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      He sat, perfectly still, on a tree stump near the center of his garden. Years ago, he’d taken the time to saw, plane, and sand the stump until it was nearly as smooth as glass. Since then, it had become his favorite place to relax and meditate.

      Songbirds chirped to one another as they nibbled on the seeds he’d left out for them this morning. He listened to the soft, quick flutter of their wings as they half-flew, half-hopped from seed to seed. They were grateful for the food as the winds grew colder.

      Autumn had already passed through his garden. It had turned the leaves of his maples vibrant reds and oranges before they’d fallen. The flowers he tended so carefully through the spring and summer died under the relentless passage of the seasons, and he’d only completed the harvest of his vegetables a few days ago.

      Today’s stiff breeze cut through his thin tunic, but he did not shiver. He looked forward to the change of seasons. They served as a constant metaphor for life, and he welcomed the soft blanket of pure snow that settled in his garden. He would carefully shovel and sweep a narrow path from his back door to the stump, which he’d also keep clear all winter. Then he’d continue his routine of sitting on the stump and meditating.

      In the winter, surrounded by the snow, he felt clean.

      He could almost convince himself that his sins would someday be purified.

      It was a lie, of course, but a pleasant one. The greatest gift he could offer was his own eternal soul, and that gift had already been given.

      Far off in the distance, well beyond his sight, he heard a carriage bumping along the uneven set of tracks that served as a path to his house. The crack of a whip startled the birds and sent them flying to the higher branches of the maple.

      He frowned. The carriage sounded heavier than his expected company. And there were more horses accompanying it than usual.

      He uncrossed his legs and rose smoothly to his feet. He crossed his garden and went inside. His motions were calm and unhurried, but purposeful and efficient. Before long, a small fire warmed the water in his old kettle.

      When the carriage stopped in front of his house, he stepped out to greet it.

      Ten fully armored knights and an ornate carriage interrupted the endless vista of grass and shrubs. He recognized most of the knights, and gave them a brief bow, out of respect for their service.

      The commander of the guards returned the bow with a nod of his own. He then gestured to one of his knights, who dropped off his horse and entered the house. They didn’t bother to ask permission, but they didn’t need it. He waited patiently as the knight conducted his search. The knight returned. “Empty, sir.”

      The commander gestured to the carriage attendants, who opened the door and rolled out a rug. Two weathered hands clasped the frame of the door for support. A ring weighed the hand down, bearing the burden of the world’s most important office. A familiar face appeared, though it had been transformed by the passage of time.

      His guest smiled. “Quinton, it’s good to see you.”

      Quinton dropped to one knee and bowed his head. “Holy Father, the honor is all mine.”

      Father stepped down from the carriage, supported by both carriage attendants. Once he stood on the ground, though, he dismissed them. Quinton was glad to see Father still stood strong on his own, for if he fell, so did the church.

      “Rise, Quinton. There is no need for such formality between us. It has been far too long, and I am eager to rest in your garden once more.”

      Quinton stood, and Father gestured for him to lead the way. Though it clearly pained the knight commander, the two proceeded without any escort.

      The knight commander’s distaste for the arrangement was perfectly reasonable, but he had nothing to fear. Quinton would die a hundred times before allowing Father to suffer so much as a scratch.

      When they entered Quinton’s house, he looked upon his barren dwellings in a new light. They weren’t suitable to host someone like Father. He didn’t have a single piece of art decorating the walls.

      Father didn’t seem perturbed by the lack of decoration. “Your dwellings reflect your continued focus, do they not?”

      “They do, Father. I’ve found anything beyond the necessities to be nothing more than a distraction.”

      Father looked at the bare walls and noticed the kettle boiling. The corner of his mouth turned up in a smile. “I must confess that coming here feels like stepping into the past. Even you look the same.”

      Shame flushed Quinton’s cheeks.

      Father shook his head. “I’m sorry, Quinton. I did not mean to disparage you. The burden you bear on behalf of the church is perhaps even greater than my own. It is fitting you enjoy some small recompense for all that we ask of you.”

      The shame passed as quickly as it arrived. “The water is almost ready. Would you prefer to sit in the garden? I’ll be out in a minute.”

      “I’d like that very much. Thank you.”

      Father stepped out the back door, and Quinton watched him through the window as he ambled toward the rear corner of the garden. Though Quinton never used the table, he kept it and the chairs as clean as everything else in his house. He saw the way Father’s shoulders slumped as he relaxed into the chair.

      Preparing the tea didn’t take long. He took a small sip from his own cup to ensure it was worth being served, then carried a tray outside. He set it down on the table and poured Father a cup.

      “Thank you,” Father said.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Even the table looks the same as it did when I was here last.” Father gave him a knowing look. “You still prefer the stump, don’t you?”

      “I use the table when the cardinals check on me, but yes, I do. Sometimes, it feels like I can sense a connection with this world through it.”

      Father’s gaze was sharp. “The cardinals report that your health remains unchanged.”

      Quinton understood his friend’s concern. He held out his hand, which was perfectly steady. Father relaxed at the sight, then leaned back in his chair. They both sipped their tea, and the birds returned to the seeds. Their presence delighted Father. “It is difficult to enjoy such serenity in the cities. Even the church grounds are too busy with visitors and services.”

      “I’m grateful for the house,” Quinton said. He was curious about what, specifically, brought Father out here, but he sensed Father both desired and needed the quiet his garden provided.

      When Father finished one cup of tea, Quinton poured him another. They watched the birds, and Quinton felt the familiar meditative state that was most of his existence set in.

      Father sighed. “I could rest here for a long time.”

      “You are always welcome, of course.”

      Father finally broached the subject of his visit. “As I’m sure you’ve assumed, this is no mere social visit. I come with a task for you, I’m afraid.”

      Quinton set his teacup down. “You’ve come across someone so strong?”

      “We have. He’s killed knights, inquisitors, and even hosts. He’s made enemies of both the Family and the church. We just learned that he’s killed a cardinal outside of a growing town called Razin.”

      Quinton raised an eyebrow. His gaze wandered back to the house, where his sword rested in the corner. How long had it been since Father had given him a reason to draw it? Somewhere along the line, he’d lost track. “He must be strong to survive your retribution.”

      “He is. You’ll read his story soon enough. He grew up in the sword schools, and he’s a veteran with years of combat experience in the unnamed groups.”

      Quinton’s fingers tingled, and it took him a few seconds to recognize the sensation.

      Excitement.

      “You wish for me to kill him?”

      “Worse.” Father paused, spinning the teacup in his hand. “I want you to destroy him.” Father’s voice was colder than the sudden breeze that blew through the barren branches of the maple tree. “He threatens all that we work for. I don’t need to tell you how important it is.”

      Quinton already had some idea. In his decades of service to the church, they had only used him a handful of times, and usually his orders came from cardinals. He said nothing, though, not wanting to interrupt Father.

      “We’re close, Quinton. Closer than ever. Our scientists think they’ll understand all the secrets of the demons within five years. They believe we can master them. If so, the church will direct the course of humanity for the next hundred years. Maybe for the next thousand. We just need to survive the next ten.”

      Father’s voice was nearly a growl. “But this man has a remarkable tendency to interrupt some of our most precious experiments. Wherever he wanders, he sniffs us out.”

      “He’s deliberately targeting us?” Quinton couldn’t keep the surprise from his voice.

      “We believe so, yes.”

      “How much do you know about him?”

      Father gave a grim laugh. “A lot, and still not enough. We have all his military records, his sword school records, and dozens of reports from marshals from east to west. Once, he even fell into the hands of our inquisitors. He’s left a trail of broken lives across the country. I brought all the papers in the carriage for you.”

      “I look forward to hunting him.”

      Father stood. “Good. A final caution, though. He’s been up against some of our best. The Family’s, too. He’s the only one still walking on this side of the gates. I’ll grant you access to every resource the church has, but please, be careful. He’s not to be underestimated.”

      “He’s never faced anyone like me before.”

      Father smiled. “That is true. It is that knowledge that allows me to sleep at night.” Father gave him the slightest of nods, a true honor. “Thank you for your hospitality. Someday, I hope to return and tell you we have achieved all we set out to accomplish, and you can finally lay your burdens down.”

      Quinton imagined the day Father would allow him to commit suicide. He felt a thrill of pleasure at the thought. “I look forward to that day.”

      “As do I. Be careful, old friend. The church has never faced a more dangerous enemy.”
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      Tomas belched and immediately regretted it. The food and ale in this wreck of a saloon hadn’t tasted good on the way down, and the flavor didn’t improve with the addition of stomach acid. He tried to raise his hand and gave up once it climbed about six inches off the bar.

      He settled for shouting. Not that there was anyone to talk over. There was one other man at the bar, sitting as far away from Tomas as possible. A couple sat at a table in the corner. The woman kept glaring at Tomas’ interruptions. Tomas couldn’t care less. “I want ‘nother one!”

      The barkeep shook his head. “You’ve had plenty. I should have cut you off three drinks ago.”

      “But how else can I make the food taste good?”

      The barkeep nodded toward the door. “If you can’t see yourself out, my boys can help.”

      “Ahh, it’s a fight you want, innit?” Tomas pounded his fist on the bar, but missed and hit his own leg. He didn’t feel it, though, so he couldn’t have hit himself too hard. He hoped.

      “Boys!” the barkeep called.

      Tomas held up his hands in mock surrender. The motion almost tipped him off the back of his stool. “Fine. If you don’t want my gold, I’ll just take it someplace else!”

      “There is nowhere else, you ass.”

      Tomas ignored the comment. Someone had to teach these frontier folks about dignity. He stood up, and the world twisted around him. When he blinked, he was on the ground, staring at a grimy floor.

      Had someone hit him? He pushed himself up, but as near as he could tell, no one stood nearby. He blinked, trying to clear the cobwebs from his head.

      The “boys,” as the barkeep called them, were two burly gentlemen who hadn’t been boys for at least a decade. They stood at the door, keeping a wary eye on him. He might as well have been invisible to all the other patrons.

      Fine, then.

      He realized, a few steps from the door, that he hadn’t paid for his drinks yet. He jammed his right hand into his pocket and pulled out enough coin to cover the drinks and a few more besides. Though he didn’t know the first thing about hospitality, the barkeep still needed the money more than Tomas did. He put the coin on the nearest table and stumbled to the door.

      One of the “boys” growled at him as he passed. “Best you not come back here, ever.”

      Tomas, who only came up to the boy’s chest, poked him. “Don’t think for a minute you can tell me what to do.”

      He sensed the other giant behind him shift his weight, and Tomas spun to meet the attack. But his body wasn’t obeying his commands, and he soon felt a giant boot lodging itself firmly in his bottom. He flew off the saloon’s front steps and into the street.

      Fortunately, he didn’t feel the impact. He lay for a moment, enjoying the feeling of the cool gravel against his face. Then he pushed himself up for the second time in as many minutes and glared at the boys, who seemed entirely unintimidated.

      He brushed himself off, but even that motion threatened his precarious balance. Instead, he settled for taking a deep breath. Tolkin was high in the sky, and it was time for him to find a place to rest. His original plan had been to sleep in the rented rooms above the saloon, but he had the sneaking suspicion the rooms wouldn’t be available to him anymore.

      He looked up and down the street and tried to remember where he was. The town was so small it didn’t even have a name. The whole place wasn’t more than two dozen houses and businesses, though he’d seen enough unfinished construction to know it was booming. Just like every other frontier town.

      There was nowhere else to stay. A quick glance confirmed that fact.

      Oh well. He’d spent hundreds of nights out under the stars, and though the air was turning cold, tonight promised to be a beautiful night. He shrugged his shoulders, chose a direction at random, and started walking.

      When he reached the edge of town, he saw a rider on a horse tearing toward the town at a full gallop. Tomas frowned. Not only was the rider tempting all the challenges of night riding, the sagani were unusually active in this area, too. The hours after dusk were some of their most active.

      The rider pulled on his reins as he neared Tomas. He looked like he was about to offer greetings, but then his eyes went wide.

      The man didn’t seem like much. His horse was old, and his clothes looked like they should have been cut into scraps about two years ago. But he was digging through his pockets as though there were treasure inside. Instead of gold, though, he pulled out a sheet of paper. He held it up to Tolkin’s moonlight, then looked down at Tomas.

      Tomas swore.

      “You’re him!” The rider dismounted, threw the paper to the ground, and drew his sword. The blade was dull and dirty, the edge chipped in several places. Tomas would have dismissed the man if not for the dried blood running along the weapon.

      “You’re Tomas, right?” the man asked, suddenly less certain of himself. “Wanted dead or alive by pretty much everyone?”

      “What if I told you I wasn’t?” Tomas asked.

      The man practically hopped from foot to foot with excitement. “I knew it! I’d heard you were heading this direction. With the money I’ll earn from bringing you in, I’ll finally be able to start a farm.”

      Tomas frowned. He wished the man would speak slower and quieter. His head was hurting.

      “Now, are you going to come peacefully, or do we have to do this the hard way?”

      The hard way? Tomas winced. He studied the man for a moment.

      The rider was off balance, his weight shifting from foot to foot. His hands were sweaty, and he kept repositioning his grip on the hilt of his sword. The tip drew chaotic patterns in the air between them.

      “Have you ever held a sword before?” Tomas asked.

      The man hesitated, which told Tomas all he needed to know.

      “Look,” said Tomas, stepping forward. “You know that with that amount of money on my head, I’m very dangerous. So why don’t you run the other way before you get hurt?”

      The man gripped his sword so tight his knuckles turned white. “You’re a criminal and deserve to be brought to justice.” He paused. “And I need the money.”

      Tomas scratched at the back of his neck. “I’ve had a terrible couple of weeks,” he said. “If it’s money you need, how about I just give you all I have and we call it good?”

      “How much do you have?”

      Tomas rooted around in his pockets and pulled out all the coins remaining to him. He grimaced when he saw how little it was. It was hard to bribe others when he could barely afford a room.

      The man glared and raised his sword.

      Tomas took a step back and almost fell. He blinked fast and opened his eyes wide, trying, and failing, to focus on the man’s posture and weapon.

      “So, you going to come peacefully or not?” the man asked.

      “Uh… not?”

      The man shouted as he stepped forward and brought the sword above his head. Suddenly, he was right in front of Tomas, and Tomas sidestepped just in time to see the sword cut through the space he’d occupied just a moment ago.

      Then he tripped over what felt like a log. The man’s sword passed overhead as Tomas tumbled onto his rear. He saw no log anywhere near his feet and spent a good two seconds being confused how he’d fallen. Then the man shouted again, stabbing his sword down.

      Tomas rolled, his stomach grumbling at the movement. The sword jammed into the gravel of the road, giving Tomas time to push himself to hands and knees.

      His stomach chose that moment to rebel. He vomited all over his hands and the road. The acidic bile burned his throat and the smell of it made his eyes water.

      He found his feet just in time to watch his would-be assassin pull the sword from the road. The man charged him again, and Tomas wondered what the man’s tired horse thought of this exchange. The thought made him giggle.

      Then he swore as the rider barely missed with his next cut.

      He couldn’t track the man’s motions.

      “Elzeth, if you don’t want to die here, I could use your help.”

      The angry sagani maintained his stubborn silence. Tomas didn’t even feel him stir.

      The man chopped wildly at Tomas, who stumbled and tripped backward. The chipped sword drew blood along Tomas’ left arm.

      “Elzeth!”

      Nothing.

      Tomas fell again. Who had littered this road with small logs? He landed in a sitting position, and the man raised his sword high, a triumphant grin on his face.

      Drunk as he was, Tomas couldn’t avoid even this fool’s cut. All he could do was watch as the sword came down at his head.
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      At the last possible moment, a wave of strength filled Tomas’ limbs. The hopeful bounty hunter slowed, as though he moved through water instead of air.

      Tomas reached out with his left hand, catching the man’s left wrist with ease. His newly strengthened arm had no problem halting the strike. He pulled the man closer, and as the bounty hunter fell, drove his open palm into the man’s chin.

      The bounty hunter collapsed in a heap beside Tomas.

      The danger past, strength fled from his body, and he felt sicker than before. All he wanted was to lie down next to the bounty hunter and sleep for the rest of the night. Maybe through the next day, too.

      But he couldn’t. For one, his new friend wouldn’t be unconscious that long, and Tomas suspected he wouldn’t be any more reasonable when he woke. For another, the poster meant his likeness was already being spread around this area. The church was sparing no expense to catch him.

      He carefully got to his feet, his stomach rumbling. He picked his way over to where the old horse patiently waited for its master. Tomas introduced himself to the creature. It snorted and walked a few paces away, turning its tail to Tomas.

      He bent over and picked up the paper the man had dropped. Sure enough, he stared at a decent print of his face. It listed all his crimes, and he whistled softly at its length. Then he scratched his head. He was sure the list hadn’t been this long before. The reward had gone up, too. If it went much higher, he’d have to consider turning himself in, just for the money.

      Sparing no expense, indeed.

      He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to quiet the pounding in his head. The marshals, church, and Family all wanted him dead. Given how close he’d come to visiting the gates tonight, it wouldn’t be long before everyone could declare victory and call it a day.

      Tomas showed his wanted poster to the horse’s rear. “What do you think?”

      The horse wisely kept its opinions to itself.

      “Eh, you’re about as talkative as Elzeth these days.”

      Tomas crumpled the paper and tucked it in the horse’s saddlebags. He considered stealing the horse as recompense for his troubles, but his bounty hunter already seemed down on his luck. Not to mention, Tomas thought as he examined the horse again, it didn’t look like the mount would carry him very far.

      He made it five steps from the horse before his stomach gave up the fight. Vomit exploded from him as though from a bursting dam, and before long, his hands were on his knees, his whole body heaving and shaking.

      Tomas let it come, remaining bent over until the last drop dribbled from his lips. Then he spit, straightened, and wiped his mouth with his sleeve.

      Elzeth’s deep dissatisfaction was sourer than the taste in his mouth.

      Looking down at the pool of tonight’s meal, he supposed he couldn’t blame Elzeth much.

      But he didn’t care, either. There were some things about human life the sagani would never understand.

      Thankfully, he was feeling a little better. Embracing the powers of a host always cleared some of the alcohol from his blood, and the cool night air would do the rest. He had a long night ahead of him, so he started the journey.

      He followed the road for a while, mostly to put distance between him and the last town.

      When the bounty hunter woke up, Tomas expected him to rush into town. But he didn’t expect the man to ride out again tonight.

      The rising of the sun would bring the danger. Perhaps the man would come alone, or perhaps he’d raise a posse to help him. Either way, Tomas wanted to be out of sight of the road by the time the sun came up.

      After a few hours, he turned off the road, choosing to go right at random.

      In his stupor, he lost track of time, but the sky was turning colors when he came across the small stream. He looked down at his hands, sniffed them, and made a face.

      Tomas stripped off his clothes and washed them in the stream first, then set them out to dry. He followed. The icy water stung his skin like thousands of tiny needles, but it drove the last vestiges of his hangover away.

      Very few people enjoyed pain, but it sharpened attention like nothing else. Tomas basked in the sensation. He focused on his breathing and keeping his muscles relaxed.

      Still, he could only stay in the stream for a few minutes. He eventually pulled himself out and shook himself dry just as the sun came over the horizon. He lay down next to his clothes, closed his eyes, and let sleep take him.

      When he woke, he was warm. Surrounded by tall prairie grasses, the sun beating down on him, he’d sweat as he slept. He squinted and sat up.

      Though he’d covered several miles last night, he figured it made more sense to keep resting. He could travel at night and avoid searches. Besides, with the sun warming him, he found he was still tired.

      Elzeth chose that moment to make his displeasure known. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “Taking a nap.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Tomas’ anger flared. “I’m running. Trying to keep us alive, in case you haven’t noticed.”

      Elzeth scoffed. “You call this life?”

      “I’m still breathing, so yes.”

      “I thought we’d left your childishness behind when we came out west.”

      Elzeth’s comment stabbed deep into Tomas’ heart, and it cut off his quick and sarcastic retort. He looked down at his palms, as though he’d find answers to his questions written in the lines across his hands. “I did, too.”

      His sincerity cooled Elzeth’s frustration. “We could always go back to Razin.”

      As foolish as the idea was, the temptation was as strong, and maybe stronger, than it had ever been. Tomas shook his head. “We made the right choice. Besides, you’ve seen how serious the church is. We’d destroy her life as well as ours.”

      “Angela might make that sacrifice.”

      Tomas wanted to believe that was true. He still thought of her, sleeping as he left for the last time. He wore the key to her house around his neck as a constant reminder.

      Forgetting her would save him the agony, but he couldn’t bring himself to do so. Despite the chaos that had surrounded them, his time with Angela was the only time he could remember where his life had felt right. Like he was living the way he was supposed to.

      Leaving had been the correct choice. Anything else was just self-delusion. He’d been proud of himself as he left Razin. Was still proud of himself, in a way. But that choice was like a festering wound, an infection that relentlessly spread through his heart.

      The last week had been the worst. Hells, the last day had been the worst. With nothing to do except run, and nothing but time for his mind to wander, he couldn’t stop thinking about what could have been.

      There was no clean solution. Had she come with him, guilt over forcing Angela to live like this would have eaten him alive. And there was no guarantee their young relationship would have lasted under the strain. But leaving her hadn’t been any easier.

      Elzeth didn’t understand. He’d liked Angela well enough, but his emotions weren’t tied up in the affair like Tomas’. His desire to bring the Church to justice for what they’d done outside of Razin consumed him. Instead of running, he wanted to fight.

      As a result, Tomas’ head hadn’t been a pleasant place to dwell. Last night, he’d hoped getting drunk would help. Instead, he’d almost died. Perhaps it was time to give Elzeth’s opinions a chance. “I don’t suppose you have a suggestion that doesn’t end with us suicidally charging some church outpost?”

      “We could always start by suicidally charging a church outpost.”

      Tomas snorted. “Seriously, now. Do you really think we should pit ourselves against the church like that?”

      Elzeth didn’t answer right away, which Tomas appreciated. Even the sagani wasn’t that eager to end his life. “I would say,” Elzeth started, treading gently, “that we already have. We killed a cardinal, a bunch of knights, and more. But to your point, yes. I think we should. It’s time to put something above our own survival.”

      Tomas sighed. He knew what Elzeth wanted. He just wasn’t sure he could give it. “I’ll think about it.”

      Elzeth’s frustration bubbled up again, but the sagani tamped it down. This was the first civil conversation they’d had in days, and it wasn’t as though the problem was going anywhere.

      Tomas lay there, watching the wispy clouds float across the sky. His mind was full of conflicting thoughts, but eventually, he fell asleep.

      He woke after nightfall and started walking again. Out here in the prairie, the miles passed quickly underfoot. As far as he could see or hear, he was the only human around, and that was the way he wanted it. If there was any pursuit from the nameless town, they weren’t anywhere close.

      He picked a direction and followed it, not really caring where his feet took him. His stomach rumbled, not in anger, but in hunger. Fortunately, hunger was an old companion. He could hunt or catch fish. If he got desperate, he could find a farm and either bargain for or steal what little he needed.

      As he walked, he considered Elzeth’s argument.

      The difference between them was that survival was enough for him. All he wanted was to be left in peace. He gazed west. If he just walked far enough in that direction, he’d eventually find a place where no one would bother him.

      He grimaced. Comfortable as the familiar thought was, he was starting to realize it wasn’t true. Not that there wasn’t peace to be found in the isolation of the distant frontier. There was. He just wondered now, if that was what he actually desired.

      He would have stayed with Angela. When he’d been forced to flee her home, he hadn’t gone west. He might be on the frontier, and he might convince himself that he was better off alone, but he wasn’t.

      Off in the distance, two sagani prowled for prey. Tomas watched, fascinated. They were about the size of deer, with bodies that almost matched. But their legs were too thick, and the way they prowled the grass made Tomas think more of the leopards in the mountains than deer. “They aren’t even coming close to us,” he said.

      “Saw that. Was wondering why, too.”

      “You didn’t warn them off?” Tomas hadn’t felt anything, but he supposed it was possible.

      “No. As far as I can tell, they should just think you’re a human.”

      “Curious.” Sagani usually had little hesitation about attacking humans.

      Tomas watched them for a while longer, but when it was clear they didn’t care about him, he continued on.

      By the time the sun threatened to rise over the horizon, he’d put many miles between him and the town. His stomach rumbled some more, and Tomas decided when he woke from his next sleep, food would be the first problem he’d tackle.

      Except when he woke the next day, it was to an enormous man standing over him, the points of a digging fork held less than an inch from his throat.
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