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AUTHOR'S NOTE & CONTENT WARNING

WHAT YOU ARE ABOUT to read is not a gentle love story.

Rust and Marrow contains themes of aggressive enemies-to-lovers dynamics, extreme forced proximity under life-threatening conditions, primal and explicit sexual content, psychological manipulation, possessive behavior, survival-driven intimacy, and emotional volatility. The cold in these pages will seep through your skin. The hunger will gnaw at your ribs. The line between hatred and obsession will dissolve in ways that may leave you breathless—or deeply uncomfortable.

This book is intended for mature readers who understand that darkness, when explored on the page, does not require justification—only honesty.

If any of the above themes are harmful to your well-being, please step away. There is no shame in closing a book that wasn't written for you.

But if you choose to stay—bundle up. The storm does not care about your comfort.

—Brea Holden
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"Some people freeze to death in the cold. Others freeze to death beside someone warm enough to save them—but too proud to reach out. The second kind interests me more."

—BREA HOLDEN

PROLOGUE: TRESPASS

Cade

Forty-seven head of Angus. Forty-seven goddamn trespassers on my east ridge, chewing through winter pasture I'd set aside for my own herd, and every last one of them wearing Harper Hayes's brand.

I counted them twice from the ridgeline, breath steaming through the wool pulled over my jaw, because the number mattered less than what it meant. She'd let the fence rot again. Third time since October. The woman would rather watch her entire operation collapse around her boots than accept a single offer from me—and there'd been plenty of offers. Fair ones, generous ones, the kind any sane rancher drowning in debt and grief would have signed before the ink dried. But Harper Hayes wasn't sane. She was proud. And pride, in the mountains of western Montana, killed slower than winter but just as sure.

Soot shifted beneath me, hooves punching through the crusted snow, impatient. Sixteen hands of ill-tempered quarter horse who liked it about as much as I liked finding another man's cattle, another woman's cattle—fattening themselves on my land. I ran a gloved hand along his neck and scanned the gray smear where the Bitterroots vanished into cloud. Storm coming. The air had that mineral taste, that stillness before the whole sky decides to fall.

I could call her. Had her number in my phone, same as I had her water rights mapped, her lien amounts memorized, her mortgage payments tracked to the quarter. Information was leverage, and leverage was the only language worth speaking. But calling Harper Hayes meant listening to her hang up, and I'd grown tired of the dead click that passed for conversation between us.

Half a decade. All those seasons I'd been circling that failing ranch like a hawk over a crippled rabbit. Her father, Dale Hayes, had been a stubborn man, but at least he'd been reasonable enough to shake hands at the co-op, reasonable enough to split the cost of the shared irrigation ditch that fed both our properties. When Dale died, heart attack, tractor seat, middle of calving season—I'd assumed the girl would sell within the year. She was twenty then, fresh off a failed attempt at college in Missoula, thin as barbed wire and twice as sharp. I gave her a year. Then two. Then three.

Now here I sat, since the beginning later, watching her cattle eat my grass while the bruised sky dropped lower and the temperature kept falling.

Obsession is a word people throw around when they don't understand patience. I wasn't obsessed with Harper Hayes. I was invested. Her land shared twelve miles of boundary with mine. Her water rights fed into the same aquifer. Her failing ranch dragged down property values across the whole valley, and every year she limped through another season on grit and government subsidies, the debt grew like rot through wet timber. It wasn't personal. It was math.

Except that was a lie, and I'd stopped lying to myself around year four.

It was personal the way a bone break is personal—sharp, localized, impossible to ignore. Something about the way she squared her shoulders when she saw me, like she was bracing for a physical blow. Something about the filth under her nails and the way she never, not once, asked for help. Something about the defiance in those pale green eyes that made my jaw lock and my blood run hot in ways that had nothing to do with land acquisition.

I wanted to break her. Not hurt her—there's a distinction most people are too soft to understand. I wanted to dismantle every stubborn, self-destructive wall she'd built and watch what crawled out from behind the rubble. I wanted her to stop fighting me. I wanted her to stop fighting everything. And if she wouldn't stop on her own, I'd buy every inch of ground beneath her feet until she had nowhere left to stand except next to me.

A calf bawled somewhere below the ridge. One of hers, wandered too far from the cluster, its black coat dusted white. Thin. They were all thin. She wasn't feeding them enough because she couldn't afford to feed them enough, and the sight of those visible ribs sent a spike of anger through me that had nothing to do with trespassing and everything to do with waste. She was wasting the land. Wasting the cattle. Wasting herself.

I nudged Soot forward, down the slope, and the herd barely acknowledged me. They were used to my presence by now, used to the patrols I ran along the boundary every morning before dawn, used to the low whistle I gave when I wanted them to shift. Harper would spit fire if she knew how familiar her cattle were with me. Another small possession she didn't know I'd already claimed.

My phone buzzed against my chest. Foreman. I pulled it out with stiff fingers.

"Weather service just upgraded it," Decker said, no greeting. We didn't waste words on pleasantries. "Historic. Category four blizzard. They're saying thirty below with the windchill, hundred-mile gusts. Hitting by tomorrow night, maybe sooner. Could last a week, maybe ten days."

"Get the herd to the south barns. All of them. Double the hay stores and check every generator."

"Already started. You coming in?"

I stared down at the cluster of black cattle that didn't belong to me, at the sagging fence line beyond them, at the distant smudge of Harper's ranch house—small, dark, barely visible against the white hills. No smoke from the chimney. That meant she was out working, probably trying to patch the same fence I was staring at from the wrong side.

"I'll be in," I said. "Get the men moving."

I hung up and sat there a while longer, letting the cold settle into my joints like an old argument.

A once-in-a-century storm. The kind that killed cattle by the hundreds, collapsed roofs, buried roads under ten feet of packed snow and didn't let up until it had taken everything it wanted. The kind that turned this valley into a white coffin.

Harper Hayes had a failing ranch, a skeleton crew of one, a house with a furnace that broke every other month, and the survival instincts of a woman who'd rather die free than live owing anyone a damn thing. She had no backup generator, I knew because I'd watched her haul it to the repair shop in Whitehall last month, and it was still sitting there, waiting on a part she probably couldn't afford.

She was going to get herself killed.

The thought should have been clinical. A problem quantified and filed. Instead it landed like a fist between my ribs, hot and unreasonable, and I felt something clench behind my sternum that I refused to name.

I turned Soot toward home and kicked him into a lope, the wind cutting across my face like a blade.

She would not die on my watch. Not because I cared about her, caring was a luxury for people with smaller ambitions, but because Harper Hayes was mine to break. Mine to corner. Mine to claim. And no storm, no blizzard, no act of God was going to rob me of the satisfaction.

I'd let the chill take a lot of things over the years. My patience wasn't one of them.

But Harper Hayes was going to learn, very soon, that there were things in this valley colder than winter. Things more relentless than wind. Things that would strip her down to marrow and bone and still demand more.

She just didn't know it yet.
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CHAPTER 1: RUST
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Harper

Bleeding hydraulic fluid onto frozen ground at seven in the morning, that was how you knew the week had already won.

I knelt beside the tractor, gloveless because the wrench kept slipping with gloves, and cranked the coupling until my knuckles split white against the rust. The John Deere was older than I was, held together with baling wire and profanity, and the hydraulic line had cracked sometime in the night when the temperature bottomed out at twelve below. Fluid pooled beneath the chassis like dark blood, staining the snow the color of old bruises.

My father would have fixed this in twenty minutes. My father had hands that understood metal the way a surgeon's understood tissue, instinctive, precise, certain. I had hands that understood desperation, which was a different kind of knowledge altogether.

"Come on," I muttered, torquing the fitting another quarter turn. "Come on, you useless piece of—"

The wrench slipped. My knuckle dragged across a jagged bolt head, and pain flared bright and immediate, a thin line of blood welling across the back of my hand. I hissed through my teeth and pressed the wound against my thigh, staining the denim darker. Another scar for the collection. At this rate, my hands would be more scar tissue than skin by spring.

If I made it to spring.

The thought came uninvited, the way it always did—quiet, factual, gutting. Four months of winter left. Seventeen head of cattle I couldn't afford to feed. A mortgage payment due in three weeks that I'd already decided to skip because the choice between keeping the lights on and keeping the bank satisfied wasn't really a choice at all. And now the tractor, which I needed to haul hay bales from the barn to the east pasture, was bleeding out faster than my checking account.

I stood up and wiped my hands on my coat, scanning the sky. It looked wrong. Not the clean, hard gray of a normal Montana winter sky, but a swollen, purplish bruise that hung too low, pressing down on the mountains like a fist. The air had gone still in that particular way that made the hair on my arms stand up, no wind, no birdsong, no sound at all except the faint creak of the barn roof and my own ragged breathing.

Inside the house, the radio had been chattering all morning. Weather advisories. Storm warnings. The kind of breathless, urgent forecasting that newscasters in Helena used to justify their salaries. I'd caught fragments while making coffee, historic blizzard, catastrophic conditions, shelter in place, and filed them under the same mental category as everything else that threatened to crush me: problems I'd deal with when I had no other option.

But that sky. That sky wasn't a warning. It was a verdict.

I abandoned the tractor and crossed the yard to the barn, boots crunching through the crusted snow. The barn was the only structure on the property that didn't look like it was apologizing for existing. My father had built it with his own hands the year I was born—massive, solid, a shade of construction that took pride personally. The house, by contrast, was a drafty two-bedroom with a furnace that wheezed like a dying animal and windows that let in enough cold air to qualify as ventilation.

Inside, the cattle shifted in their stalls, breath fogging in the dim light. Seventeen Angus. Down from thirty-two last year, down from sixty the year before that. Each one sold off felt like pulling teeth—necessary, agonizing, and leaving nothing but a bloody gap where something vital used to be. These seventeen were the core. My best breeders, my strongest calves, the genetic backbone of a herd my grandfather had started in 1974. Selling them would be the end of the Hayes ranch in everything but paperwork.

I checked the water troughs, frozen. Of course. I grabbed the rubber mallet from the wall and cracked the ice, the impact jarring up through my wrists and into my shoulders. The cattle pressed forward, drinking greedily, their dark eyes watching me with the patient, trusting blankness of animals who didn't know their owner was one bad month from losing everything.

"We're going to be fine," I told them, the way I told them every morning—a liturgy of lies performed for an audience too dumb to know the difference.

My phone buzzed in my back pocket. I pulled it out with stiff, bloody fingers and squinted at the screen.

Whitehall Farm & Ranch Supply. The text was two lines: Generator part on backorder. ETA unknown. Sorry for the delay.

I stared at those words until they blurred. The backup generator had been at the repair shop for three weeks. Without it, I had grid power and nothing else. No redundancy. No safety net. If the power went out—and in a storm like the one that sky was promising, the power would absolutely go out. I had no heat, no water pumps, no way to keep seventeen head of cattle alive in subzero temperatures.

I shoved the phone back into my pocket and pressed both palms against the barn wall, forehead against the rough wood, and breathed. In through the nose, out through the mouth, the way the grief counselor had taught me two years ago when I'd sat in her office and tried to explain what it felt like to inherit a dying ranch and a dead father's dreams in the same week.

In. Out. The wood smelled like pine and old hay and the ghost of my father's aftershave, which was impossible but also the truest thing I'd felt all morning.

The fence. I still had to fix the east fence line before the storm hit. Cade Lawson's foreman had called twice last week about my cattle crossing onto Lawson land, and each call had been a serrated reminder that I was failing in yet another direction. Lawson. The name alone was enough to send acid up the back of my throat.

Cade Lawson, who owned eleven thousand acres of prime Montana rangeland. Cade Lawson, who ran a cattle operation so efficient it practically printed money. Cade Lawson, who'd spent the last for years circling my ranch like a vulture, making offers that got slightly more insulting each time, as if he could wear me down through sheer mathematical inevitability.

He probably could. That was the part I hated most, not the offers, but the fact that they were reasonable. Fair, even. Any accountant, any banker, any rational human being would look at my balance sheet and his offer and conclude that selling was the only sane option. But sanity was a luxury I'd given up around the same time I gave up sleep, regular meals, and the belief that hard work was enough to keep a legacy alive.

My father had worked this land until his heart stopped. Literally. They found him slumped over the steering wheel of an identical tractor I'd been trying to fix this morning, engine still running, coffee still warm in the cup holder. If Dale Hayes couldn't keep this ranch alive with forty years of experience and a body that hadn't yet learned how to quit, what made me think I could do it with a half-finished agriculture degree and a stubbornness that looked more like stupidity with every passing season?

Nothing. Nothing made me think that. I didn't think it. I just did it, the way you breathe without deciding to, because the alternative was stopping, and stopping meant admitting that everything my father built, everything he lived for and died for, was already gone.

I pushed off the wall, gathered the fencing supplies from the tack room, wire stretchers, staples, pliers, a roll of barbed wire heavy enough to pull my shoulder out of socket, and loaded them into the bed of my truck. The Ford was fifteen years old and about as reliable as the weather, but it started on the third try, which I counted as a victory.

The sky pressed lower as I pulled out of the yard, that sickly purple bruise spreading east to west now, swallowing the mountains whole. The radio crackled with static, then caught a frequency long enough to deliver three words in a tone I'd never heard a weatherman use before.

"—evacuate if possible. "

I turned it off. Where exactly was I supposed to evacuate to? The nearest town was forty minutes away on roads that would be impassable within hours. I had cattle that needed feeding, a fence that needed fixing, and a ranch that needed me whether it deserved me or not.

The east fence line ran along the boundary between Hayes and Lawson land for roughly three miles, following the natural ridge where the terrain buckled upward before dropping into the creek bed. I'd been patching it all autumn, replacing posts that had rotted through and re-stringing wire that the elk kept snapping. It was losing battle, fought with borrowed tools and stolen hours, and the proof was in the gaps, three, four, maybe five places where the wire hung slack enough for cattle to push through.

I parked at the first gap and climbed out, the cold hitting me like a wall.

Something was different. The temperature had dropped since I'd left the house, ten degrees, maybe more, in under twenty minutes—and the stillness had thickened into something physical, something that pressed against my eardrums and made my pulse skip. The snow had stopped falling. The clouds had stopped moving. Everything was holding its breath.

Then I saw the truck. Black, massive, parked on the Lawson side of the fence line two hundred yards north. And leaning against the hood, arms folded across a chest wide enough to block the horizon, was the man I hated more than winter itself.

Cade Lawson.

Watching me. The way he always watched me.

Like he was calculating exactly how much I was worth.
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CHAPTER 2: BOUNDARY
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Harper

Two hundred yards of dead snow between us, and I could already feel his presence like a change in air pressure.

I grabbed the wire stretchers from the truck bed and started walking toward the first gap in the fence, keeping my eyes on the sagging wire, on the splintered post, on anything that wasn't the six-foot-four silhouette leaning against his truck like he owned the weather along with everything else. He didn't move. Didn't call out. Just watched, the way a man watches something inevitable take its course.

The barbed wire bit through my work gloves when I grabbed it. I welcomed the sting. Pain was useful; it kept you precise, kept you anchored in the physical world instead of floating off into the kind of rage that made you do stupid things. And I could not afford to do stupid things. Not today, not with that sky pressing down like a bruise and Cade Lawson standing on the other side of a property line that felt thinner every month.

His boots crunched through the snow. Slow. Deliberate. Each step landing with the heavy certainty of a man who'd never had to rush for anything in his life because the world had been arranged, from birth, to wait for him.

I kept working. Wire stretcher clamped, tension cranked, staple gun against the post. My hands were shaking, from the cold, from the adrenaline, from a rare cocktail of exhaustion and fury that Cade Lawson's proximity always brewed in my bloodstream.

"Your fence." His voice arrived before he did. Low, flat, the spoken version of a closed fist. "Again."

"My fence. My cattle. My problem." I drove a staple into the post without looking at him. The impact shuddered up through my forearm.

"Your cattle on my land. That makes it my problem."

"Then shoot them."

Silence. The kind that costs something.

I glanced up despite myself and immediately wished I hadn't. He'd stopped ten feet away, just across the property line, and the full weight of him hit me the way it always did, like stepping off a ledge you didn't see. Cade Lawson was built the way the mountains were built: massive, immovable, indifferent to anything smaller than himself. Dark Carhartt jacket stretched across shoulders that could carry a calf in each arm. Thermal henley underneath, the fabric straining across his chest like it was losing an argument. The Stetson pulled low, shadowing his eyes so all I could see was the hard line of his jaw beneath that coarse beard, and the scar bisecting his left eyebrow, a white slash against weathered skin that I'd never asked about and would die before asking about.

He smelled like diesel and pine. Even from ten feet away, even with the temperature burning my nostrils, I caught it—the scent of a man who spent his days inside the machinery of his own empire.

"Shoot them," he repeated, tasting the words. A ghost of something that might have been amusement in another man. "That's your solution."

"My solution is fixing the fence. Which I'm doing. Right now. While you stand there taking up space." I turned back to the wire, wrenching it tighter. "Go home, Lawson."

He didn't go home. He took another step, and now I could feel the heat of him, which was insane because there was no heat out here—nothing but the bone-deep, organ-freezing cold of a Montana December that was about to get catastrophically worse—but his presence generated something, a force field of mass and intention that made the air between us feel thick.

"Storm's coming," he said.

"I have a radio."

"Do you have a generator?"

My hands stopped. Just for a second. A hitch in the rhythm of my work that I knew he'd caught because Cade Lawson caught everything, every hesitation, every flinch, every tremor in the armor I wore like a second skin.

"That's none of your business."

"Your generator's been at the shop in Whitehall for three weeks," he said, and the casual precision of the information sent ice through me that had nothing to do with the weather. "Part's on backorder. You've got grid power and nothing else. When the lines go down, and they will, you'll have no heat, no water, and seventeen head of cattle in an uninsulated barn."

I straightened and turned to face him fully, the wire stretcher still in my hand like a weapon I wasn't above using.

"How do you know about my generator?"

His eyes met mine. Dark. Steady. The color of creek water running over basalt. No warmth in them, no apology, just the flat assessment of a man who considered surveillance a form of asset management.

"I know everything about your operation, Harper."

My name in his mouth. I hated it. Hated the way he said it, low and sure, like a word he'd practiced, like something he owned. Nobody called me Harper except the bank, the vet, and this man, and hearing it from any of them felt like being stripped of a layer I couldn't afford to lose.

"You've been watching me." It wasn't a question.

"I've been watching my investment."

"I'm not your investment. This land is not your investment. Nothing on this side of that fence belongs to you, and nothing ever will."

He tilted his head. Slight. The way a predator adjusts its angle of attack.

"The offer still stands. Four hundred an acre, plus full assumption of your existing debt. That's seven hundred thousand in your pocket, free and clear. Enough to start over somewhere warm. Somewhere that doesn't require a woman to bleed herself dry keeping a dead man's dream alive."

The words landed exactly where he meant them to—deep, between the ribs, in the soft tissue where grief lived alongside stubbornness. A dead man's dream. He'd said it before, in different arrangements, with varying degrees of brutality, and each time it hit the same nerve because each time it was true.

"You don't get to talk about my father."

"I'm not talking about your father. I'm talking about you. You're twenty-those years old, you've aged ten years in six, and you're standing in a field fixing a fence with bare hands in December while the worst storm in recorded history bears down on you. That's not legacy, Harper. That's a death wish."

"Then let me die." The words came out hotter than I intended, ragged with something I refused to identify as desperation. "Let me die right here on this frozen, rusted, worthless piece of land because it's mine. Mine. And the day I sign it over to you is the day they pry the deed from my cold, dead—"

"Careful." His voice dropped. Not louder—quieter. That was the thing about Cade Lawson. He never raised his voice. He lowered it, and somehow the reduction in volume carried more force than any shout. "Be very careful what you promise the ice, Harper. It listens."

A gust hit us. Hard, sudden, slicing across the ridge like a blade, and I staggered sideways, catching myself on the fence post. The wind carried ice crystals that stung my face like shattered glass. The sky had darkened in the minutes we'd been standing here, that sickly purple now edging toward black, a color I'd never seen in a Montana sky and never wanted to see again.

Cade didn't move. The wind hit him the same way it hit the mountains, as an inconvenience acknowledged and ignored.

"Go home," he said. Not a request. An order, delivered with the quiet authority of a man accustomed to obedience. "Board your windows. Bring your cattle into the barn. Fill every container you own with water. And when the power goes out, because it will, light your fireplace and pray the chimney holds."

"I don't need your advice."

"No. You need a generator, a functioning truck, a month's worth of feed, and someone who gives enough of a damn to drag you out of your own stubbornness before it kills you. But since you won't accept any of those things from me, advice is all I've got."

He turned and walked back toward his truck. Steady, unhurried, the snow crunching beneath boots that cost more than my monthly mortgage payment. I watched him go with my teeth clenched so hard my jaw ached, the wind screaming across the ridge now, tearing at my coat, whipping my hair across my face.

He opened the driver's door, then stopped. Looked back at me over one shoulder.

"Fix the fence or don't," he said. "But get inside before dark. That's not advice, Harper. That's a warning."

He climbed into the truck. The engine turned over, smooth, powerful, immediate, because Cade Lawson's machines always worked, and he pulled away along the ridge road, taillights shrinking to red pinpoints against the white.

I stood there until the sound of his engine faded and the silence rushed back in, heavier than before, pressing against my skull. My hands were numb. The blood from my knuckle had frozen into a dark crust. The wire stretcher hung forgotten at my side.

He was right. About the generator, about the storm, about the mathematical certainty of my failure. He was right about all of it, and the rightness of it was the cruelest thing about Cade Lawson, worse than his arrogance, worse than his offers, worse than the way his eyes tracked my body like he was appraising livestock. He was right, and I was out here bleeding onto barbed wire in a killing storm because being wrong was the only thing I had left that was entirely my own.

The first snowflake fell. Then another. Then a curtain of white so dense it swallowed the ridge, the fence, and the last of the daylight in a single, suffocating breath.

I grabbed my tools and ran for the truck.
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CHAPTER 3: WHITEOUT
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Cade

Thirty degrees in fourteen minutes. That was how fast it dropped.

I was halfway back to the main compound when the wall hit—not snow, not wind, but a solid, screaming mass of white that swallowed the road, the fences, and the horizon in a single convulsion. The truck shuddered sideways, two tons of steel shoved like a toy by a gust that registered somewhere north of ninety miles an hour. I corrected the wheel, jaw locked, knuckles white, and pushed through by feel because visibility had collapsed to the length of my hood.

The radio barked Decker's voice, broken and frantic through static. ", can't get the north herd in, gates are iced, need another hour. "

"You don't have another hour," I said. "Leave the gates. Cut the fence and drive them through. I'll pay for the fence."

"Copy."

I killed the call and focused on the road that no longer existed. Snow had covered it in minutes, the kind of rapid accumulation that turns tire tracks into memory and GPS coordinates into suggestions. I'd driven this route ten thousand times. I knew every dip, every grade, every culvert. I drove it now by muscle and math, steering by the angle of the slope and the ghost of the treeline barely visible through the white.

The compound materialized out of it like a fortress emerging from fog. Barns, outbuildings, equipment sheds—all lit, all battened, all running on generators that could power a small town because I'd installed three of them, industrial grade, with enough diesel to run for a month. I pulled into the main barn and cut the engine, and the silence that followed lasted exactly two seconds before the wind found the seams in the walls and started howling through them like something alive and starving.

I sat there. Hands on the wheel. Thinking about Harper Hayes.

She was out there. In that. With a truck that started on the third try and a house that leaked heat like a sieve and no generator and no backup and no one—no one—who would come for her when the roads closed. Which they already had. Seventy minutes into it and the county would already be impassable. She was sealed in. Alone.

I should have dragged her off that ridge. Should have thrown her into my truck and driven her here whether she screamed or not. Should have taken the decision out of her hands the way I took decisions out of everyone's hands, with force, with certainty, with the absolute confidence that I knew better because I always knew better.

But I hadn't. Because Harper Hayes had looked at me with those pale green eyes full of murder and grief and told me to let her die, and something in the delivery had been too real to dismiss as theater. She'd meant it. Not the dying—she didn't want to die—but the defiance. She would rather freeze than bend, rather starve than accept, rather watch her father's legacy crumble around her than allow me to save it under my name.
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