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      Kenzi

      Pain radiates behind my eyes—an unrelenting assault as indefensible as the power and vengeance of a firehose at full blast. I cannot believe this is actually happening.

      And I can’t do anything about it.

      Graham wraps an arm around my shoulder and presses a kiss to my temple. “It’ll be okay.”

      I bite back a sharp comeback. My poor husband… He means well, but he’s wrong.

      His ignorance is understandable, as he’s never had to live with my mother.

      He has no clue just how okay things won’t be. The terror she will unleash, even in her supposed state.

      The woman should be in prison. That’s where she should be living out her final days. Instead, she’s coming back to the family home. To my family, my home.

      I really don’t know how my life came to this. This isn’t fair to any of us. The only blessing is the Brannon family home is a mansion, and I can avoid her as much as possible—which is exactly what I plan to do.

      Thankfully, the Brannon fortune is still available. It isn’t nearly as impressive as it once was, but it will cover a private nurse for my supposedly immobile mother.

      I’ll believe her stroke-induced paralysis when I see it. Maybe not even then. I’d be surprised if all of this wasn’t a ruse to get her out of prison to live the remainder of her life in this house, a home she supposedly hates. But a mansion—regardless of how many painful memories it holds—is far better than a prison cell. Especially for a woman Regina Brannon’s age.

      Knock, knock.

      After a few moments pass, Graham turns to me. “Do you want me to get it?”

      I nod and press my palms on my rounded belly. No matter the cost, I will protect my baby.

      Hopefully it doesn’t come down to that.

      But I’m mentally prepared if it does.

      Graham steps from me and opens the front door.

      Ember peeks down from the second level. She’s no more excited about her grandmother’s return than I am.

      Not after last time.

      Billa’s hiding in her cottage, and I imagine she’ll be there for quite some time—even with her wicked stepmother completely paralyzed.

      Allegedly.

      I pull myself from my thoughts and focus on Graham, who’s at the door, speaking with the uniformed men. He’s blocking my view, so I can’t tell if they’re medics, officers, or both.

      He looks back at me.

      Judging by the look on his face, I’m supposed to answer something. But blood rushes in my ears, deafening me. My heart is pounding so hard, I’m now lightheaded. I stumble back toward the spiraling staircase. Collapse onto the steps. Take deep breaths. Everything around me blurs as angry tears well.

      Graham rushes over and helps me up. “Are you okay?”

      I nod, but that isn’t enough. He doesn’t look convinced. “I just needed a moment to sit. That’s all.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes.” I step away from and stand on my own. “See?”

      He looks me over for a moment before guiding the others down the hall to where we’ve decided my mother will stay.

      My nightmare has become reality. She was supposed to spend the rest of her life in prison. Instead, she’s here. In my house.

      My breathing grows even more shallow. I struggle to take deep breaths but can’t.

      How is this happening? Couldn’t I have refused?

      Right. I tried. All the nursing homes claimed to be full. I’m pretty sure they don’t want a criminal in their midst. Not that I blame them.

      An arm wraps around me, offering support. Comfort. Carol, my brother Jack’s wife. “It’s going to be okay.”

      I shake my head, unable to find words. I’m spiraling worse than the staircase.

      “Multiple doctors have assessed her. She’s truly paralyzed, sweetie. Regina Brannon can’t hurt you again.”

      That’s up for debate.

      Tears blur my vision as I flash back to the mental institution my mother forced me into when I was just a child. When I’d done nothing wrong, other than being born a Brannon. She was rightfully incarcerated yet is now free. This woman—this toxic, manipulative woman—who had me wrongfully locked up when I was a child is now no longer behind bars.

      Where is the justice in this situation?

      The woman who birthed me is convinced my father’s bloodline—and therefore me, my siblings, and any children we have—is tainted with a murderous gene. An ironic belief, given she tried to kill us all. There are even whispers about her having killed her husband’s brother.

      I believe those whispers after everything I’ve seen.

      This can’t be happening. Maybe I can talk Graham into moving into another house. Sure, we live in a mansion, but my mother’s presence makes this place feel smaller than my old studio apartment, and it was so tiny, when I tripped in the kitchen I fell in the bathroom.

      Her arrival already has me missing that place.

      “Let’s get you outside.” Carol helps me stand.

      My legs wobble, but they keep me upright. I’m struggling to breathe.

      “Can I help?” Jack asks.

      His wife nods. “Grab a water bottle from the fridge.”

      My brother hurries off, mumbling to himself.

      I glance down the hallway. The medics are likely getting Regina—it’s easier to think of her by her first name rather than as “mom”—settled into the first-floor space we’ve converted into a bedroom for her. It used to be my dad’s precious office that he never let anyone into.

      Jack and Carol’s apartment is beside it, which is convenient, as Carol offered to handle most of Regina’s care. She volunteered, saying it only made sense as she had nursing experience.

      I’m pretty sure her choice had more to do with my panic attacks than her career.

      After my brother hands me a water bottle, Carol instructs him to see if Graham needs any assistance. Jack hurries down the hall. He’s happiest when he knows exactly what he can do to help.

      I guzzle half the water bottle in one go, then she guides me outside. The sun is shining, but the dark clouds in the distance predict heavy rain coming soon.

      “How are you feeling now?” Carol closes the front door behind us.

      My breathing comes a little easier now. Still can’t gulp any deep breaths. Might not be able to until either Regina or my little family moves out.

      I place my palms over my belly, reminding myself why I need to calm down. This can’t be good for the baby.

      Neither can his or her grandmother’s presence.

      There is literally nothing good that can come from Regina’s return.

      “Kenzi?” Carol rubs my back.

      Right. She asked me a question.

      How am I doing? I’m not sure that’s something I can answer.

      “Have you put more thought into my suggestion? About seeing a counselor?”

      I groan. “How is talking going to help anything?”

      “It’ll give you a chance to work out your feelings.”

      “The woman who birthed me is a psychopath, and I resent her for everything she put me through as a child. I know exactly how I feel.”

      Carol gives me a sympathetic glance, not unlike the one my husband gave me a few minutes ago. “Knowing what you feel isn’t the same thing as working through it. After you do that, you’ll be able to think clearly on the other side.”

      “It won’t change anything. My childhood will still be full of traumatic memories.”

      “Right, but you don’t have to remain traumatized by them. You’ll be able to look back on them through a more neutral lens. That will both be different and make a difference.”

      “I don’t see how I can do that with her living under the same roof as me. Just being near her gives me panic attacks.”

      “That’s why Jack and I will take on most of your mom’s care. Graham offered to help as well. Nobody’s going to ask you or Billa to do anything.”

      “Billa wouldn’t, anyway. I don’t think she’s even going to enter the house while Regina is here.”

      My poor half-sister has even more reason than me to avoid the woman. If anyone is the living embodiment of an evil stepmother, it’s Regina.

      I rub my stomach, unable to understand how the woman could carry me for nine months and then treat me as she did. I haven’t even met my child, but all I want is to give him or her the best of everything.

      Maybe talking with a counselor would help with that. If I have panic attacks every time I see Regina, I’m not able to live my best life. And I could be impacting my baby’s life in a negative way before his or her first breath.

      I turn to Carol. “You said you have a reference?”

      “Several, but one in particular who I think would be a good fit. She’s trauma-informed, so she knows how to help someone in your shoes.”

      “Okay. I’ll give her a call.”

      Carol wraps her arms around me. “I’m so glad. You won’t regret it.”

      I hope she’s right.
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      Graham

      Kenzi sleeps soundly next to me, and it’s the calmest I’ve seen her all day. She was a nervous wreck since the moment we woke. She’s such a strong person, it kills me to see her struggling so much. I get family issues, but I’ve never seen someone as strong as my wife have a panic attack over a completely paralyzed woman—and I’ve seen a lot in my time on the police force.

      I’m no fan of Regina Brannon’s. After everything Kenzi has told me, I’d be more than happy to kick the woman to the street, but I honestly believe my wife—deep down—wants to take care of her mom. She just isn’t in a place where she can handle that right now. But I’m certain if she didn’t take Regina in, she would later regret that decision.

      Regret is also something I know all too much about, and it’s not something I want Kenzi to have to deal with down the road.

      I brush a kiss on her forehead before climbing out of bed then trudging downstairs. Voices carry from the direction of my mother-in-law’s new room. Jack and Carol have taken most of the responsibility of our newest housemate. I couldn’t be more grateful to them for that—especially after everything Jack has been through.

      If Kenzi has been through hell at the hands of her mother, then my brother-in-law’s experience was off the charts. Someone could make a horror movie about his life and people would say it was unbelievable. That it could never happen.

      It never should have. Someone should’ve stepped in and made sure he was okay. That’s what law enforcement is for. How could none of the neighbors have noticed a child on their street going missing?

      Where the Brannon family was concerned, it was typical. For centuries, outsiders looked the other way regarding them and the odd events at their infamous estate.

      I’m pretty sure that still happens to this day. The same woman who tried to burn the structure down—and everyone in it—just moved back in, and not one neighbor has stopped by to see how we’re doing.

      Apparently, some things never change. People definitely don’t.

      I want to grab something to drink so I can relax before going to sleep, but guilt stings, so I head down the hall to see if Jack and Carol need anything.

      The door to the office-turned-bedroom is cracked open. I knock quickly as I step inside. “How’s everything going?”

      Jack glances at me from his mom’s feet. “We’re just moving her limbs like they told us to.”

      “Need anything?”

      He lifts one of her feet. “No. How’s Kenzi?”

      “Resting, thankfully.”

      “I’m glad,” Carol says. “Did she get a chance to call the therapist yet?”

      “She said she left a message. Thank you for giving her the referral. I’m really worried about her now that Regina’s here.”

      Carol glances between the paralyzed patient and me. “She can hear what we’re saying.”

      “Good. Have any of Regina’s children escaped horrific mental and emotional trauma?”

      Jack looks away.

      I walk over to where I can see my mother-in-law’s face.

      Her eyes bore into me.

      “You may be stuck in a body that refuses to move, but that doesn’t change the fact that you’ve done terrible things to your own children. I truly believe Claire would still be here had she not been raised by you. No, you didn’t pull the trigger, but you may as well have. She’d have made different life choices along the way, and she wouldn’t have ended up with—or at least wouldn’t have stayed with—an abusive husband. Every choice your children have made has been because of the way they were raised. Don’t even get me started with Kenzi or Jack.”

      Carol coughs nervously.

      I’m not about to stop when my wife is traumatized by this woman’s return. “Regina, you’ve destroyed the lives of your children. Luckily, most of them have managed to overcome your negative influence. Even Claire achieved plenty of victories in her short time on earth. She raised an amazing young woman and had a tremendous legal career. Now, you have nothing but time to think about all of that. And I’m glad. Think about your children. Stew in regret.” I hold her gaze for a few moments before turning to Jack and Carol. “If you need anything, let me know. I’m here to help you two.”

      They both nod without a word. Maybe I’m a horrible person for having chewed out an elderly paralyzed woman, but I don’t care. Not after all the harm she’s inflicted on some of the people I care about the most. What they have to live with is far worse than me pointing it out to that woman.

      Their apartment is a reminder of the horrors Regina Brannon inflicted on her family. She kept Jack locked away behind that door for decades, and nobody knew he was there. It’s a miracle he’s still alive, no thanks to his own mother.

      I stand taller as I make my way to the kitchen. I’ve stood up to the woman. Kenzi may never be able to look at her again, and I certainly won’t make her. I’ll get up fifty times a night to care for my mother-in-law before I think about my wife having to face Regina before she’s ready.

      My stomach rumbles. I pile leftovers on a plate. While it warms in the microwave, I sip on a beer. If ever I needed some alcohol to help me relax, it’s today. I’m just glad Regina is immobile. It’ll make it that much easier to help Kenzi forget she’s here, and that means we can move on with our lives all the faster.

      Everything was about as good as could be before getting the news about my mother-in-law moving back in. We’d all fully expected her to live out the rest of her days in prison, but it would appear the Brannon house continues to draw its people back home whether or not they want to return—or if the current residents want them.

      Just as I’m sitting at the table with my steaming food, footsteps sound in the hallway. I turn, expecting to see Jack or Carol, either needing help or irritated with me for being rude to the patient.

      Nobody’s there.

      I swear I heard footsteps. Things tend to echo around here, so it’s hard to make up something like that. Unless I subconsciously was hoping Kenzi would come down so we could talk. But she’s fast asleep, and I hope she manages to stay that way as long as possible after her panic attack earlier.

      Step, step.

      That was definitely not my imagination. Is someone hiding in the hallway, waiting for me to leave?

      I take a quick bite before getting up and peeking out of the kitchen.

      Empty.

      Not possible.

      “Jack?” I call. “Carol?”

      Nothing.

      The air around me turns chilly. A shiver runs down my spine, but I ignore it. It’s hard to keep a place this huge and old equally warm throughout. Cold spots happen. It’s just part of life in the Brannon house.

      “Ember?”

      Sometimes my teen daughter likes to play pranks, and lately she’s been trying to convince me our home is as haunted as people in town whisper.

      I wish her luck. I’m an officer of the law and so far have been able to find logical explanations for everything—the most recent being a squatter living in the walls next to Ember’s room.

      The thought still makes my blood boil. We thought we’d found and sealed all of the hidden entrances to the house, but clearly we’d missed one. That means we might’ve missed others. How, with renovations, I don’t know. But I suppose they aren’t called secret passages for nothing.

      All the ones we know of are sealed, though now I worry there are others we still haven’t found. As long as other squatters don’t come along and discover them first, we’ll be fine.

      Now that the footsteps have subsided, I return to the hall and glance toward the old office that now houses my mother-in-law. Not so much as a shadow moves down that way.

      I take quiet steps, as if I were in pursuit of an assailant, and hurry to the room. The lights have been dimmed, and Regina lies on the wheeled bed exactly as she was before. Jack and Carol are nowhere in sight, a bright light shining under the door to their living area.

      The footsteps must’ve been one of them as they settled Regina in for the night.

      It’s the only logical explanation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Ember

      My dad finally heads up the spiral staircase.

      I wait until I hear water running upstairs before stepping out from my hiding place and tiptoeing down the hall to Grandma’s new room. It’s so weird being back in Grandpa’s old study. It was such a huge and mysterious place when I was a kid, but now it seems so small and suffocating.

      Crazy how perspective can change so much with the passing of time.

      Heavy breathing sounds from the bed near the window, and muffled TV noise plays from behind Uncle Jack and Aunt Carol’s closed door.

      Everything seems so normal. A grandma sleeping while an aunt and uncle watch their nightly shows. But nothing is normal—not when my grandmother should be behind bars for setting this house on fire and trying to kill my boyfriend at the time.

      She claimed she was trying to protect me, saying the Brannon women always have to be careful. I really don’t know if she meant that, or if those were just the ramblings of a madwoman. Now I’m curious to know more, but if she’s completely paralyzed I may never get answers.

      But if she isn’t—like Kenzi thinks—then maybe I have a chance.

      Even if she is, maybe she can still communicate. I’ve read books where people who can’t otherwise move can blink once for yes and twice for no.

      It’s possible I can get answers.

      I inch toward my grandma. As I get closer, her breathing grows louder. Finally, I’m standing right next to her. Despite her looking so helpless, my heartbeat spikes. I flash back to the terrifying night of the fire. As always, I close my eyes and shake my head.

      This time it doesn’t make the images go away.

      I need to get out of here. Something about her is making things worse, to the point I can’t control my memories. Even if she does hold answers I’m looking for, I don’t need them tonight.

      Pulse racing, I hurry from her bedside and don’t stop until I’m upstairs safely in my room. After locking my door, I throw myself on my bed and try to catch my breath. It isn’t like she can get up here, but I can’t shake the feeling something malevolent followed me.

      That’s crazy. Or is it? Strange things happen in this house, so why would this be any different? Things move around on their own, I hear unexplained sounds in the walls, and we always seem to find new passages.

      There’s even a gravestone with my name on it in the secret family plot in the woods. Different girl, but the exact same name. She lived here over a century ago. I’d found her journal, and based on what I read, our lives have a lot of parallels. Now I see another that I didn’t before. Her father wasn’t so different from my grandma. Not exactly the same, but similar.

      It’s still hard to accept my grandma was willing to kill the boy I loved. I know it happened—I’ll never be able to forget that awful night—but I can no longer put off processing that fact. Since she’s back in the house, I have to deal with it. With her.

      I definitely see why Kenzi was freaking out about Grandma’s return. I didn’t think the presence of a mute, paralyzed woman would make a difference.

      Until now. Until I had a bad reaction just standing near her.

      Maybe what I need is to get out of the house. Some fresh air will do me good. I check Dad and Kenzi’s room to make sure they’re sleeping before heading outside. The air is extra crisp, and I tighten my jacket around me as I make my way to the woods. I use my phone as a flashlight to find my way to the graveyard then sit in front of the other Ember’s stone. The ground has molded itself into my shape by this point.

      I update her on everything that has happened in the family since my last visit. Like every other time I’ve talked to her, she listens quietly. Speaking my thoughts always helps organize them. I’m not sure I feel any better about my situation, but thinking of all my ancestor endured, I do feel better about Grandma being back. Even though she was dangerous, she never wanted to hurt me. I really believe she thought she was protecting me by setting the fire—crazy as I know that sounds.

      And that’s part of what worries me. She does what she thinks is best, regardless of how dangerous it is to anyone else. Kenzi calls her a loose cannon.

      If only I had someone to talk to who could reply. I need another perspective. I already know how everyone at home feels and could really use some outside opinions. My friends aren’t an option. I haven’t really been discussing serious matters with them lately. They all spend most of their free time with their boyfriends. The few moments I get alone with them are usually spent talking about their relationships.

      Me? I can’t let go of the one boy I can’t have. He’s only a little older, but he graduated super early and now works for the school district. A relationship with me could cost him his career, and maybe more. As far as I know, he doesn’t have a girlfriend. And there’s nothing stopping him from dating someone. Especially considering he’s encouraged me to date boys at school so I can have normal experiences like school dances and stolen kisses at our lockers.

      I’m supposed to wait until after graduating to see how I feel. That’s practically a lifetime away. The days pass unbearably slowly when I don’t want to spend time with anyone else.

      A thought hits me so hard it nearly knocks me over.

      Was that from the other Ember?

      It’s creative enough that it might just work. I just have to figure out how to pose it to Dad and Kenzi to get them to agree.

      That’s going to be the tricky part.

      I leap up and race toward the house. Once I reach my room, I lock the door and start writing my ideas.

      This has to work. My pleas have to be especially convincing. It might take a few days to nail down every detail. I can’t have any holes in my plan when I present it to them.
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      Kenzi

      I bolt upright in bed, eyes wide in the dark room. Something woke me. Don’t hear anything now. I hold my breath, listen.

      Nothing.

      Maybe it was just my bladder again. While I’m still barely showing, my baby is big enough to put plenty of pressure on it, particularly at night. I can’t imagine how often I’ll wake as he or she gets bigger.

      Tap.

      I didn’t imagine that.

      Next to me, Graham doesn’t so much as stir. You’d think being married to a policeman would give me comfort, but this man could sleep through an avalanche.

      Tap, tap.

      Are those footsteps?

      Only one way to find out. I climb out of bed then pad across the room. At the door, I cup my hand around one ear and hold my breath to hear even better.

      Nothing.

      I poke my head out of the bedroom, scan the dim hall only lit by sparsely spread-out nightlights. No shadows, no noise. Maybe the taps were just water pipes or the old heating vents that, though no longer used, still make their presence known from time to time.

      After what feels like minutes of silence but is probably only a few moments, I head to the bathroom then climb back into bed.

      No more sounds. I scoot closer to Graham, who’s still sleeping peacefully where I left him before checking the hallway. Try as I might to stay awake to listen for more tapping, my eyelids grow heavy until I can’t keep them open any longer.

      When I wake, the room is bright. Graham’s spot next to me is empty. I’m not sure how I slept through his alarm when the soft tapping woke me in the middle of the night. After giving into a few yawns, I empty my bladder again then make my way downstairs.

      Graham and Ember are in the kitchen, talking over bacon and scrambled eggs. He offers to make me eggs, but the thought of them turns my stomach.

      I grab some bacon slices and stick bread in the toaster.

      Graham wraps his arms around me. “How did you sleep?”

      “Great.” I don’t tell him about my excitement in the middle of the night. There’s no point because nothing happened. It was probably my nerves, and the last thing I want to do is worry him. I’m sure I’ll adjust to my mother’s return at some point—especially if she really is immobile.

      Time will tell.

      My husband kisses my temple. “I’m so glad. And so you don’t have to think about it, I checked on Jack and Carol. They’re doing well and say your mom really does seem paralyzed. She hasn’t budged an inch since she arrived. Also, everyone is still alive and there haven’t been any fires.”

      How I wish he was joking.

      “I don’t think she’s going to cause any trouble for us.” He returns to his seat.

      “I hope you’re right.”

      My toast pops up, and it’s a perfect light brown. I butter it then join them at the table.

      Ember yawns. She’s obviously trying to cover up dark circles under her eyes with makeup.

      “Did you sleep okay, sweetie?” I ask.

      She yawns again. “Yeah.”

      Graham and I exchange a glance at her one word answer.

      “You sure?” he asks.

      “Yep. Hey, can we talk about something tonight?”

      My heart sinks. “What’s wrong?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Nothing. I just want to ask you about something.”

      “What is it?” I ask. “We can talk now.”

      Ember glances at her phone. “My bus is going to be here any minute. Gotta go!”

      I start to say something, but she shoves the last piece of bacon into her mouth before darting out of the room.

      Graham turns to me. “What do you think that’s about?”

      “It’s anyone’s guess.” I shrug. “Maybe she wants to move now that Regina is here.”

      He gives me another kiss. “I think that’s your wishful thinking. And honestly, I don’t think your mom is going to be any trouble. Carol even said she’s going to cut back on her clients to make sure she has enough time to devote to her, and Jack is happy to take over care duties while Carol’s at work.”

      “I don’t know how he can even stand to look at her. What that woman did to him was so much worse than what she did to me—and that was unforgivable.”

      Graham squeezes my hand. “I can’t begin to imagine what either of you went through. If you want, I’ll keep trying to find a facility for her.”

      I draw in a deep breath. “There isn’t an open spot in fifty miles. Not when they hear her name. Her reputation precedes her. She can’t even get on a waitlist.”
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in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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