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TROUBLE TO THE 'NTH DEGREE.

When Maximillian Davidoff meets Silken McCullen little does he know how much trouble will follow in her wake.  The woman practically gets him thrown out of an establishment he could have purchased without a thought.  And then, as if that weren't bad enough, she bulldozes her way into his life and proceeds to act like she's in charge.  He soon finds out that there's a whole lot of woman packed into that petite bundle.

Silken McCullen has always had a feisty streak but no matter how she tries to curb her fiery nature it's forever getting her in trouble.  When she first meets Maximillian Davidoff it is under less than ideal circumstances...particularly because her temper clouds her judgment and she ends up cursing him out.  It is only after she has given him a good piece of her mind that she finds out that he is innocent of her charges.  Now it falls on her to track him down and apologize.  But apologies come hard for Silken and, before you know it, she's in a new kind of trouble with Max...but this time it's oh, so sweet.

With Silken McCullen, trouble is always just around the corner.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Damn, she looks good.  Max took a sip of mineral water as he stared across the room at the dark-haired beauty as she practically bounced her way to the bar.  Petite and slender, she wore a white polo shirt and tennis skirt that exposed legs that were tanned and toned.  She looked so full of energy that he couldn’t help but smile.  She’d obviously just finished a round of tennis and had been energized by it.  He, on the other hand, was brand new to the sports facility in Cupertino and had just finished a work-out in the gym.  He’d been lax these past few months and his return to weightlifting had left him drained.

The girl leaned against the counter and gave the bartender a wave and a smile.  “Hi, Peter.  The usual, please.”

The man, big and burly with a bushy mustache that gave him the air of a rough woodsman, gave her a welcoming smile and a nod.  “One bottle of ice-cold spring water, coming right up.”

The girl hopped up onto the barstool and stuck out her hand to grab the bottle of water the bartender sent sailing along the smooth wooden surface.

“On your tab?” he asked, giving her a solicitous look.

“As usual, my man,” she said with a laugh then popped the cap off the bottle and raised it to her lips.

Just then, the door to the back of the bar swung open and a gangly kid with a shock of red hair and glasses walked in.  “Yo, Peter.  The boss needs you in the office for a sec.  I’ll hold the fort till you get back.”

Peter shrugged.  “Not much going on out here anyway, not at this time of day.”  Then he tilted his chin toward the girl.  “Suave’s my only customer.  Make sure you take care of her.”

“Sure thing,” the kid gushed as he hurried to position himself behind the bar.  He had a twinkle in his eyes and a wide grin that told Max he was more than stricken by the beauty perched on the stool.  But he looked seventeen, eighteen max, while she looked like she was in her early twenties, probably twenty-three or twenty-four.  Max couldn’t help but chuckle as he watched the boy approach her.  Good luck with that, kid.  She probably won’t even give you the time of day.

To his surprise, the girl – Suave, the bartender had called her – actually engaged in animated conversation with him, not seeming the least bit perturbed that he was checking her out in his bumbling kind of way.  From what he could hear of the conversation she had no problem with flattering his teenage ego.  He was sure most women who looked like she did would have shooed him away at his first stuttering utterance and at the first sight of his freckle-faced grin.  But not this one.  She was the epitome of patience, he had to give her that much.

And then another lone customer walked in, a man Max remembered seeing in the weight room, and he plopped himself down on the stool right beside Suave.  “Hey, kid, get me a beer.”  He jerked his head at the boy, dismissing him, and turned his attention to the girl who kept her head straight and her eyes averted, obviously disconcerted by the nearness of the man who had just arrived.

“So what’s your name, honey?” he asked as he leaned toward her, so close that she jerked back.  “Hey, I’m not gonna bite.”  The man gave an exaggerated version of a wounded look.  “I’m a lover, not a fighter.”  Then he gave her a sugary smile.  “I’m Dirk, by the way.  I’m new here.  Want to show me around?”

Suave’s brows knitted in a frown and she shook her head.  “I don’t think so,” she said, her voice quiet but firm, then she began to slide off her stool.

“Where’re you going?” The man’s hand shot out and encircled her upper arm.

She gasped.  “Let go of me.”  She tried to pull away but his grasp must have been too strong because instead of moving farther away she ended up just inches from her tormentor.

With a grunt Max shoved back his chair and got up.  Although it was technically none of his business, damned if he was going to sit there and let that jerk harass a defenseless girl.

But before he could move she took matters into her own hands, pulled back her sneakered foot and gave him a swift kick.

“Oww!”  The man released her and grabbed his shin with both hands.  “What did you do that for?” he shouted but by that time she was off the stool and flying across the room and out the door.

Max expelled his breath but he didn’t sit back down.  He stood there, staring at the frowning man until he looked around and caught Max’s narrowed gaze on him.  That must have made him real uncomfortable because he gave a grunt, got up off his stool and walked away, not even waiting for the beer the kid was bringing over to him.

Max tightened his lips and shook his head.  No matter where you went you couldn’t get away from the bozos.  They were like bugs in the woodwork.  You thought you had an insect-free environment until one day one of them reared his ugly head.

The kid, looking like he was still scared shitless by the burly bully, drew the mug of beer toward him, dumped it in the sink then stared at the exit through which Suave had disappeared. On his face was a forlorn, little-dog-lost look.

Feeling sorry for the kid, Max strode over and ordered a sports drink then struck up a conversation with him.  It was almost funny the way the tension slid from the boy’s face and soon he was busy blabbing about his surfing triumphs.

“Dude, it’s like the best surfing ever.”  His eyes sparkled with excitement.  “You’ve been to Waddell Creek?"

Max shook his head.  “Nope.  I’m pretty new to California.  Just moved here from New York a month ago.”

“You’ve gotta check it out, bro'.  It’s like way cool.”  He drew in a breath, looking like he was getting ready to give a pretty detailed spiel about the merits of Waddell Creek, when the big bartender walked back in.

“You’re good to go, Red.  The locker rooms ain’t gonna clean themselves.”

A flash of disappointment crossed his face.  “Aaw.  I was just going to tell this dude about the time I killed a crazy wave over at Waddell Creek.”

“Yeah, yeah.”  Peter waved a beefy hand at him.  “Now stop harassing the customer and get going.”

The kid heaved a sigh then dropped the dishcloth in the sink and headed out the back.  He hadn’t so much as given Max a nod as a sign of courtesy at his departure.  Yeah, well.  Kids.

The bartender pretty much ignored Max, busying himself with tidying up behind the counter, so he turned his back to the bar and raised the last of the Gatorade to his lips.  He was quaffing it down when a pretty picture caught his eye.

It was the woman, Suave, who had left just minutes earlier.  She’d just burst in through the door and this time she looked hopping mad.

“You.”  Her dark eyes flashed with a blazing fire that hadn’t been there the first time he'd seen her.  “You’re the jerk who goes around harassing helpless women, are you?  Well, Mr. Big, Bold and Bad, let’s see how you handle me for a change.”

Max froze, his hand in the air, the bottle still to his lips.  Then he frowned and slowly lowered his drink to the counter.  The woman was staring straight at him and she was livid.

He stared at her.  Had she mistaken him for her tormentor?  They were both dark-haired, heavily muscled and wearing white T-shirts, but they looked nothing alike.  How could she mistake him for the jerk?

“Yeah, so what’ve you got to say now, buster?  Cat got your tongue?”  Looking like she had not even one ounce of fear, the woman walked right up to him and jammed her fists on her hips.

Now this was taking things way too far.  What kind of game was this woman playing, pretending like he’d done her wrong?  She was either seriously nearsighted or freakin’ crazy.  “Listen, lady,” he began.  He got no further.

“No, you listen.  When you feel like it makes you a man to grab a woman and manhandle her then you’ve crossed the line, buddy.”  She thrust her face forward, close enough for him to see the flecks of gold in her eyes.  “Do you know I could have you charged for assault?”

“Hey, hold on there now.”  Peter, his face turning a dark shade of red, planted his brawny hands on the counter and scowled at Max.  “Was this guy harassing you?”

“He was harassing Suave.  He literally grabbed her, the brute.  I saw the marks on her arm.”

Harassing Suave.  Grabbed her?  Why was the woman referring to herself in the third person?  This was getting weirder by the minute.  But, weird or not, it was time to put a stop to this drama.  “Lady, I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.  There was a guy here before, he was the one who was messing with you-”

The bartender slammed his palm down on the counter, the sound splitting the air like the crack of a whip.  “You come in here and mess with one of my customers?  My regular?” His nostrils flared as he sucked in his breath, the blood rising in his face.  “Listen, bud, I don’t know who you are or where you come from but this is a respectable establishment and we don’t stand for that crap.  Now you either leave right now or I throw you out.  Take your pick.”  The big man balled his massive hands into fists like sledge hammers and began to lift the hinged counter so he could exit the bar.

As big as Max was – six feet tall and well-muscled – the man was way bigger, at least six foot three and about three hundred pounds.  The burly bartender would have his ass for breakfast in any fistfight but Max was not going to turn tail and run off like some girl.  He was not backing down.

Sliding off the stool, he stood up to face the giant.  He might have little more than a snowball’s chance in hell of winning but he wasn’t going down without a heck of a fight.

The big man was in front of him now.  He lifted his hands and cracked his knuckles.  “You’d better apologize to the lady,” he said, not even bothering to mask the threat of bodily harm.

“What the hell for?  I didn’t do a damn thing to her.  She’s mixing me up with someone else.”  Max swung his eyes back to the woman and now her arms were folded across her chest and her mouth was buttoned tight and mutinous.  It looked like she was determined to see him go down...even though she was one hundred percent wrong.

The first time he’d seen her he’d thought she was a sweet girl but now he realized she was nothing but trouble...with a good dose of crazy thrown in.

The bartender shifted like he was ready to make a move.  Max swung round to face him, ready to slam him in the gut.

“Wait.”  The woman inserted herself between them, forcing them to back off.  “You can let him off easy this time, Peter.  I don’t think he’ll be messing with women around here anymore.”

“Now, you listen-”

“No, you listen,” Peter, growled, his tone menacing.  “The lady said to leave and I suggest you do that.  I don’t want to have to mess up that pretty face of yours.”

Max scowled and his hands tightened into rock-like fists.  He didn’t take kindly to being threatened.  And then he glanced from the man to the woman glaring at him and he saw that they were resolute.  There was no convincing either of them that he wasn’t the guilty party.

Fuck it. He wasn’t going to stand here arguing with these two, trying to plead his case.  If they didn’t want to believe him, that was their problem.

His mouth twisted in a sardonic smile as he looked them over.  Lucky for them he was a private person who kept his identity under wraps.  But he could still mess them up.  One phone call and the entire sports complex would be his, lock, stock and barrel.  Then he would have the bartender’s ass.  And the girl?  Well, she’d just have to play tennis somewhere else.

But he wouldn’t go there.

Without a word Max gave them one last look, turned and sauntered out the door.  

***
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“YOU DID WHAT?”  SUAVE’S eyes grew wide as she stared at her sister.

“I went in there and told him off.”  Silken shrugged then plopped down on the locker room bench and began to untie her sneakers.

“But I didn’t ask you to do that.”  Suave’s voice rose sharply, as it always did when she got upset with Silken.  Which was pretty often.  “I told you what happened in there and I said I handled it.  Didn’t I?”  When Silken ignored her she marched over to stand directly in front of her.  “Didn’t I?” 

Both sneakers now off, Silken looked up.  “Yeah, but we both know how you are.  You probably gave the guy a pat and said,” she pursed her lips in her best impression of a school marm, “'now be a good boy and don’t do that again'.”

Suave glared at her, her face indignant.  “I did not.  I was very firm.  And I don’t need you fighting my battles for me.  You have to stop doing that.”

“I'm your big sis.  What do you expect?”

“Will you stop saying that?  You’re just one minute older than I am so that doesn’t count and you know it.”  Suave’s eyes flashed and she looked just about ready to stomp her foot, which was about as mad as she ever got.

Silken wanted to laugh but she held it in.  She loved teasing her little sis about who was older and she never failed to get a rise out of her sibling.  She had to stop doing this.

Yeah, maybe when they were sixty.

“I can just imagine how you embarrassed the poor man in front of everybody.”

Silken sucked in her breath.  “Oh, no, you didn’t.  You did not just start feeling sorry for the man who was sexually harassing you at the bar.”

“Well, no...” The pink flush of guilt rose in Suave’s cheeks.  “It’s just that sometimes you can be so harsh.”

“Harsh?  Didn’t the guy deserve it?”  Silken hopped up off the bench and reached out to rest her hand on Suave’s arm.  “You see?  This is why you need me, sis.  People will walk all over you if I’m not around.  You’re just too nice.”

Suave shook her off.  “I don’t need you fighting for me all the time.  I’m sick of it.”  And then she proceeded to pout and refused to say another word.

Silken stared at her then shook her head.  Typical Suave.  Spoiled brat.

But as they changed into street clothes Silken had to admit that if Suave was spoiled, it was her fault.

They were the offspring of a teenage mother who had asked that the State take custody and give them up for adoption.  But, for some reason, it never happened.  They’d grown up in the foster care system, moving from home to home, until they gained their freedom at the age of eighteen.  And all those years it had been Silken who’d taken charge, beating down any bully who so much as sniffed at her little sister.

And that was who Suave was, her little sister, even if their time of arrival into the world was separated by only one minute, based on what they'd heard from their first social worker.  They took her word as gospel, especially as they got older and Silken grew bigger, bolder and far more savvy about the ways of the world...and about men.

But Suave had to grow up sometime, Silken guessed.  And yes, she had to start fighting her own battles.  She heaved a sigh.  “All right, Suave.  No more getting involved in your business.  Promise.”

Her sister turned, her eyes full of hope.  “You promise?  Really?”

Silken nodded.  “Yes, really.”  Then she gave a little grimace and muttered under her breath, “As much as it pains me.”

“What did you say?”  Suave came closer.

“Uh, nothing.”  The smile Silken gave her sister was all innocence.  She bent to pick up her gym bag.  “Let’s get out of here before the traffic builds up.”

They were pulling out of the parking lot when Silken put a hand on Suave’s arm.  She jerked her chin toward the gleaming silver Mercedes Benz convertible pulling out ahead of them.  Top down, it left the head and shoulders of the driver clearly visible.  Dark head of hair, broad shoulders and a square chin set in stern lines, there was no mistaking his identity.  “There’s the beast who put his hand on you,” she said through clenched teeth.  She was still more than pissed off by his audacity.  The nerve of the guy.

“What?  Where?”  Suave turned the steering wheel then took her focus off the inside road for a nano-second to glance around.

“There.  Ahead of us.”  Silken pointed in the direction of the car that was slowly turning onto the road to follow the line of vehicles ahead, all of them making their way toward the parking lot exit.  “Don’t you see him?”

“N...no, I don’t see him.”  Suave peered ahead, her voice full of doubt. 

“You’re staring right at him," Silken said.  "There, in the silver Benz up ahead.”

Suave shook her head.  “No, that’s not him.  That guy’s hair is jet black.  The man who bothered me had dark brown hair.”

“Are you sure?”  Silken frowned, a niggle of worry just beginning to creep into her mind.  “That’s the guy who was at the bar, wasn’t it?”

“Nope.”  This time Suave’s tone was strong and confident.  “That guy had a bull neck and short, dark hair.  This one’s hair curls at the nape and I can tell he’s a lot more handsome.”

“From staring at the back of his head?”

Suave chuckled.  “You’d be surprised.”

Silken exhaled and sank back in her seat.  Well, I’ll be damned.  She’d hauled off and slammed the wrong man.

She glanced over at her sister.  “Uh, Suave?”

The response she got was a dramatic sigh.  “Yes, I know.  You cursed out that guy up ahead, didn’t you?”

Silken grimaced.  “How’d you guess?”

“You know what that means, don’t you?”

Silken shrugged.  “I’m going to hell?”

“You’re going to have to apologize.  We’ll have to catch him and right the wrong you did.”

Silken wrinkled her nose.  “I’m not feelin’ that right now.  Let’s just forget it ever happened.”

“Silken McCullen, you will not back out of this.  You need to take responsibility for your action.” Suave gave her a look that said she planned on nagging until her sister gave in.  

“All right, I’ll apologize,” Silken, said with a groan.  “Goody Two-Shoes.”  The second part was muttered under her breath.  Of course, Suave heard and delivered a slap that made her leg sting.  “Hey, watch it,” Silken grumbled.  “I bruise easy.”

Suave totally ignored her.  “He’s getting away,” she said, jabbing at Silken’s injured leg.  “Write down his license plate number.  Quick.”

“Okay, okay.”  Silken dug around in her purse till she found a pen and a Pizza Hut receipt.  “What’s the number?”

When Suave told her, she scribbled it on the back of the receipt then reached over and dropped the paper in her sister’s lap.

That got her a growl.  “What’re you giving it to me for?  You’re the one who needs to find him and apologize.”

“Hey, you can do it for me.”  Silken raised her eyebrows.  “You’re the one who’s insisting that he needs an apology so you can apologize for me.  He won’t know the difference.”

“No, I will not apologize for you even if you chewed him out on my behalf.  I’ve been telling you for years to stop fighting my fights.  Now it’s come back to bite you.”  Not taking her eyes off the road, she lifted the paper off her jeans-clad leg and dropped it on Silken’s lap.  “Now suck it up and do what you have to do.”

Silken groaned but she didn’t bother to argue.  When Suave got like this, all holy and righteous, there was no swaying her.  It was just her luck to have such a goody-goody sister.  Darn.

Heaving an aggrieved sigh, Silken picked up the paper and slid it into her purse.  Now, according to the decree of her royal highness, Queen Suave, she would have to hunt down a man she didn’t even know – except that he had sexy dark eyes and a chiseled mouth and, yeah, even as she cursed him out she’d had time to notice all that – and she would have to apologize, even though he probably hated every bone in her body.  And who could blame him?

Yes, she would apologize.  It was the right thing to do.  But God knew she was not looking forward to it.
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CHAPTER TWO
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"The track is almost at completion but we’ll have to rework the stands.  Safety first, of course.  Don’t want to put any spectators in danger.” 

Max tried hard not to yawn as the contractor droned on in his monotone voice.  It wasn’t that what he was saying wasn’t important.  It was the way he said it, his voice giving off a low vibrating buzz like the light back at his old college library, the same ones that used to lull him to sleep.  They should hire out this guy to people who had problems falling asleep.  He’d make a mint.

“And so I’m thinking we could go with wooden stands over plastic.  Warmer on the behind in the cooler months and cooler in the summer.  And then we could...”

The man’s voice faded away again and Max found himself back at the sports complex, caught in probably the most confusing event of his life.  What the hell happened yesterday?  He’d been running the incident over and over in his mind and he still couldn’t make head or tail of it.

So he’d gone to the sports complex to work out.  It was only his third Sunday afternoon in Cupertino and he wanted to get back into his workout routine.  Big mistake.  At the café bar he’d gone from sipping mineral water and minding his own business, to observing a diminutive girl defend herself against a stocky bully, to getting chewed out by said girl who seemed to have lost all her marbles in a matter of minutes.

He still couldn’t fathom how she could have mistaken him for the bully.  They looked nothing alike.

He almost shook his head but then he remembered he was supposed to be listening to the man who was leading the project to build his racetrack just outside of Cupertino.  He adopted a thoughtful look instead.

But his thoughts kept going back to that girl, so pleasant and unassuming at first, then so sharp and fiery, her previously dark eyes tuned amber in the heat of her impassioned rage.  And her lips, no longer softened by a sweet smile, now full and pouting, looked all the more tempting...perverted as that might seem.  As she scolded him...no, flayed him with her words...all he wanted to do was pull her close and silence her with a kiss.  That is, after throwing her over his knee and spanking her butt for her impudence.

Now that was a fetching picture if there ever was one.  Despite his resolve to display a bland façade the thought had him smiling...even as it had his crotch tightening.  Jesus, Max.  Lusting after a perfect stranger, a crazy one at that? You need a life.  

“Do you agree?”  Frank Slater gave him a pointed look, obviously fully aware by now that Max hadn’t been listening.

“Just run that by me again,” Max said with a grunt.  “We’ll hammer things out and I’ll have you out of here in no time.”

Slater seemed relieved at that and Max didn’t mind wrapping up early.

He had a lot on his mind, not least of which was his mystery chameleon.  And, for some insane reason, he had a pressing urge to see her again.  

***
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“JEFF’S HERE.”

Silken almost banged her head on the hood of the car as Suave yelled out to her from the office door.  They really had to do something about their communication system around the auto shop.  This yelling business could not continue.  Jerked out of concentration by Suave’s yells, one day she would put her eye out if she wasn’t careful.

“Yeah, I heard you,” she yelled back.  “I’ll be right in.”  She slid the oil dipstick back into its socket and grabbed a damp rag from the nearby counter, scrubbing at her hands as she loped toward the office.  “I’ll be back in a sec, guys,” she called out to the mechanics working on the truck on the raised car lift.  “Just need to have a quick chat.”

“No problem, boss.”  Bill gave her a wave.  “We’ll hold the fort.”

Silken had no doubt he would.  He and Keith had been with her since they’d opened the shop two years earlier, fresh out of college, she with her degree in mechanical engineering and diploma in automotive repair, and Suave with her double major in finance and accounting.  Although they’d grown up in Wisconsin they’d chosen California as the perfect setting for their new business and Cupertino as the ideal city – full of young professionals with fast cars and heavy pockets, the rewards of their jobs in the Silicon Valley tech industry.  They’d never be short of business here.

Silken slid the glass door open and stepped into the air-conditioned office, sliding her palms down her overalls as she went.  As soon as she saw Jeff’s blond head, she smiled.  His back was to her, his eyes glued to the television set in the corner where a basketball game was in progress.  Typical male, when a game was on he was blind, deaf and dumb to the outside world.  

“Hey, Jeff.  How’s it going?”

At her greeting he turned around and his dazed TV eyes cleared and she saw the spark of recognition.  “Hey, Silk.  Lookin’ good, as usual.”

She put a hand to her hair and gave him a simpering smile.  “I bet you tell that to all the girls.”  Then she laughed.  “Or at least to Suave.  Where is she, by the way?”

“Told me she was going to get some files from the back room.”

“Oh, okay.”  Silken dropped onto a nearby chair.  “So did you find anything? Who’s the man I’m going to have to humble myself to?”

Jeff chuckled.  “Humble is right.  You’ll never believe who you cursed out.”

“Who?”

“Patience.”  Jeff put up his hand. “Let’s wait till Suave gets back.  I want to see the look on both your faces.”

Silken frowned.  She didn’t like the sound of that.  It sounded like the guy was some kind of important person.  Had she messed with the wrong man?

“Sorry, guys.  I’m expecting a call so I just wanted to make sure I have the client's file on hand.”  Suave dropped the folder on top of the desk and slipped into her chair.  “So what’s the news, Jeff?  You look like the cat who ate the canary.”

“I feel like it.”  Jeff grinned as he looked from one to the other.  “And you guys are damn lucky you have a friend in the police force who can get you critical information at the drop of a-”

“Yeah, yeah, get on with it.”  Silken cut him off before he could get started.  Jeff loved to remind them that he was a detective on the force.  You’d think he was head of the FBI, the way he carried on.  She rolled her eyes but softened it with a smile.  “Don’t torture us, Jeff.  You know we’re dying to hear what you found out.”  The perfect words to stroke his ego.

Jeff grinned even wider.  “Okay, guys.  Listen up.”  He leaned forward in his chair and his face took on a conspiratorial look.  “Have you ever heard of the Davidoff line of perfumes and skin care products?”

Suave shrugged.  “Who hasn’t?  That’s an international brand.”

“And they have hair care products too, right?”  Silken frowned as she tried to remember all the places she’d heard the name.

“Right you are,” Jeff said, looking pleased.  “So you’ve heard of Maximillian Davidoff?”

Silken snorted.  “No.  Is he the owner of the company or something?”

“I’ve heard of him...” Suave said, her voice trailing off.  “I read an article about him once but he seems to be a very private person.  They say he doesn’t grant interviews.”

Jeff nodded.  “He stays out of the limelight. Acts like he’s just an ordinary guy.  No fanfare, no nothing.  Rich like King Solomon although you couldn’t tell it from the way he hangs.”
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