny? “Erm, time of the month?”

      “Yes, when he’s playing catch-up on the accounts and paperwork. He enjoys looking for distractions and stopping in the office to talk. Today you’re his distraction.” He met Kaden’s eyes. “What did you think I meant?”

      “That, obviously.”

      Gideon laughed. “He’s right about the hair, though. It suits you. Any reason behind getting it all cut off?” Kaden’s selling point had always been his messy curls. His innocent yet seductive charm from beneath long wavy bangs.

      Kaden reached up to touch his hair. “I just figured a change might be for the best, considering the job. I know I’m not expected to give any direct on-camera interviews, but I’ll be present for a lot of them, even if I’m just hanging around in the background.”

      The intercom sounded, and a crackle of interference momentarily distorted Rowan’s voice before clearing. “Sir, I've just buzzed in Mr. Levesque and his associates. Should I bring them straight through?”

      Gideon held down the speak button. “Yes, please.” He rose and buttoned his jacket, straightening his spine.

      Following Gideon’s lead, Kaden placed the file on his seat and pulled at his shirt’s cuffs.

      What kind of man was Ryan Levesque?

      Kaden had decided against putting too much time into researching the actor, had figured he would avoid wading through the media bullshit, be it positive or negative, and make up his own mind when he met Ryan in person. He had been made aware of why Ryan needed a fake boyfriend, and that it had something to do with a leaked video. For the time being he held no opinion one way or the other over its content, although he’d watched it a few times. Even good people were capable of ignorant acts and ill-thought words, especially when they were drunk as Ryan had been. He wasn’t ready to crucify the man along with the online masses without getting a handle on the situation first. On the other hand, he wasn’t going to excuse it.

      There was a brief moment of anticipation, followed by a knock on the door.

      “Come in.”

      Rowan held the door open as two men, and a woman followed him into the room. “Sir, Mr. Dennis, and Mr. Levesque.”

      “Thank you, Rowan.”

      The older of the two men approached Gideon’s desk with his hand outstretched. “I apologize for our tardiness.” He patted the breast pocket of his navy suit jacket. “Arthur Dennis.” Then indicated in the direction of his male companion. “Ryan Levesque I assume you know, and this is his sister Carmen. Thank you for seeing us today.” He gripped Gideon’s hand and gave it a firm shake.

      “Gideon, and not a problem. Please have a seat.” Gideon sat.

      Arthur settled into one of the chairs in front of Gideon’s desk. “Ryan?” Arthur glanced over his shoulder. “Can you join us, please?”

      Ryan hesitated, having chosen to hang back with the woman called Carmen. Probably in an attempt to maintain his anonymity, Ryan was wearing dark glasses, along with a hooded sweater, which cast shadows over his features.

      The woes of being a celebrity. Being recognized entering the premises of an agency that hired out boyfriends was not what the troubled actor needed right now.

      Carmen rested her hand on Ryan’s shoulder to encourage him. She leaned in close to whisper in his ear. Her long blonde hair obscured both her and Ryan, and she reached up to tug Ryan’s hood back. Eventually, she pulled away and gave Ryan a firm look from over the black frames of her glasses.

      “Yeah.” Ryan’s voice was low and held an edge of weariness. “Yeah, of course.” He removed his glasses and joined Arthur, then sat forward in his seat. “So how does all this work?” His voice wavered as he folded down the arms of his glasses. He held them in his lap and cleared his throat.

      Gideon glanced in Kaden’s direction. “Our meeting today is about introductions and working out the small details.”

      Kaden caught the tightening of Ryan’s jaw, the way he tensed. He wasn’t happy to be there; in fact, he appeared scared. He flicked his head, his long bangs parting, and stared directly at Kaden. “Are you the fake boyfriend they partnered me with?” His sharp and confident words were at odds with his guarded expression.

      “I am.” Kaden didn’t move from his position beside the window. He felt that approaching could cause Ryan to fortify his defenses. “Kaden Moore.”

      Ryan looked Kaden up and down and then settled his frosty blue gaze on Kaden’s. “Have you done this before?”

      “Been hired to act as someone’s boyfriend?” Kaden had been with Bryant & Waites for just under three years.

      “I assume it’s a given you’re not inexperienced, but I meant someone as high profile as me?” There was defiance in Ryan's expression and haughtiness that spoke of privilege. Kaden imagined he was used to people going out of their way to reinforce his self-assessment.

      “Not a high-public profile, no,” Kaden admitted.

      Ryan clicked his tongue and shrugged, dismissing Kaden. “You said they had someone, Arthur. It’s ridiculous to expect someone with no experience with paparazzi and the pressure to be able to pull this off.” He cast a quick look at Kaden, who met his gaze. His fear was more apparent.

      Gideon interjected, “The fact his previous work has been of a more discreet fashion is important here and is exactly why I selected him after receiving your brief.” He leaned back. “Though not a common occurrence, there are a few of our boyfriends who, depending on how much interest media outlets take, could be recognized from prior engagements. So I consider Kaden to be the best fit for you and this arrangement.” His smile conveyed it was he who was in charge when it came to his office.

      “Maybe we need to find someone else,” Ryan snapped.

      “I do have companies I can refer you to.” Gideon remained calm. “But of course, at this late stage, you will be lucky to find someone with Kaden’s credentials.”

      “I’m sure we can find someone,” Ryan pressed.

      “You can try,” Kaden murmured, just loud enough for Ryan to hear.

      “Do you know anything about actors?” Ryan asked, pointedly.

      “Not much, no.”

      “And movies?”

      “I’ve seen one or two.”

      Ryan was wide-eyed now. “Arthur, what did we⁠—?”

      “We take great pride in matching our clients with the right men, and you will find none finer at this point than Kaden Moore,” Gideon interrupted.

      Ryan opened his mouth to comment, but Carmen laid a hand on his shoulder, and Ryan sat back, abruptly subdued.

      Arthur cleared his throat. “We want to thank you for your handling of this delicate situation. Understandably, it’s got us all a little tense.” He glanced at Kaden. “I’m sure we’ll make this work.”

      “Totally understandable.” Gideon motioned for Kaden to join them. “So, shall we begin?”

      The meeting lasted an hour, and by the time they were done, they had a series of dates scheduled over the next two weeks. All opportunities for Ryan and Kaden to spend time together before the long stretch of calendared promotional interviews, photoshoots, all leading to the red-carpet premiere of Ryan’s upcoming movie release. Kaden stayed quiet, interjecting when he needed to, and Ryan grew steadily more agitated as the meeting wore on. He couldn’t sit still and kept stopping the meeting to confer with Arthur in low tones about imagined scenarios where it could all go wrong that everyone in the room could hear.

      He was tense, his forehead creased in a permanent frown, that only eased when it was time for the meeting to end.

      “Thank you for your time.” Arthur shook Gideon’s hand. “We’ll be in touch in a couple of days.” He squeezed Kaden’s hand between both of his. “I appreciate your help.”

      Kaden smiled, his gaze was drawn past Arthur to Ryan, who was already walking out the door. “I look forward to working with you, Ryan.”

      The actor didn’t look back.

      “What do you think?” Gideon asked as soon as they were alone.

      “Ryan seems… difficult.” There was no denying the two of them had a long way to go. But Kaden was sure he could make it work. He just hoped Ryan would let him.

      “He probably doesn’t like the pressure from the studio.” Gideon shrugged. “Definitely not chilled like my Ragdoll.”

      “Your cat?”

      “Ragdolls are known for being docile and affectionate. Despite the similarities in their striking blue gazes, Mr. Levesque is quite prickly in his temperament.”

      Kaden caught his lower lip between his teeth. The color of Ryan's eyes hadn't wholly gone unnoticed by him. “So it wasn't love at first sight this time, then?”

      Gideon chuckled. “Not for me.” He patted Kaden on the back, then returned to his desk.

      Kaden considered the meeting with the unsettled, twitchy actor. Ryan was hard to figure out. Yes, he was spiky, but considering what was going on with him, those prickles were probably a way of protecting himself, above anything else. The first thing Kaden needed to do was earn Ryan’s trust.

      Trust, huh? How?
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      “Ry! The car’s downstairs,” Carmen called from outside the bathroom door and startled Ryan, who’d spent the last ten minutes staring at himself and wondering how the hell everything had become this messed up. He was used to attention from his soap opera days, but his life had grown steadily more ridiculous. He’d gone from soap star to the heights of a media darling, then falling to become the subject of memes calling him a hypocrite and liar. This morning’s vitriolic post on TMZ, talking about how he was letting everyone down, had sent him into a familiar tailspin, and he’d moved into the bathroom where he’d locked the door.

      “I was twenty-one,” he said to his reflection. Shouldn’t there have been a statute of limitations on the length of time mistakes had before they lost the power to hurt? Like, there should be an arbitrary set of years, after which all the crap magically disappeared. Maybe three? That would work, given he’d just turned twenty-four and that meant the garbage at twenty-one would have gone.

      If only the memories would go at the same time.

      “Get out of the bathroom, little brother!” Carmen shouted, and Ryan knew that if he didn’t get out, Carmen would break the door.

      His sister was determined, and he wouldn’t put it past her to call 911 and have firefighters get him out of the bathroom. She was his touchstone, the one constant he had in his life, and it was only because of her hand on his shoulder that he’d even stayed in the meeting with that Kaden guy. That was another issue, the reaction he’d had to Kaden. He wasn’t the type to lose his cool, but Kaden had stared at him, judging him and appeared to find him lacking.

      “I’ll be there in a minute,” he called back and assumed she would wait. The doorknob rattled, and he could see the lock turning from the outside. With a huff, he unlocked it and yanked the door open, faced with his sister on her knees with a screwdriver. “I’m not even going to ask.”

      She shook her head in disappointment, not one ounce of regret in her for trying to break into the bathroom, then held out a hand for Ryan to help her stand. “You can’t stay in there all night talking to yourself.” She pressed the back of her hand to her forehead and swayed dramatically. “Woe is me, all my money, and now no one loves me.”

      Ryan wanted to be angry with her because she was one of a handful of people who knew the real him, but he didn’t have the energy, and anyway, she was right about the fact that no one loved him.

      Except for the hundreds and thousands of fans he shouldn’t forget, who tweeted and Instagram’d their support with #RyanIsInnocent hashtags. He wasn’t innocent, he was a fucking mess, and he had said what people heard on the video. He’d never denied it was him. What was the point? He’d done wrong, but it was for reasons, okay? It had been his words, his voice, and the shame he felt for what he’d said weighed him down. He was an LGBTQ advocate now—at least that is what breakfast television called him—an icon for gay youth, and he’d screwed everyone over by being weak, drinking too much, and losing control.

      “I’m a shallow fucked-up failure,” he blurted, and Carmen raised a single eyebrow.

      “Whatever,” she said tiredly.

      “I’ve let everyone down.”

      “No, you haven’t,” she snapped, then gripped the open edges of his Fendi Monster Eyes jacket and yanked him closer. “You have a platform, you fucked up, but you had reasons for that, and now your platform is even bigger, and you need to make sure the messages you send from now on are good ones.”

      He couldn’t stop panicking. “The studio is going to drop me, I know it.”

      “They still need you for the next film after this one. They’re not going to drop you.”

      “I guess. But what about Paul? His dad is working with investors on the film. What if he has an excuse to really be back in my life because of that? I mean, he already contacted me and wants me back. He honestly thinks I would want that.”

      She grew serious then, compassion in her expression. “And you ignored him. That’s a good thing.”

      “But how long can I ignore him? He said he could help, that we could get through this nightmare together. He’d support me during the fallout from the video.”

      Carmen shook her head. “You don’t need the support he’s offering.”

      “I know. I just can’t get the idea of him being anywhere near me or the movie out of my head.”

      “Is that worrying you? Do we need to see someone? Maybe talk to⁠—”

      “No,” he interrupted. “If I see him again, then I know what to do. I’m not the confused, desperate twenty-one-year-old who said those words anymore. It’s just… what if people find out about everything that happened?”

      “We’ve been over this, Ry,” she said and pulled him into a hug. “If the worst happens, then it won’t be you who people will look at. You said you were resigned to riding this out, but if you think you can’t handle the possibility that your ex-boyfriend, whatever kind of asshole he is, might be part of any of this, then we can rethink.”

      “And what will I do if everything goes wrong and too many people hate me for what I did? What if it’s all over for me?”

      She huffed and shook him a little more. “Then you and me? We’ll move to Canada and open up a provincial theatre and act out the plays we used to do when we were kids, and we’ll be damn happy. Okay?”

      Carmen was the voice of reason, saying enough for Ryan to get his thoughts in order. If he left now, if the studio fired him over a youthful indiscretion, then he’d lose his position to effect change, and everything he’d done so far would be wasted. No one had to know about Paul or what Ryan had lived through for two years and how long it had taken him to break the cycle of him and Paul. But like a bad penny, every so often Paul found a way to encroach on his world, looming over him like an oppressive shadow, dulling anything good in his life.

      And he’s back again.

      No, just because Paul’s father was loosely linked to the studio, it didn’t mean Paul would be anywhere near any of it. Ryan needed to think positively.

      If only they knew who’d sent the video to TMZ and who the hell had recorded the cell footage of him losing his head at a party? Who had been there that night? If only it had been an ordinary night, then it would have been Paul or maybe his best friend at the time—Luke—but neither of them would have anything to gain by releasing footage where he’d ranted about a nameless boyfriend. Paul would know it was him who Ryan had been talking about. As for Luke, he’d been as drunk as him on the night of the video and probably didn’t even remember it.

      Ryan had watched the footage so many times, looking for clues as to who had recorded his rant, but it could have been any one of a hundred people at his twenty-first birthday party. From the cast of Destiny Cove to strangers.

      “Okay,” he murmured, pushing back the mess in his head.

      She hugged him. “Stop worrying,” she added because she always wanted the last word. Then she straightened his jacket and patted his cheek. “You look very handsome.”

      Ryan checked out what he was wearing one last time: black slacks, a crisp white shirt, and an expensive jacket. He was every inch the reserved, young but sophisticated star that the studio needed him to be right now. Good enough to be on display again tonight at a private party in New York’s exclusive Chelsea neighborhood, just another step in fixing the past mess.

      “I should have stayed on Destiny Cove; it was easier there.”

      Carmen smiled, then said, “You were lucky to get out before the alien dinosaur baby storyline, which you know would have deteriorated into Dino-porn, where you'd forever be known as the T-Rex of handjobs."

      Ryan blinked at her, not quite following her train of thought, even though he was used to her by now. “Dinoporn,” he murmured.

      “Yep, I can see it now”—she drew an arc in the air—“in lights, Ryan Levesque in Revenge of the Dino-Porn Star.” She laughed, and it was so infectious that Ryan forgot for a moment what tonight was meant to be—step one in the rebuilding of his career.

      “I love you, sis,” he said and hugged her to him. She bussed his cheek, then stood back, eyeing him critically.

      “Go get ‘em.”

      All Ryan could think was that he wished she was going with him.

      The car the studio had arranged was a sleek black limo with champagne on ice in the back, along with two glasses, and Ryan was tempted to open it and inhale the contents, just to take the edge off. When he was at the event, it would circle and park somewhere, ready to pick him and his date up at the end of the evening. Maybe he should save the champagne for when they were heading home.

      “Good evening, Mr. Levesque,” the driver said with a smile as Ryan eased himself in.

      “Hi.”

      “Sir, could I just check the address you want me to pick up your date from?” He gave the address.

      “That’s right.”

      Why was the driver asking? What was wrong with there? Were there gangs? Why would Bryant & Waites match him with someone in a gang, who lived in a shady part of town, with knives, and guns?

      He was getting ahead of himself. “Why? What’s wrong with it?” he asked on one breath.

      The driver met his gaze in the mirror. “It’s a mainly business area.”

      Fuck, I’m losing it.

      The neighborhood they ended up in was respectable, a mix of brownstones converted into offices and a couple of glass high-rises, all jumbled together with not one gang sign in sight. Although Ryan doubted his sheltered upbringing would allow him to recognize a gang sign. It made sense that the driver would double-check because he was right. This wasn’t a residential area as such, just businesses, all closed and dark, now it was eight p.m.

      He pulled out his cell, checking the address, ready to call Carmen and ask if she’d written it down wrong, and then he saw Kaden, and his mouth dropped open.

      The tall man was good-looking—that much Ryan had noticed in the office—but this vision striding from a side doorway of the glass office tower was way past handsome. This was sex on legs. This was confidence all wrapped up in dark pants and shirt, a jacket on his arm, and the swagger. Oh, god, the swagger.

      “Fuck me,” Ryan murmured as Kaden drew nearer. The driver got out and opened the door for him, and in a smooth move, Kaden was in the back, filling the car with his presence. This wasn’t the slightly bored and judgmental man Ryan had met in the office; this was focus and sexy and everything incredible.

      “Hey,” Ryan said, then cleared his throat when the word came out as little more than a squeak. “Hey,” he repeated in his normal voice.

      “Hey,” Kaden said back. “So, give me the lowdown on tonight.”

      That didn’t make sense, and Ryan shook his head. “You had the briefing,” he began, but Kaden held up a hand to stop him.

      “I want to know your point of view. Talk me through this.”

      Ryan checked his watch. They were probably no more than twenty minutes out from the venue, and that didn’t leave long for complicated, drawn-out feelings and thoughts.

      “Okay, where to start…” He tapped his leg and considered the best angle to come at this from. “Imelda Cochrane, she plays my aunt in the movie, the one who everyone thinks is the good one but who ends up…” He waved his hand to indicate the evil side of the character. “It's her fiftieth birthday, and she’s hired out the entirety of Bagatelle for a party. All the usual suspects will be there, the entire cast, half of whom aren’t talking to me, and the other half who love the fact that I’m in the middle of all this shit because it means the spotlight is off the things they’ve done.” He drew a breath when the words stopped coming. “Imelda is okay though, motherly, but she helped me out a lot, and I love her for it. Uhmmm… what else do you need to know?”
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TERMINATION
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