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**Chapter 1: The Dancer and The Watcher**

The pulsing rhythm of a modern country track filled the Community Center hall as Niall Oakley guided his evening line dance class with infectious energy. His "RhythmWave" speaker vibrated with each bass note, the music reflecting off the worn wooden floors that had seen decades of community gatherings.

"And step, pivot, cross, back," Niall called out, demonstrating the complex step sequence with fluid precision. "This is what I call 'The Frostwood Pivot.' It's all about maintaining your center while changing direction."

His diverse group of students watched with varying degrees of concentration: teenager Sarah Jenkins copying his movements with eager precision; young adult Ben Carter following along with growing confidence despite his initial shyness; and spry senior Agnes Periwinkle, her silver hair bouncing as she attempted to mirror Niall's footwork.

Niall scanned the room, feeling that familiar swell of joy that teaching always brought him. In a town like Frostwood Springs, where tradition ran deep as the winter snow, these Tuesday evening classes had become more than just dance lessons. They'd become a safe harbor, a pocket of acceptance in a community that didn't always understand him.

The Community Center itself was nothing fancy—just a slightly worn hall with scuffed floors and faded walls decorated with some of Niall's homemade posters for upcoming "FrostwoodDancer" events. But something about the space felt like home in a way his own apartment never quite managed.

"That's it, Sarah, you've got it," he encouraged, before turning his attention to Agnes, who was struggling with the pivot. Her brow furrowed in concentration as her feet tangled briefly.

"Agnes, you're rushing it just a bit," Niall said, walking over to demonstrate beside her. "Let's break it down. Weight on your right foot, then pivot on the ball of that foot while your left comes around." He slowed the movement to half-speed. "Feel the rhythm, not just the steps."

Agnes tried again, this time executing the move with more confidence.

"There you go! Perfect!" Niall beamed, giving her an encouraging thumbs-up.

As the class practiced the sequence to the music, Niall reached for his smartphone. "Let's capture some of this energy for TikTok, guys. Keep going, just be yourselves!"

He positioned himself to get the best angle of the class, making sure to frame the shot to highlight the diverse ages of his students, the joy on their faces. His @FrostwoodDancer account had been gaining followers lately—not viral numbers, but enough to give him a sense of purpose beyond the boundaries of Frostwood Springs.

"And... record," he muttered to himself, capturing thirty seconds of the class in full swing. He was already mentally composing the caption: "Line dancing brings all generations together at Frostwood Springs Community Center! #LineDAnceCommunity #FrostwoodDancer"

As he finished filming, a movement by the doorway caught his attention. Two older men in well-worn cowboy hats peered into the hall, their weathered faces set in expressions of thinly veiled disapproval. They whispered something to each other, one shaking his head slightly before they both turned and walked away.

Niall felt the familiar pang of discomfort pierce through his cheerful demeanor, but he quickly masked it, turning back to his class with a bright smile that didn't quite reach his eyes.

"Alright, everyone, from the top! Five, six, seven, eight!"

The class launched into the full routine, moving in imperfect unison to the driving beat. Sarah Jenkins executed the steps flawlessly, her young face beaming with accomplishment. Ben Carter, who had barely made eye contact when he first started attending classes a month ago, now moved with growing confidence, his shoulders relaxed instead of hunched around his ears.

Watching them, Niall felt a complex tangle of emotions. Pride in his students. Love for this small, creative space he'd carved out. And beneath it all, a weariness from the constant, subtle undercurrent of judgment that seemed to follow him through the town.

He loved Frostwood Springs with its stunning mountain backdrop and close-knit feel, but the town didn't always love him back—at least not all of him. His openly gay identity and his modern take on Western traditions like line dancing made him something of an outsider despite having grown up here.

Just last week, Jedediah Stone, one of the prominent ranchers who practically owned half the county, had made a pointed comment at the feed store when Niall was picking up some supplies for the Community Center's garden.

"Dancing's not real man's work," Stone had said loudly enough for everyone to hear, not quite looking at Niall but unmistakably directing his words at him. "Used to be men in this town knew the difference between work and play."

The memory faded as the song ended, and Niall guided his class into their cool-down stretches. "Great job, everyone! Now let's make sure we don't wake up stiff tomorrow."

As they stretched, he talked animatedly about the upcoming Winter Festival. "The town council is looking for performances for the main stage in the square. I'm thinking of putting together a simple routine—nothing too complex, but something that shows how fun and inclusive line dancing can be."

"Can we be part of it?" Sarah asked excitedly, her ponytail bobbing as she reached toward her toes. "We could do 'The Frostwood Pivot' routine!"

Niall's face lit up. "That's a fantastic idea, Sarah! If you're all game, we could absolutely showcase what we've been working on."

"Count me in," Agnes said. "My grandkids would never believe it unless they saw it with their own eyes."

Ben nodded his agreement, more with his eyes than with words.

"This place has been such a lifeline for me," Sarah continued. "My parents don't get why I like line dancing instead of, like, TikTok dances, but here nobody judges."

"That's what the Community Center is all about," Niall agreed. "A place where everyone's welcome, no matter what."

As the cool-down finished, the class began to disperse. Students thanked Niall as they left, faces flushed and happy from the exercise and camaraderie. Agnes Periwinkle lingered a moment longer than the others.

"Your class is the highlight of my week, Niall," she said, patting his arm. "Keeps these old bones moving and reminds me I'm not quite ready for the rocking chair yet."

Niall felt a surge of warmth at her words. "You're going to outlast us all, Agnes."

After everyone had left, he began packing up his "RhythmWave" speaker and gathering his belongings. The satisfaction of a good class mingled with the lingering unease from the dismissive glances at the door earlier. He tried to focus on the positive, on the spaces and moments where he felt truly himself.

He pulled out his smartphone, scrolling through notifications. A few new comments had appeared on his latest TikTok video posted yesterday—mostly positive reactions to a solo dance he'd choreographed to a modern country-pop crossover song.

"Love this energy!" one comment read.

"Wish we had classes like this in my town," said another.

The small affirmations lifted his spirits as he finished packing up.

With a final glance around to ensure he hadn't forgotten anything, Niall locked up the Community Center hall. Stepping out into the cold December air, he took a deep breath, looking down Main Street with its snow-covered sidewalks and buildings decorated with early Christmas lights.

For a moment, he considered stopping by "The Rusty Mug," the local saloon, for a beer. But the thought of sitting alone at the bar, feeling the subtle shift in conversation when he entered, the mix of curious and disapproving glances—not from everyone, but from enough—made him reconsider.

Not tonight. Tonight he wanted to hold onto the good energy from class.

Instead, he turned toward his apartment, his breath forming clouds in the frigid air as new choreography ideas already began taking shape in his mind. A sequence that built on "The Frostwood Pivot" but added a modern flair that would both honor and gently challenge tradition—just like Niall himself.

✧ ✧ ✧

The quiet of the dimly lit stables at Bar M Ranch wrapped around Pax Quintana like a familiar blanket as he finished his evening chores. The only sounds were the occasional soft whicker from a horse, the rustle of hay, and the distant howl of winter wind outside. The rich scents of hay, horses, and cold leather hung in the air, creating an atmosphere of timeless comfort.

Pax moved with deliberate precision, his boots making minimal noise on the worn stable floor. Unlike some of the other ranch hands who hurried through their final tasks, eager to head into town, Pax found peace in these quiet moments. The repetitive, necessary work of caring for animals suited him—there was clarity in it, a straightforwardness he appreciated.

He approached the stall of Luna, his favorite Appaloosa mare. The horse's distinctive spotted coat gleamed even in the muted light, her intelligent eyes brightening when she recognized him. She nickered softly at his arrival, stretching her neck over the stall door to greet him.

"Evening, Luna," Pax said, his voice low and steady. He ran a hand along her strong neck, feeling the warmth beneath her winter coat. Unlike with people, Pax never felt awkward or insufficient around horses. They asked for nothing he couldn't give.

He checked her water trough—still half full and clean—then examined her feed. Satisfied that everything was in order, he considered leaving, but the quiet companionship of the mare drew him to linger.

Reaching into his pocket, Pax pulled out his worn leather gloves and tugged them on. The leather was supple from years of use, molded to the shape of his hands. "How about a short turn outside before the night gets too deep?" he asked Luna, who seemed to perk up at the suggestion.

He unlatched her stall door and clipped a lead rope to her halter with practiced ease. Luna followed him willingly down the center aisle of the stable and out into the small, snow-dusted paddock adjacent to the barn. The moon was rising, casting silver light across the freshly fallen snow. Their breath formed twin clouds of vapor in the cold air.

Leading Luna to the center of the paddock, Pax unclipped the lead rope and stepped back, watching as she moved across the enclosure. There was something profoundly satisfying in witnessing the natural grace of a horse enjoying freedom, even in a confined space. Luna seemed to appreciate the opportunity, despite the cold, tossing her head and trotting along the fence line with a fluid motion that always impressed him.

As he watched, Pax's thoughts drifted to an earlier conversation with Dave "Sully" Sullivan, one of the more outgoing ranch hands. They'd been repairing a section of fence on the north pasture when Sully had started in with his good-natured ribbing.

"You know, Pax, Cassidy at the Rusty Mug keeps asking about you," Sully had said with a wink. "Pretty girl like that showing interest, and you don't even stop by for a drink? What's your secret, man? Playing hard to get, or you got someone tucked away I don't know about?"

Pax had just shrugged, driving another staple into the fence post. "No secret. Just not interested."

Sully had laughed like this was the most absurd thing he'd ever heard. "Not interested in Cassidy? You feeling alright? Maybe you got a fever." He'd made a show of reaching for Pax's forehead, which Pax had gently but firmly dodged.

"Just different, I guess," Pax had replied, and thankfully Sully had let it drop, though not without a baffled headshake.

Looking at Luna now, moving unhindered across the paddock, Pax reflected on his aromantic and asexual identity. It wasn't something he discussed with the other ranch hands, or with anyone in Frostwood Springs, really. It wasn't shame that kept him silent, but the knowledge that the concept would be foreign to many here, requiring explanations he didn't always have the words or energy to give.

The realization, when it had finally come to him a couple of years ago, had been like finding a missing puzzle piece. He'd stumbled across the terms "aromantic" and "asexual" online, and something had clicked into place—the sense of difference he'd felt all his life suddenly had a name, a framework. He wasn't broken or cold; he simply experienced connection differently than most.

He didn't feel the lack of romantic or sexual relationships as a void. It was simply his truth, like having brown eyes or being right-handed. The relief of understanding himself had been profound, answering questions that had lingered since his teenage years when everyone around him seemed consumed by crushes and dating while he remained genuinely baffled by the appeal.

Reaching into his pocket, Pax pulled out a small handful of treats he'd brought for Luna—oats and molasses cookies he occasionally baked himself when the ranch kitchen was empty. The quiet act of baking, like many solitary activities, brought him a specific kind of contentment.

Luna, spotting the treats, trotted over eagerly. She delicately took the offering from his open palm, her whiskers tickling his skin. Pax smiled slightly, the expression small but genuine. These moments of connection, simple and honest, fulfilled something essential in him.

"Good girl," he murmured, stroking her forehead as she chewed.

With the treat finished, Luna wandered off again, and Pax leaned against the paddock fence, watching her move gracefully in the cold air. His thoughts drifted to concepts that had been occupying his mind more frequently lately—the idea of deep, meaningful connections that weren't based on romance or sex.

Queerplatonic partnership. Another term he'd discovered, one that described something he found himself increasingly longing for: a committed bond with someone who could be his person, his anchor, without the expectations of romantic or sexual involvement. Someone to share the quiet rhythms of his life with, to understand and be understood by on a profound level.

In his mind, such a partnership would mean sharing a home, building a life together, being each other's emergency contact and plus-one. It would mean deep emotional intimacy, mutual support, and the knowledge that neither of them was just a temporary fixture in the other's life. The kind of significant bond that society typically only recognized through romance or family ties.

He felt a quiet, persistent longing for such a connection, a yearning that was all the more poignant for how difficult it seemed to attain, especially in a place like Frostwood Springs. Here, relationships followed traditional patterns—dating, marriage, children. The concept of a committed partnership outside that framework would be difficult for many to comprehend.

The vast landscape around him, with its snowy fields stretching to distant mountains under the cold, clear sky, seemed to mirror his internal state. Not loneliness exactly—Pax was comfortable in solitude—but an awareness of his unique path, and perhaps a certain solemnity in knowing it might not be an easy one.

Luna had made a complete circuit of the paddock and now stood in its center, looking at Pax expectantly as if to say she'd had enough of the cold evening air. He smiled again, pushing himself away from the fence.

"Ready to go back in, are you?" he asked, walking toward her. "Can't say I blame you."

He gently took hold of her halter and reattached the lead rope. With soft clicks of his tongue, he guided her back toward the warm stable. Inside, he removed the lead, gave her a final pat, and made sure she had what she needed for the night.

"Sleep well, Luna," he said softly, latching her stall door securely.

Pax did a final check of the other horses, ensuring all was in order before he left. The silence of the ranch enveloped him as he stepped out of the stables, the cold air crisp in his lungs. Looking up, he took in the vast canopy of stars visible away from town lights, finding comfort in their eternal, distant presence.

He walked toward his small, sparsely furnished cabin on the ranch property, his thoughts already turning to the book he'd been reading—a worn copy of Thoreau's "Walden" that resonated with his appreciation for solitude and simple living. Tomorrow would bring more work, more of the same rhythms, but for now, there was quiet and peace in the winter night.

✧ ✧ ✧

Pax Quintana walked through the quiet streets of Frostwood Springs, his breath forming clouds in the crisp evening air. He'd finished at the ranch earlier than expected and had come into town to pick up some essential supplies from the General Store—a new work glove to replace one that had split at the seam, some coffee, and a few other necessities.

The paper bag of purchases swung lightly by his side as he headed back toward his truck, planning to return to the Bar M Ranch. But something caught his attention: music. Faint but unmistakable, the rhythm of an upbeat country song drifted through the cold air.

Without consciously deciding to, Pax found himself taking a familiar detour down the side street where the Community Center was located. He'd passed by here before on similar evenings, always telling himself it was simply a convenient route back to his vehicle.

But he knew better. There was something about the warm golden light spilling from those windows, about the sounds of laughter and music, that drew him like a moth to flame.

As he approached, the music grew louder—a modern country track with an infectious beat. He slowed his pace, eyes drawn to the large windows of the Community Center hall. Through the slight frost that rimmed the glass, he could see movement inside.

The street was empty, allowing Pax to pause without fear of being noticed. A large pine tree near the sidewalk offered additional cover as he came to a complete stop, his gaze fixed on the scene within.

Niall Oakley was leading his dance class, his movements fluid and precise. Even through the window, Pax could sense the energy radiating from him. Niall's face was animated as he called out instructions, demonstrating a complex step sequence with effortless grace.

Watching Niall, Pax felt a strange tug in his chest. It wasn't attraction as he understood it—he'd long ago reconciled with the fact that he didn't experience romantic or sexual desire—but something else entirely. A fascination, perhaps. Or recognition.

The class was diverse: teenager Sarah Jenkins followed Niall's movements with devoted concentration; young adult Ben Carter seemed to be gaining confidence with each step; and elderly Agnes Periwinkle kept pace remarkably well despite her years. Their faces were alight with enjoyment, creating a tableau of communal joy that felt almost like looking into another world.

Pax's attention returned to Niall. There was something captivating about the way he moved—not just the technical skill, but the unabashed expressiveness. Niall seemed to inhabit his body completely, without reservation or self-consciousness. His smile as he encouraged a student who had successfully executed a difficult turn was radiant, genuine.

It was such a stark contrast to Pax's own quiet, contained nature. Where Pax moved through the world carefully, minimizing his presence, Niall seemed to expand into every space he occupied, filling it with light and energy.

Yet Pax didn't feel envy watching him. Instead, there was a deep curiosity, an admiration for someone who could be so openly himself in a town that didn't always welcome difference. Pax recognized in Niall something rare in Frostwood Springs: authenticity without apology.

The music shifted, and Niall repositioned himself to demonstrate a new sequence. Pax observed the way he interacted with his students—offering an encouraging word to Sarah Jenkins, sharing a laugh with Ben Carter. The connections between them were palpable, a web of mutual respect and warmth.

A fleeting thought crossed Pax's mind: this was a form of deep connection, a chosen family. Something resonated within him—this was what he had been trying to articulate to himself in his solitary moments. This building of bonds that transcended conventional relationships, creating a space where people could simply be themselves together.

It spoke to his own yearning for a queerplatonic partnership, that elusive bond he'd begun to think might remain theoretical rather than something he'd ever experience. Watching Niall foster this pocket of belonging made Pax's own longing sharper, more defined.

The music changed again, this time to a slower tempo. Pax realized they must be nearing the end of the class, moving into some kind of cool-down. The energy in the room shifted visibly, the earlier intensity softening into comfortable camaraderie.

Students stretched, chatted, laughed together. Niall moved among them, his own body relaxing into more casual postures as he connected with each person individually. Even from outside, Pax could see how they responded to him—with genuine affection and trust.

Pax felt a complex mixture of emotions watching this scene. A wistful appreciation for what he was witnessing—a community built on acceptance and joy. A slight pang acknowledging his own solitude, the careful distance he maintained from others. But also, surprisingly, a strange sense of warmth from just observing this pocket of human connection, as if he could absorb some of its glow even from outside.

There was something about Niall Oakley that made Pax want to watch just a little longer, to understand how someone could create such a space in a town like Frostwood Springs. How he could be so openly himself in a community that often prized conformity.

As the class began to wrap up, students gathering belongings and preparing to leave, Pax realized he'd been standing in the cold for longer than he'd intended. The last thing he wanted was to be seen—his presence might be misinterpreted, or worse, make him seem like some kind of voyeur.

He pulled back from the window, retreating into the shadow of the pine tree. With one last glance at the warmth and light inside, he turned and continued on his way toward his truck, walking more briskly now to make up for lost time.

But as he moved through the quiet, snow-dusted streets of Frostwood Springs, the image of Niall dancing and the sounds of laughter lingered in his mind. The observation had left him feeling thoughtful and a little less settled than usual, as if something had shifted subtly within him.

It wasn't until he was halfway back to the Bar M Ranch, driving through the darkness with only his headlights piercing the night, that Pax realized he was still thinking about Niall Oakley—not with desire or romantic interest, but with a kind of recognition. As if he'd glimpsed someone who, in an entirely different way, might understand what it meant to navigate the world as an outsider.

The thought followed him all the way back to his cabin, where he unpacked his supplies in the familiar silence. Only Luna's soft nickering from the nearby stables offered any acknowledgment of his return. Yet somehow, the solitude felt different tonight—more like a question than a statement.

✧ ✧ ✧
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Chapter 2: The Letter and The Longing
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The wooden cabin creaked softly in the night wind, the sound mingling with the occasional sighs escaping from the small stove in the corner. Pax Quintana sat in his simple wooden chair, a worn copy of Thoreau's "Walden" resting open but unread in his hands. His gaze had drifted away from the pages to the small window, where moonlight illuminated the snow-covered expanse of the Bar M Ranch. The landscape outside was as still and quiet as the inside of his sparsely furnished home.

The only decorations adorning the walls were a few faded photographs of horses he'd worked with over the years and a hand-drawn map of the local mountain trails. Minimalism wasn't a choice for Pax; it was simply his nature. He had never felt the need to fill spaces – physical or emotional – with unnecessary things.

His thoughts, however, were unexpectedly full tonight. The image of Niall Oakley's dance class remained vivid in his mind – the energy, the laughter, the sense of belonging that seemed to envelop everyone in that room. Even now, hours later, he could still hear the rhythm of the music and see the fluid movements of Niall's body as he led his students through their routine.

Pax shifted in his chair, setting the book aside. His fingers traced the worn leather binding absently as he allowed himself to sink deeper into reflection.

Growing up, he had always known he was different. While the other boys in school had developed crushes and later pursued girlfriends with determined enthusiasm, Pax had never felt that pull. At fifteen, when his friend Marcus had spent an entire summer obsessing over Lily Jenkins from the next ranch over, Pax had nodded and listened, but couldn't understand the consuming nature of the attraction.

"Don't you ever feel that way about anyone?" Marcus had asked him once, clearly baffled by Pax's apparent indifference to romantic pursuits.

Pax had shrugged, unable to articulate something he didn't fully understand himself. "Guess I'm just focused on other things."

But it wasn't focus that kept him from experiencing those feelings – it was simply his nature. As his peers graduated from innocent crushes to serious relationships, Pax had found himself increasingly on the outside of conversations, unable to contribute to discussions about attraction and desire. Not because he was rejected, but because he didn't share their fundamental experiences.

The realization that he simply didn't feel romantic or sexual attraction the way others did had come gradually. There was no lightning moment of clarity, just a slow understanding that this wasn't a phase he would grow out of or a feeling that would eventually emerge with the "right person."

It wasn't until two years ago that he had stumbled across the terms while reading an article online: aromantic and asexual. Words that described exactly what he had felt – or rather, not felt – his entire life. The relief had been profound. There were names for his experience. He wasn't broken or cold or damaged, as some had implied over the years. He was simply aro-ace. The terms fit like well-worn leather gloves, comfortable and right.

Pax shifted his gaze back to the snowy landscape outside. He thought about what aromantic and asexual meant to him personally. It wasn't about lacking anything – it was about experiencing the world differently, valuing different types of connections.

That was where the concept of a queerplatonic partnership had resonated so deeply with him when he'd discovered it. A QPP, as he'd learned it was often abbreviated, represented everything he truly longed for: a deep emotional intimacy, mutual support, shared daily life, intellectual companionship – all without the romantic or sexual components that defined traditional partnerships.

He envisioned such a relationship sometimes in quiet moments like this. A life where he could share his observations about the changing seasons, discuss books late into the evening, work side by side in comfortable silence, and know that someone truly understood his way of being in the world. Someone who wouldn't constantly expect him to transform into something he wasn't, who wouldn't view his aromantic and asexual identity as a puzzle to solve or a challenge to overcome.

The memory of Niall Oakley flickered through his mind again. Not as a romantic interest – Pax simply didn't experience that – but as someone who seemed to have found a way to be authentically himself in Frostwood Springs. Niall had created genuine connections with his students, fostering a community where people could express themselves without judgment. There was something compelling about that kind of openness, that ability to create meaningful bonds.

Pax rose from his chair and moved to the window, his breath fogging the glass slightly. The vast, snow-covered ranch stretched out before him, the mountains looming dark and massive in the distance. The beauty was stark and powerful, but tonight it accentuated a feeling Pax usually kept at bay – a deep ache of longing, not for romance, but for connection. For someone to be a witness to his life, to share in both the magnificent landscapes and the quiet everyday moments.

He acknowledged to himself that this desire for a queerplatonic partnership felt more vital and essential than any romantic relationship he'd ever seen or been expected to pursue. The depth and texture of such a bond seemed far more substantial than the fleeting intensity of romance that so many sought.

The loneliness he felt wasn't for lack of company – he had colleagues at the ranch, casual acquaintances in town. But none who truly understood him, none with whom he could share his unfiltered thoughts and observations without the expectation that their relationship would eventually "progress" into something romantic.

And in a small, traditional town like Frostwood Springs, finding someone who even understood what a queerplatonic relationship was seemed unlikely at best. Most people here operated within conventional frameworks of friendship or romance, with little room for anything that existed in the spaces between or beside those categories.

With a soft exhale, Pax returned to his chair and finally opened "Walden" to the page he had marked. Thoreau's reflections on solitude and deliberate living had always provided him with a sense of kinship across time. Tonight, he sought that comfort in familiar words:

"I find it wholesome to be alone the greater part of the time. To be in company, even with the best, is soon wearisome and dissipating. I love to be alone. I never found the companion that was so companionable as solitude."

The words brought a small measure of peace, but they couldn't entirely quiet the yearning for a QPP that hummed beneath the surface of his thoughts. Still, he would continue as he always had – true to himself, open to possibilities, however remote they might seem in Frostwood Springs.

As he read deeper into the night, the quiet conviction to remain authentic to himself was accompanied by an equally quiet resolve to remain open to the possibility of finding that deep, platonic soul-connection he longed for. Even if the chances seemed as sparse as tracks in fresh snow.

✧ ✧ ✧

Morning sunlight streamed through the windows of the Community Center, casting long rectangles of light across the worn wooden floor. Niall Oakley pushed open the front door, humming a melody from the new line dance routine he'd been choreographing. His boots made a familiar rhythmic pattern as he crossed the entrance hall, his mind already planning modifications to make the steps accessible for Agnes Periwinkle's arthritic knees.
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