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      Alex Collins was never asleep when he was supposed to be. His parents gave up trying to hide holiday gifts or replace his lost teeth with money before he turned five. He was the kind of kid who didn’t care for surprises anyway. He preferred to know what lay ahead of him. By the time his brother and sister were old enough to consider sneaking out of the house at night, they already knew it would be pointless.

      Life on the outskirts Fond du Lac, Wisconsin, gave Alex the stability he craved. Giggling about the French translation of Fond du Lac as Bottom of the Lake before he even started school gave him the first taste of the humor that would always sustain him.

      He saw patterns all around him. The orderly grids of streets, noises and bursts of activity with shift changes at factories, migrations of huge flocks of birds each spring and fall. All gave him the framework he needed to withstand the upheavals of childhood.

      In the summer of his thirteenth year, the comfort of routine failed him. Patterns transformed into prison bars, hemming him in, dragging him inexorably onto a path no one around him thought to question. An approved set of classes in high school would lead to community college, then to the University of Wisconsin and a solid, respectable corporate job shuffling papers in Madison or Milwaukee. He could detour into the factory, like his father. Or the farm, like his grandfather.

      Either way, Alex knew he would sink into oblivion and disappear.

      Around the same time, the fundamental honesty that kept him from pretending he didn’t know about his parents’ late night activities drove an impenetrable wedge through the middle of his family.

      Alex wasn’t quite old enough to know he should pretend he didn’t notice when certain patterns changed.

      Distance between him and his father grew first, and most painfully. Seeing the changes, less time spent together, avoiding Alex’s activities, and more harsh words than kind, didn’t help him understand what was going wrong. One conversation brought more clarity than anyone wanted.

      Glen Collins had picked all of them up from school for the third time that week, a task he’d rarely done before the past several weeks. Alex sat at the desk in the den, while his brother and sister sat with his father on the sectional sofa lining three walls of the carpeted basement space.

      The other kids had their mother’s straight blond hair, and Alex had red like his father, just starting to curl enough to be horribly unruly.

      Nearly as unruly as his mouth sometimes.

      “Did Mom get a different job?” Alex said.

      “No, son. She’s had the same job for seven years now. You know that.”

      Alex looked up from his math homework, warning prickling along his spine. His father didn’t sound annoyed as he had so often lately. He sounded afraid.

      “I just thought…” he said, not sure how to make everything better but needing to. “So many things have changed over the past couple of months. That’s all.”

      His father shut down his reader with an ominous sigh. He lowered his chin and looked at Alex.

      “Is that so? Why don’t you enlighten me about all these changes?”

      Alex was scared he wouldn’t be able to answer through a dry throat and mouth. His after school sandwich weighed heavily in his belly.

      “That’s okay, Dad.”

      “No, it’s not.” The other two kids were ignoring their own homework now, watching the exchange. “You’re always so full of information, noticing every little thing, whether we want it or not. Well, I want it. Start talking. Now.”

      “You pick us up more,” Alex said, forcing the words out. “So I thought she was working late more. She bought a bunch of new clothes. I wondered if they made her wear different stuff. And with her new haircut, I thought she seemed happier or something.”

      “New haircut,” his father said. He sat back and crossed his arms. “That it?”

      An alarm deep in Alex’s brain, triggered by budding empathy or self-preservation, kept him silent.

      “Know what I think, Alex? I think I’ve had just about enough of your vivid imagination and your little games. Next time you have a bunch of lies and nonsense you just have to tell someone, save it for school. Or for your mother.”

      “Dad, I didn’t mean to upset you,” Alex said. “I’m not imagining things. I’m not lying. I feel like something good is going to happen to Mom, not something bad.”

      This time the flash of fear and fury in his father’s eyes made Alex cringe in the hard wooden chair.

      “What are you doing, making notes of her movements? Spying on us? Do your damn homework! I don’t want to hear another word. In fact, why don’t you take yourself and your excess of attention up to your room?”

      Alex gathered up his things, heart pounding in his throat, tears in his eyes. Worse than his father’s shout was the fear he’d clearly seen in his brother and sister. They both drew away, faces pale and eyes wide.

      When his mother got home two hours later, he heard more shouting that didn’t stop until his mother talked to him a week later. She walked into his room looking sad and exhausted.

      “Listen, Alex. I don’t know what you told your father. But I’m not sick, losing my job, or having an affair. I’ve been going for a promotion, which I may not get after the last week of going to work asleep on my feet.”

      “I wasn’t trying to cause trouble,” Alex said, trying not to cry. “I just noticed something was different. I thought it was going to be something good.”

      “Well, it may still be if I can make up for the past few days.” She rubbed her eyes, then looked at Alex again. Her brown eyes were red around the edges. “I know you think you see a lot of things, and sometimes you probably do. You’re not old enough to know when to keep your mouth shut. Do me a favor, kiddo. Don’t be on my side.”
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      From that day on, the patterns around Alex shifted. Instead of a safety net or a constricting trap, he saw a way forward. A way to move. His inner eye followed sidewalks, roads, even plants that leaned away from the lake he’d grown up at the bottom of.

      Alex’s mind, and his heart, were set on a path to the southeast.

      He got into the habit of keeping quiet and keeping his head down at home. That routine left him lonely, but he was grateful for the calm. At school, though, he embraced the opposite and excelled beyond his own vague ambitions of living somewhere else. His love of math and the sure answers it provided refined into a passion, as did his perhaps less endearing habit of taking apart everything mechanical he could get his hands on.

      People in Alex’s life, even his parents, eventually stopped worrying about finding their belongings in pieces. He always managed to put things back together. And they often worked better than they had before.

      His calculus teacher called him aside in the middle of his junior year. Ms. Powers was the best teacher Alex had had so far, challenging and pushing him beyond what even he thought he could do.

      “So what are you planning to do once you get out of here, Alex?” she said. She was perched on her desk, swinging her sneaker-clad feet like a kid.

      “You mean today? Or after next year?”

      “I mean next year,” she said, smiling. “Today’s all up to you, though I know you’ll get your work done before Monday. What are your plans for college?”

      Alex kicked at the tile floor, then tried to disappear into himself when his shoe made an obnoxious shriek.

      “Community college for a couple of years, I guess. I don’t know after that. Maybe the math department down in Madison.”

      “That’s a perfectly sensible plan,” she said. “And I know you can do better. Is any of that what you want to do? Do you want to teach?”

      “I think it’s what I can do. I don’t love the idea of teaching, but we’re not exactly rich.”

      Alex didn’t say what he was really thinking. He hadn’t had any big outbursts with his parents for the last couple of years. But he doubted sending their strange and overly observant son to a hugely expensive school right away was high on the list. Even with that big promotion his mother had earned after all.

      “Well, I’d like to talk to a few people,” Ms. Powers said, “but I wanted to talk to you first. You don’t have to teach, Alex, though I think you’d be pretty good at it. I’ve seen you tutor more than one kid who was struggling. Do me a favor. Take some time over the weekend and look into engineering. With what I hear about the way you run circles around everyone else in your industrial shop class, you’d be a natural. The teachers are afraid you’ll go through all their projects before the end of the semester.”

      “I am a little bored in there,” Alex said before he stopped to think. He felt his face and ears blazing hot. “Please don’t tell them I said that.”

      “No, that’s what they’re telling me.” Ms. Powers was smiling, not scolding. “There are some fine schools here, but I have one in mind where a friend from my college days teaches.”

      Alex closed his eyes, waiting for the odd shockwave moving through him to subside. He saw all the decisions, small and large, leading to this moment. Doubling up on math for the past two years. Asking for extra work whenever he could.

      Making sure he got into this class, correctly rumored to be tougher than the other two.

      He didn’t have to ask, but Alex knew he should. No one else knew about the patterns, the way motion and arrangement and confluence directed and shaped his life. That was best kept to himself.

      “Where is it?”

      “Chicago. Not too far from home, is it?”

      Alex laughed, looking down at his feet to hide the quick tears in his eyes. The map resolved in his head, with his home at the bottom of a much bigger lake.

      And himself in the middle of a much bigger life.

      “Not too far at all, Ms. Powers. Not even close.”
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      Alex opened his apartment door to a blowing Chicago snowstorm, drifts he didn’t want to deal with already building up on the concrete steps. Four people barely recognizable through heavy coats and scarves stared up at him. He’d seen two of them in considerably less clothing a few times over the past five years

      “You’re not honestly expecting me to go out in this?” he said, holding the door open.

      A party had sounded like a good idea a few hours ago, before a blizzard settled in like a heavy blanket over his shoulders. They stomped enthusiastically before stepping inside.

      “What exciting plans did you have instead?” said Kim, one of those friends he’d spent close personal time with. “Reading some journal, or working?”

      “Neither, thank you very much,” Alex said, kissing her cheek. “Just finished up work a few minutes ago. I had plans to watch a shitty movie and go to bed. That’s what we do out here in the real world.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Grampa Collins.” That was another of Alex’s more intimate friends, Thom. “You graduated college early. You didn’t magically accelerate to fifty years old.”

      “Maybe not, but this isn’t my crowd anymore. Seriously. Have a couple here if you want, but I’m going to sit this one out.”

      Kim and the other two, recent dates for his friends who Alex didn’t know very well yet, shook their heads and headed back toward the kitchen to take him up on the offer. Thom crossed his arms and stared at Alex with his head tilted.

      “I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist you get the hell out of here tonight,” he said. “You have the rest of your life to work yourself into a rut like everyone else. And you need to act your age whether you want to or not.”

      “What am I supposed to talk to them about, Thom? Yeah, I’m still a kid, but I’m not drowning in finals anymore. I’m drowning in work. There’s a major conversational disconnect there.”

      “How about you stop drowning, then, at least for one night?” Thom stepped forward and kissed Alex, hard and deep, cold hands slipping into his hair. He stepped back, grinning. “Just have some fun, man. You still remember how to do that, right? And unless there’s someone I don’t know about, it’s been a while since you got laid. If we’re both bored at this party, fine. We head back here and take care of that.”

      Alex looked around the space, a far cry from the cramped dorm he’d endured with three other guys for three years. This apartment wasn’t huge, but it was all his. It did look like a guy in his thirties lived here.

      An actual adult, one he didn’t often feel like.

      No evidence of secondhand furniture or dirty clothes, no trace of stale beer or piles of books. He was damn proud of accomplishing so much so young, of getting himself out of his hometown and his parents’ house and into a great job.

      And Alex wasn’t quite ready to join his father’s demographic before he turned twenty-three.

      He’d been feeling strange and out of sorts all day, off track somehow. That kiss felt pretty fucking good, and it had been a while.

      “All right, I’m in. We’ll see about your generous offer depending on how the party goes. You and I are great at that part, not so much at the rest.”

      “Who said anything about the rest?” Thom said, walking toward the kitchen. “I’m planning to use you for your body.”

      “Works for me. I’ll get my coat.”

      The first steps into the bitter cold nearly sent Alex right back inside. The wind was vicious, driving stinging snow into his face and eyes. Walking two blocks to a college party hoping for some kind of hookup felt like insanity at the moment, but not quite as pathetic as going to bed at nine on a Friday night.

      The cars outside the building were already covered with snow. A thick trail of footprints showed the way through the tree-lined courtyard to the second apartment on the left. Alex again considered going back home despite the promise of time with Thom, or someone else. The drifts would surely be up past his knees in a few hours with the way this storm felt.

      Alex blinked, sure his eyes were watering from the icy assault. He stopped on the sidewalk, looking back toward the street. That wind had died down inside the sheltered courtyard, leaving the snow to float rather than being driven through a howling tunnel.

      Everything he saw, everything he felt, resolved into massive, interlocking patterns.

      The streetlight caught the huge flakes and threw sparkling light across several inches on the ground, all lining up to point toward where he stood.

      In a lifetime of sensing and feeling such things, he’d never imagined his entire life turning on one point, one moment he did not yet understand. As if a thousand train tracks from all over the world joined in this one spot, then continued on their way.

      “Alex is in danger of abandoning us,” Kim said from beside him. “He’s staring wistfully toward his shitty movie and his bed.”

      “His empty bed,” Thom said. “Get your fine ass in gear, old man. I’m freezing mine off out here.” He squeezed Alex’s backside and pushed, bringing them all in the door laughing.

      The heat from an overachieving fireplace and way too many bodies hit Alex like a steaming hot shower while he was fully dressed. There wasn’t enough room to stand, much less walk around. And still that movement forward, people shifting to give him a path when there shouldn’t be space for one, Thom close behind him, no longer grabbing his ass but adding to the momentum.

      Alex looked up, in the direction nothing less than what felt like orbital mechanics was pulling him. He saw one face out of dozens. One man with lovely green eyes, dark brown hair, and the sexiest smile he’d ever seen.

      The crowd closed behind him, and Alex walked forward, pulling his coat off. Some part of him knew the years before and the years that would come after still existed. Other people, far too many of them, still lived and breathed all around him.

      None of that mattered. This was the moment his whole life, all the choices and hard work and random events, would turn upon.

      Alex stepped into his future.
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      In an instant, in one flash of warm blue eyes, Etan’s entire life made sense.

      The party itself was depressingly typical. Far too many college students jammed into a Chicago courtyard apartment, music too loud, temperature too high despite heavy snow falling outside. Inexpertly rolled joints passed around as easily as fake phone numbers.

      Second-hand clothing dragged back from the early decades of the twenty-first century, styles of their grandparents brought back from the dead. Every conversation competing to be the most important, the most revolutionary, and the loudest of all time.

      Etan desperately needed a break from the toughest bunch of biology and math classes he’d been foolish enough to take in an indigestible lump, but he only went along to these nightmarish events out of a sense of obligation. If he’d wanted to sit in his own lonely shoebox apartment every night, why bother moving to such a huge city in the first place?

      He could have easily taken most of his non-laboratory classes online for a lot less hard-earned money, even with the huge help of his grandfather’s faculty tuition rate. And he could have stayed in Southwestern Virginia for all the rest, holed up in the mountains and living rent-free with his family.

      And he would have long since dropped out, or dropped dead, from the never-ending routine and depression.

      Etan forced himself to walk through the mob again, escaping the living room with its ear-splitting cheap stereo, broiling fireplace, and shocking chill every time the front door opened. Kitchen followed dining room on the way to bedrooms, all with too many people trying to get a warm body into the closest thing to a bed before they all disappeared into finals.

      Several attractive guys and a couple of adventurous girls made it clear Etan was what they were looking for, or at least close enough for the night. Most of the time, he would have taken the chance, if nothing else to get the hell out of the crowd.

      With the guys at least. Girls were an unknown territory, one he was more than a little bit afraid of.

      He could have even stayed in Appalachia for the casual hookups. Just trade the pretentious wannabe artists for a bunch of grumpy high tech and tourism workers, most of the marijuana for tobacco, and self-conscious wine drinking for cases of nasty beer, and he’d be right back at home. Out in the open or furtive and sneaky, partners were around.

      Going home alone, an option too many of the kids in either place seemed afraid of with so much pressure building up as the semester wound down, didn’t bother Etan most of the time. The temptation to just say a quick goodbye and disappear was familiar and comfortable to him. He’d stayed a couple of hours longer than he’d planned to already.

      Something was different tonight.

      Since he was a little boy, Etan had felt a curious sense of dislocation. Hardly anything or anybody around him seemed to fit, and not a damn thing inside of him did. Only his grandparents and father made him feel at home and comfortable.

      Part of the trick was they listened to him without trying to convince him he was imagining things. Being around them made him feel like all the sharp and jagged parts of himself at least kept still for a time instead of trying to slice him to ribbons.

      As he’d grown up, once in a while he felt one of those parts slip into place. A tiny bit of the noise inside softened, quieted, fell into tune with a song he did not yet recognize. Minor changes like taking his first science class or kissing a guy for the first time, big changes like deciding to go to college so far away from home.

      The relief of that smooth internal shift instead of relentless grinding gears let Etan know he was on the right track every time.

      And every time, he had a feeling of oncoming alignment, an eclipse in slow motion in his chest. Perhaps a piece he never knew was missing completed several others. Maybe another that hadn’t been meant for him in the first place slipped away.

      Or simply a part of Etan that had always been used the wrong way, by himself or someone else, fell into perfect motion at last.

      Walking around that overheated party in the middle of an early December Illinois snowstorm, he felt the adjustment long before he understood why. The rolling heat throughout his body told him this would be nothing less than fundamental. A change to last the rest of his life.

      A burst of laughter from the living room brought a real smile to his face, easing muscles strained from faking for hours. He turned to see a crowd of men and women filtering into the few remaining open spaces.

      Flowing into human eddies and currents.

      The tides within Etan surged and roared.

      One man looked back into his eyes instead of dodging forward to find the alcohol. Snow glittered in curly red hair that brushed his shoulders, with blue eyes framed by a neatly trimmed dark red beard. He smiled at Etan, a friendly, open smile, not the blatant come-ons he’d tried not to return all night long.

      This man showed no signs of fear or arrogance, not even a trace of the desperation filling the room as people paired up and departed. Only a confidence too natural to be any kind of act.

      And those gorgeous dark blue eyes that made Etan’s knees weak. The man walked forward, slipping his heavy black wool jacket off.

      “I’m roasting in this thing,” he said, his deep voice setting off resonance waves in Etan’s stomach. “Know where the standard coat pile is?”

      “Not really. I left mine in the car.”

      “You’re a braver man than me, driving tonight,” he said, brushing the snow from his hair. “It’s really coming down out there.”

      “I had a feeling it would be worth it.” Etan’s heart sped up, and he hoped his cheeks weren’t turning red.

      “Were you right?”

      “Not til just now,” he said, holding out his hand. “I’m Etan Griffith.”

      “Alex Collins.”

      Everything grew from that one warm touch.
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      A strong grip on Alex’s hand woke him from a light sleep, all he seemed to manage when he stayed with Etan. The room was still dark, with no sounds of traffic outside the windows. He thought for a second, trying to remember where they’d gone to bed.

      Etan’s place, that was it. He’d been looking forward to that breathtaking lake view early in the morning.

      Not quite this early.

      Etan’s whole body jerked against Alex’s back, and he let out a hard breath against his neck. Etan seemed to dream constantly, almost from the second he closed his eyes, but it hadn’t been quite this noticeable before.

      Alex thought about checking the time, but he didn’t want to move far enough to pick up his watch. Etan’s apartment was always cold, for one thing, and he had no desire to stir even an inch from their warm bed.

      He had the strangest feeling Etan was supposed to have these dreams uninterrupted.

      That didn’t make a lot of sense, especially if they woke Alex, but that didn’t change his certainty. He’d always been a light sleeper anyway, easily able to drop back off.

      “Air,” Etan said, his voice breathy and higher than normal. “It’s in the air. The water. The earth.”

      He squeezed Alex’s hand, curled against his stomach under Etan’s, hard enough to hurt. Etan’s breathing sped up, and his legs twitched like he was running.

      “That doesn’t sound like a good one,” Alex said under his breath.

      He turned over, shifting his grip until he was holding Etan’s hand. Strange feeling about letting the dreams go on or not, Alex hated the thought of him being so upset.

      “Etan. It’s okay. You’re just having a dream.”

      Etan groaned low in his throat, twitching all over now. Alex leaned over him and turned on the dim bedside light.

      “Wake up, Etan. Everything’s fine.”

      He could see his boyfriend’s face in the light, and Alex drew back in surprise. Etan’s eyes were wide open, but they didn’t seem to be focusing on him or anything else.

      “Everybody dies,” he said in a voice that sounded younger, like a little boy’s. “No matter what we do, how far we run, everybody dies.”

      Alex was covered in chills worse than the temperature in the room could explain. That may have sounded like a child’s voice, but it didn’t sound like a dream voice.

      It sounded like the truth.

      “Why do they die?” he whispered.

      “Poison in the air. Poison in the water. Murder in their hearts. Everybody dies.” Etan’s voice trailed off on the last two words, and Alex’s hair stood on end.

      “What can we do about it, E?”

      He touched Etan’s sweaty cheek, not sure if he wanted to wake him or let the unnerving conversation continue.

      “Have to go. Can’t stay here.” Etan’s eyes were squinting but still open, and the edges of his mouth drew down.

      “Where do we have to go?”

      “Southeast. Our future lies southeast.”

      Alex closed his eyes, his own body clammy with sweat now. He’d seen that same direction leading him out of Fond du Lac five years before, into this city he loved, a job he loved almost as much. Most importantly into this warm bed with Etan, and a passion and connection he’d never even daydreamed about.

      Etan’s body went rigid, then he sighed in that same high voice. He turned over, moving back against Alex’s chest. His breathing dropped to calm and regular right away, the same rhythm he kept until morning.

      Alex knew Etan didn’t dream again because he watched for the rest of the night.

      His certainty about the solid permanence of their lives together, built into his internal foundation barely six months after they’d met, withstood a serious blow with that first speaking dream.

      Alex’s foundation wouldn’t shatter and collapse until almost three years later.
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      He moved into Etan’s nighttime routine as easily as he had his daytime one. Alex went to sleep a couple of hours before, claiming the early hours of an old working man forced him to. He really wanted to get as much sleep as he could before the dreams started.

      He woke a few minutes before, keeping track of the time night after night. He started wearing his wristwatch to bed to make that easier without waking his lover. Three seventeen, three twenty, never later than three thirty. Over and over again.

      If Etan slept for more than a few more minutes past that internal alarm, Alex knew he’d sleep right through the night. More than half the time, he opened his eyes and the eerie conversation started.

      Etan dreamed of the problem with everyone dying most often, but other patterns emerged as the months and years passed.

      Alex tried to ignore the first one that concerned him, tried to pretend it was just a normal dream that didn’t mean anything. He was still unsurprised when he got laid off from his first job out of college. It hurt even with the warning, but the disappointment was tempered by awe.

      Alex knew when his sister was going to call with news of her marriage, and very shortly thereafter, her pregnancy. Same with family members who died. Knowing he’d have a much better job with a great engineering firm with far better potential turned those two months of unemployment from uncertain to a delightful sabbatical.

      He learned to accept what was coming, good or bad. Alex had no problem learning to love that secret knowledge he gained while everyone around him, including the source of that knowledge, slept.

      Disturbances in his own sleep, even combined with the hair-raising descriptions of starvation and war, were worth it to Alex in return for those glimpses of their future.

      He felt almost like he had a secret relationship, one only he knew about, with whatever part of Etan had the dreams. Etan never seemed to remember them, no matter how badly he was upset by them in the moment.

      Alex’s guilt at keeping that secret combined uneasily with not having a clue how he would explain it.

      Hey, did you know you predict the future in your sleep? Night after night, for years now? Probably shouldn’t have kept that from you, huh?

      The adventure faded when the dreams shifted not long after Alex turned twenty-five, Etan twenty-two.

      The routine of sleeping and waking stayed the same, as did the open-eyed interaction with a man sound asleep. But the intensity and the frequency grew. Uneasy dreams nearly every night, and always about the same thing for weeks on end.

      They had to go. They couldn’t stay in Chicago. They had to go home.

      Southeast.

      Alex didn’t have to look at a map to know what that meant.

      He’d visited Etan’s family in Virginia several times. The mountains and deep valleys fascinated him after a lifetime spent in the wide open Midwest, and Etan’s parents were lovely. He felt more at home on his first visit than he ever had with his own family, who they saw far less often.

      But those mountains scared him, too.

      Alex felt like they traveled back in time, and not because they had to drive miles along twisty roads to find groceries or alcohol or much of anything else. He felt fundamentally out of place, never losing his awareness that he had no idea how to survive in such a place without Etan. He hadn’t driven much since leaving the open, predictable grid of Wisconsin roads at seventeen.

      Even if he’d fought the city traffic every single day for those eight years, he’d still be anxious about taking the wheel on the beautiful, unpredictable, and amazingly narrow roads around Wolf Branch.

      Every time he was there, though, Alex never escaped the sense of alignment, of every leaf and creek and path through the wilderness pulling him deeper into whatever waited for him there.

      Magic Alex didn’t know the name for, awareness that seeped into his bones in the Virginia Highlands, turned up his senses and imagination to almost painful levels.

      Much as Alex loved being in those mountains, among family who felt like his own, he didn’t want to give up their life together in Chicago. The terror in Etan’s strangely flat sleeping voice, and even worse, the tears in his unseeing eyes, broke through his resolution and his fear at last.
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