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            Ambrosius Nosegoode, Cody and Blackbeard
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         The clock on the tower struck six times, and Lower Limewood awoke from its slumber. The smell of fresh baking filled the air, milk churns jangled and vegetable carts rolled out onto the streets. Caretakers opened doors and set about their morning cleaning. Sleepy faces appeared in the windows. A new day had begun.

         12A few minutes after six o’clock, the inhabitants of a little house in Skylark Lane, Mr Ambrosius Nosegoode and his friend Cody, woke up as well.

         Ambrosius was a retired detective, the author of an outstanding book called How to Unmask a Thief and, once upon a time, the bane of criminals everywhere. Now he was a considerate, kind-hearted elderly gentleman.

         Indeed, it was hard to believe that this chubby figure could once have caused such panic in the criminal world. Or that his grey, balding head could once have solved the toughest of cases. Or that the name of Ambrosius Nosegoode had been well known not just in the big city where he had lived and worked, but far and wide beyond its borders. Yet it was all true. Those were wonderful times! Still, they were gone. Old age came, and Ambrosius felt the need for peace. He returned to his native Lower Limewood, bought a little house and settled in it with Cody. He spent his time relaxing, growing radishes and playing his flute in the evenings. He didn’t in the least suspect that it would be here, in quiet Lower Limewood, that he would have another adventure.

         Cody was a dog. He was an ordinary, shaggy mutt, but Ambrosius would never consider swapping him for another dog of a more noble breed, even if such a dog 13came with a gold collar studded with jewels. Cody, in addition to all his virtues (and a few minor flaws), possessed one extraordinary skill: he could converse with his master! He had learnt this art from Ambrosius, and it happened very naturally. Like many people who live alone, Ambrosius enjoyed talking to himself. Or rather, to himself and to his dog. He spoke about his adventures, about hard times and about a hundred other things. Cody listened. Listened and nothing more. Then, one day, when Ambrosius asked him how he was, Cody replied, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, “I’m very well, thank you, except the fleas are bothering me.”

         It’s not hard to imagine what a shock Ambrosius must have experienced when he heard these words. He almost became ill. But after that, his conversations with his dog were no longer one-sided.

         And now, this morning, Ambrosius had jumped out of bed first and was pulling on Cody’s ear.

         “Wakey-wakey, you sleepy head! Mrs Cracker’s cockerel is hoarse from crowing and you still haven’t budged. Time to wake up!”

         Cody blinked a few times and yawned.

         “I had a beautiful dream,” he said sleepily. “I dreamt I was a butcher. I was standing behind the counter, 14surrounded by sausages, hams and bones… What a sight it was! The smells alone were making me dizzy… I was just about to take a bite out of the tastiest-looking ham when I heard your voice.”

         He yawned again and asked, “Ambrosius, don’t dreams come true sometimes?”

         Ambrosius looked thoughtful. “Yes, that’s what I’ve been told. My aunt once dreamt that she had broken her leg. And imagine: the very next day, something did break. Only it wasn’t anything of my aunt’s, and it wasn’t a leg – it was her neighbour’s ladder. Even so, my aunt insisted that her dream had come true. Maybe yours will too.”

         “Maybe. But before it does, could you make us something to eat? That dream really gave me an appetite.”

         “In less than ten minutes, we’ll have a breakfast fit for a king!”

         “Well, all I need is one that’s fit for a dog,” Cody replied humbly.

         After breakfast, the two friends started getting ready to go out. Every morning, they would walk together to the nearby newsagent’s to buy newspapers. As usual, the detective picked up his small briefcase, which he always carried with him everywhere, called Cody over, and the two of them went out into the street.

         15Skylark Lane was undoubtedly the quietest street in Lower Limewood. Single-storey houses with green gardens lined the pavements and cats slept peacefully next to flowering geraniums in the windows.

         But not in all windows. As they passed Mrs Hardtack’s house, Cody pulled on Ambrosius’s trouser leg and whispered, “Look in that window! Blackbeard is at his post!”

         Ambrosius glanced discreetly to his right and noticed a silhouette behind the net curtain. He had no doubt that it was Blackbeard. He also had no doubt that a couple of watchful eyes were following him and Cody from behind the curtain.

         The two friends had been intrigued by Blackbeard since the previous day. That’s when the big sign that had been hanging on Mrs Hardtack’s front gate – “Room for rent, full board and laundry services” – had been taken down, and a mysterious man with a bushy beard had moved in.

         There would have been nothing extraordinary about this if it hadn’t been for the fact that the stranger seemed excessively interested in Mr Nosegoode and his dog. Soon after his arrival, he had questioned Mrs Hardtack about them and then, over the course of the day, Ambrosius and Cody had bumped into him three times. It couldn’t have been a coincidence. And here he was again…

         16“I’m liking this less and less,” said Cody. “And anyway, my left ear has been itchy for the past three days, which is a sure sign that something unusual is going to happen. I’m convinced that there’s a connection between this itch and that bearded man. Listen, maybe he’s a criminal, someone you had sent to prison? Maybe he got out and now he’s looking for revenge?”

         “I don’t think so. He doesn’t look like a criminal to me.”

         “Doesn’t look like a criminal? What do you mean?”

         “Have you looked closely at his beard?” Ambrosius asked.

         “Of course. It’s black and thick.”

         “You haven’t noticed anything else?”

         “No.”

         “Then you’ve missed the most important thing: it’s fake! And not only that: it’s badly attached.”

         “Fake?” Cody repeated, surprised. He recovered a moment later. “You see! It’s clear proof of his bad intentions. If he didn’t have bad intentions, he wouldn’t put on a fake beard.”

         “But maybe this beard is precisely what proves his innocence?” Ambrosius replied mysteriously.

         “You can’t mean that!” Cody said with indignation. “You’re joking, aren’t you?” 17
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         “I’m not joking. I’m completely serious.”

         Cody looked at his master doubtfully, as if to check that he really wasn’t joking, and then decided to let it go. No, it was clear that they wouldn’t see eye to eye on this matter. It was a good thing that he, Cody, didn’t allow 18himself to be deceived by Blackbeard. After all, someone had to remain vigilant, he thought, as he felt the weight of responsibility settle on his shoulders.

         Just at that moment, they reached the newsagent’s stand and their conversation came to an end, since nobody except Ambrosius knew about Cody’s ability to speak.

         “Good morning, Mr Loop!” Mr Nosegoode greeted the newsagent. “Do you have anything for us today?”

         “Of course, of course!” Mr Loop replied, passing Ambrosius the latest editions of The Morning News and A Dog’s Friend, the two papers that the retired detective liked to read regularly.

         Accompanied by his dog, Mr Nosegoode headed for a bench in the nearby square and opened the first newspaper. He started reading aloud in a lowered voice, since Cody was also interested in politics – not to mention the fact that he eagerly devoured all news from canine circles. But Cody couldn’t concentrate on what was being read. His thoughts were occupied with Blackbeard.
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            The Mysterious Theft
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         Around the same time, the local clockmaker, Mr Ignatius Blossom, was heading down Barrel-Organ Street to his workshop. He was walking briskly, swinging his bamboo cane and enjoying the bright May morning. Apart from the weather, he had another reason to be pleased: the day before, he had managed to repair a very complicated old music box.

         22A few days earlier, Mr Swallowtail, the town chemist, had put the box on his counter and said, “I’ve come to see you with this little curiosity, even though I doubt you’ll be able to fix it. This toy is almost a hundred years old and is fiendishly intricate, but I would be very obliged if you could repair it. It’s a family keepsake, which has recently gained in importance for us. Would you be able to spend some time on it?”

         Mr Blossom picked up the toy and examined it carefully. It was a small metal box with a porcelain dancer on top. Inside was a mechanism that played a melody and made the figurine spin round. Mr Blossom inspected the mechanism, poked at a few wheels, pressed a few springs and replied, “I think I can manage it. Please come back in a week.”

         And he did manage it. Admittedly, he spent many hours working on the toy, but not in vain. Only the previous afternoon, a lively melody had filled the workshop, and the dancer had turned gracefully. Mr Blossom had proved once again that he had a magic touch. So it was no wonder that he was in such a splendid mood that May morning.

         The town-hall clock struck half past seven. Mr Blossom took out his thick pocket watch and with a glance 23determined – to his annoyance – that the clock on the tower was running two minutes early yet again. He didn’t like unpunctual people or unpunctual clocks. It will need to be adjusted, he thought.

         His workshop wasn’t far now. At the sight of the familiar sign, “Ignatius Blossom, Clockmaker”, with a large clock face above it, Mr Blossom quickened his pace. He climbed the little steps up to his workshop, took out his key and was about to put it in the lock, when all of a sudden he froze: the door was open! The first, utterly ridiculous thought that crossed his mind was that he had forgotten to lock it the night before. But at that very moment he noticed a fresh splinter sticking out of the wooden frame, and he understood: there had been a break-in!

         For a few seconds, Mr Blossom stood petrified. Then, with a sense of foreboding, he pushed the door open and looked inside. He went no further for fear of destroying any clues that the burglar might have left behind.

         The first thing he noticed was that the workshop was tidy. He had expected to see upturned furniture, open drawers, the large display case broken… But everything was in its place. The drawers were closed, pocket watches lay undisturbed under glass in the case, the large clocks on 24the wall ticked solemnly… Mr Blossom couldn’t believe his eyes. Did the burglar not take anything?

         He surveyed the room once again and only then noticed what was missing. “The music box…” he whispered. “The music box has been stolen!”

         He stared in astonishment at the spot where the chemist’s family keepsake had stood only the day before.

         Is that really what the thief came for? he wondered to himself. Why not something else? Why would somebody steal that specific music box but leave two gold watches behind?
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         25Mr Blossom couldn’t think of answers to these questions. He stood on the threshold, helpless and worried, not sure what to do next. Of course, the easiest thing would be to report the theft to the police, but Mr Blossom didn’t want the incident to attract a lot of attention. That could be damaging to the excellent reputation of his business.

         What should I do? he kept asking himself, agitated. Then a bright idea came into his head. Nosegoode! He’s my great hope! He’s the only one who can help!

         Mr Blossom quickly revived. In his mind’s eye, he could already see the old detective leading the captured thief by the hand; he could see himself reclaiming the stolen music box. He was about to hurry off to get Mr Nosegoode when he realized that he couldn’t leave the workshop unlocked.

         “Oh, that Joey. He’s late again…” he sighed.

         Joey was Mr Blossom’s apprentice. For the past three months he had been learning the difficult art of repairing clocks. Alas, he wasn’t making much progress. Mr Blossom tried to explain this by the fact that Joey didn’t have a heart for clocks. You have to love clocks, he’d say to himself. A person who doesn’t love clocks can never become a good clockmaker.

         26On the other hand, Joey had a few flaws that genuinely worried Mr Blossom. First, as demonstrated that morning, he wasn’t punctual and, according to Mr Blossom, an unpunctual clockmaker was as good as a tone-deaf organist. The master craftsman was trying to teach his pupil to be on time, but without much success.

         Second, Joey had a habit of telling lies.

         “Sir, could I be excused a little early this afternoon?” Joey had asked him one day. “My grandmother is ill, so I’d like to chop some wood for her and bring her fresh water…”

         Moved by Joey’s thoughtfulness, Mr Blossom had let him go without a moment’s hesitation. Later on, he found out that Joey’s grandmother had been at a wedding that day and that Joey had spent his free time fishing by the river with his friends.

         Finally, Joey had once stolen something, and this upset the clockmaker most of all.

         For all these reasons, Mr Blossom couldn’t talk about his apprentice without feeling rather bitter.

         Thinking of him now, he furrowed his brow. A suspicious thought crossed his mind, but he dismissed it straight away.

         27“Good morning, sir!” A cheerful voice broke into his thoughts. “I see you’re not hurrying to start work this morning either! No wonder, such great weather…”
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         The clockmaker snapped out of his musings and looked at his apprentice. Joey had a long nose and a thick mop of impossibly red hair. He was gazing up at the master craftsman with a wide smile, but he grew serious as soon as he noticed the worried look on his face.

         “Mr Blossom, has something bad happened?” Joey asked anxiously.

         28“I’m afraid it has,” the clockmaker answered in a downcast voice. “A thief has broken into the workshop.”

         “A thief?! But that’s impossible…”

         “Unfortunately, it’s very possible.”

         “Did the thief steal anything?”

         “Yes. Thieves always steal things.”

         “So… what’s missing, Mr Blossom?”

         The clockmaker cast a quick but searching glance at Joey and said, “The chemist’s music box.”

         “The music box?” Joey repeated, incredulous. “Why would a thief want a music box?”

         “Well, that’s a question you’d need to ask the thief!” Mr Blossom smiled sourly.

         Joey tugged nervously at his unruly hair. He couldn’t understand the thief’s odd choice.

         “Sir, this theft is very mysterious,” he said at last. “Are you going to report it to the police?”

         Mr Blossom looked at him carefully again.

         “Not just now. First I’m going to talk to someone who can be of more help to us than the police. That’s where I’m heading now. In the meantime, you’re going to guard the workshop. Make sure you don’t let anyone in, and don’t go inside yourself. If anyone passes by, just pretend that nothing’s happened and that you’re 29simply waiting for me. You’re going to do a good job, I hope?”

         “Yes, sir, you can rest assured!” Joey promised. He was glad that the old master had given him such an important task.

         Mr Blossom left Joey at his post and hurried off towards the square, where he hoped to find Mr Nosegoode. He knew the detective’s habits and expected to see him sitting on a bench, flipping through the morning papers.

         He wasn’t disappointed.

         Mr Nosegoode was just finishing reading the last page of A Dog’s Friend when the clockmaker appeared.

         “Mr Nosegoode!” Mr Blossom said breathlessly. “I need your help! I’ve been robbed!”

         He recounted what had happened.

         It was incredible just how much the old detective seemed to change as he listened to this short tale. He straightened up, his cheeks became flushed, his eyes lit up. It was as if a full ten years had fallen away from him. Cody also became strangely possessed. He wanted to shout, “Didn’t I say that something unusual would happen?”

         “Mr Nosegoode…” the clockmaker said, coming to the end of his story. “I have to get that music box back! You’re my only hope! Please, say you will help.”

         30Ambrosius got up from the bench.

         “We’ll catch the thief, I promise you!” he said decisively. “Now, let’s go to your workshop.”

         The clockmaker breathed a sigh of relief. Feeling hopeful, he set off down Barrel-Organ Street with Mr Nosegoode and his dog.
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            Mr Nosegoode Begins to Investigate
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         There was no doubt that Joey was doing a great job at his assigned post. He was standing casually in the doorway, staring at three sparrows hopping in the road. Nobody would have suspected that he was guarding a spot where a crime had been committed.

         “And over there is Joey,” Mr Blossom explained in a hushed voice when they got near.

         32“Hmm, an interesting boy,” Mr Nosegoode declared, observing Joey carefully.

         He had clearly been intrigued by Joey a few minutes earlier, when the clockmaker mentioned that he had an apprentice. The detective had even asked for a brief description of the boy’s character. After hearing what Mr Blossom had to say, he posed an awkward question: “Has it occurred to you that Joey…? Well, you understand what I’m getting at.”

         Mr Blossom nodded and then hesitated.

         “Yes,” he admitted a moment later. “The thought did occur to me, but I’ve dismissed it. I don’t think Joey would be capable of such a thing. It’s true that he’s no angel and that he’s got his faults, but I don’t think he could commit a theft like this. And anyway, why would he want to steal a music box? It has no value for him at all. He was very surprised when he learnt what had happened.”

         Mr Blossom pondered something in silence and then added, as if to convince himself, “No, it’s not possible. Joey couldn’t have done it.”

         “No, no, of course not,” Mr Nosegoode agreed quickly.

         They reached the front of the workshop and stopped. The arrival of the famous detective made quite an impression on Joey. Clearly, he hadn’t expected the master 33clockmaker to ask such an illustrious figure for help. So, when this illustrious figure reached out his hand to shake Joey’s, the boy blushed deeply.

         “Have you noticed anything suspicious?” Mr Nosegoode asked him.

         “No.”

         The detective cast a glance around them.

         “We’re very lucky that the street is deserted. Otherwise we’d soon have a crowd of onlookers on our hands, and that’s something I’d rather avoid. I’m a bit worried about the woman in the window across the street, who is definitely paying far too much attention to our humble selves… But there is little to be done about it. We can put up with one spectator.”

         With these words, he opened his briefcase, pulled out a powerful magnifying glass and went up to the door. He looked at it briefly and said, “The thief wasn’t very inventive. An ordinary crowbar was used to break the lock. The mark is very clear. But a crowbar mark is not enough. We must find other clues.”

         He lifted the magnifying glass up to his eyes again and began to examine the door carefully.

         “Yes…” he muttered. “Yes, we must find other clues. Ah, here’s one: a piece of thread! A black silk thread… 34It’s caught on a splinter made by the crowbar, so it must have been left behind by the thief. I already have an idea of where it might have come from. But, for now, let’s put it in an envelope. Maybe this thread will lead us to a solution…”

         Mr Nosegoode unhooked the thread carefully, placed it inside an envelope and went back to examining the door.

         “I have reason to suspect that the thief didn’t leave any fingerprints,” he said. “Let’s check if I’m correct. Mr Blossom, when was the last time this door was washed?”

         “Joey washed it yesterday after we closed up,” the clockmaker answered. “We do a thorough clean every Wednesday.”

         “Very good. This means that we should find only your fingerprints and Joey’s, and possibly the thief’s. We’ll know in a minute if this is true.”

         The detective leant over his briefcase and took out a small box, a brush and a roll of tape. The box contained white powder, with which Ambrosius dusted the door in a few spots. He then swept these spots with the brush and examined them under the magnifying glass.

         “I see only two kinds of fingerprints,” he remarked. “I’m sure these are yours and your apprentice’s, but it won’t hurt to preserve them, just in case.”

         35He pressed pieces of tape against the areas he had dusted, then peeled the tape away and put the pieces in another envelope. An exact image of the fingerprints was preserved on the tape.

         “Now we can go inside,” he announced. “I’ll lead the way, if I may.”

         Mr Nosegoode stepped over the threshold, followed by Mr Blossom and Joey. Cody slipped in behind them, sat down by the wall and continued to follow everything diligently.

         After casting his eyes all around the workshop, Ambrosius concentrated his attention on the floor. He must have noticed something interesting because he crouched down and gazed intently at one spot.
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         36“Mr Blossom.” He turned to the clockmaker. “Is this footprint yours?”

         Mr Blossom crouched down next to the detective. He looked at the shoe print visible on the freshly polished floor and shook his head. “No, I don’t own shoes like that.”

         “What about you, young man?”

         Joey said it wasn’t his footprint either.

         “In that case, we can conclude that it must be the thief’s. Let’s copy it. It might come in handy.”

         Mr Nosegoode opened his notebook and sketched the pattern of the sole.

         “And now,” he said, closing his notebook, “could you tell me precisely where the stolen music box was standing yesterday?”

         Mr Blossom pointed straight ahead. “It was over there, on that shelf.”

         “It’s not a particularly noticeable spot,” Mr Nosegoode remarked. Not taking his eyes off the floor, he walked over to the shelf. He stopped in front of it, swept it with his eyes and reached out his hand to grab something.

         “Does this belong to you, Mr Blossom?” he asked.

         In his open palm was a matchbox.

         The clockmaker checked his pockets.

         37“No, my matches are right here.”

         Mr Nosegoode looked over at Joey.

         “I… I don’t carry matches at all. I… I don’t smoke,” replied the apprentice, visibly flustered.

         “Well, this means the thief has left us another souvenir,” said Ambrosius, pretending not to notice Joey’s discomfort. “It’s a valuable one, too,” he added, examining something written on the box.

         Nobody could observe what that something was because Mr Nosegoode quickly put the matchbox into his briefcase.

         “We should be able to find more traces,” he said. He looked around again and exclaimed, “Here’s another!”

         He bent over and picked up a spent match from the floor. He glanced back down.

         “Only one?” He considered this for a moment. “Interesting, very interesting…”

         The match followed the box into the briefcase.

         Mr Nosegoode wandered around the workshop for a while, looking here and there, but he didn’t find anything else. At last, he sat down in a chair and declared, “Now I’d like to ask both of you a few questions.”

         Mr Blossom and Joey also sat down. Cody pricked up his ears, and the old detective began the questioning. 38
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         “Can you please tell me if there was anyone else present when the chemist came in with the music box?”

         “No,” came a decisive answer.

         “Did anyone else express any interest in it later?”

         “Yes,” the master and his apprentice answered at the same time.

         Mr Nosegoode shifted anxiously.

         “Who?” he asked.

         “A man with a black beard,” the clockmaker said. “A stranger, not from these parts. He came here yesterday and asked me to replace his watch glass. When I got down to work, he started looking around the shelves as if he 39were in a museum, not in a clockmaker’s workshop. Then I heard his voice: ‘Excuse me, is this toy for sale?’ I looked up and saw him pointing to the music box. ‘No, it’s not,’ I answered. ‘The owner dropped it off to be repaired.’ To which he said, ‘That’s too bad. I’m interested in these kinds of things, and I like to buy them when I can.’ That’s what he said. Yesterday I didn’t pay the least bit of attention to his words, but now… Do you think it’s him?”
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         40“It’s far too early to think anything,” the detective answered evasively.

         Although this piece of information about Blackbeard did not appear to make a very strong impression on Mr Nosegoode, it had a huge effect on Cody. The dog was triumphant. He stretched out his tail proudly. Seeking Ambrosius’s eyes, he seemed to be saying, “Well, you see, I was right! I wasn’t deceived by that fake beard. I can’t be deceived so easily!”

         But Ambrosius wasn’t paying any attention to Cody.

         “Apart from this stranger, did anybody else seem interested in the music box?” he continued.

         Mr Blossom scratched his forehead. “I don’t think so…” he said, trying to remember. “I don’t think so…”

         “One last question: apart from you and Joey, who knew that the music box had been fixed yesterday?”

         41“Only the chemist.”

         “When did you tell him?”

         “Yesterday afternoon. He sent his nephew to check on it. I told the boy that the music box was ready, and he was very glad to hear it. ‘My uncle can hardly wait,’ he said as he was leaving. But the chemist never came. If only he had come yesterday, this would never have happened… And now what? No doubt he’ll come today. What am I going to say to him? That his music box has been stolen?”

         “You don’t need to worry,” the detective said calmly. “I’m going to be talking to Mr Swallowtail very shortly, and I will inform him myself about the theft. I will also reassure him that he will soon have his music box back.”

         “Thank you so much.”

         Mr Nosegoode got up. Closing his briefcase, he continued, “It’s only a matter of time before the thief is identified. The guilty person left far too many traces. All I’m missing is the key to this mystery. I’m hoping to find that key at the chemist’s, which is where I’m going next.”

         He said goodbye and left the workshop with Cody.

         Once they were out on the street, the dog burst out, “Really, Ambrosius! I don’t understand you. What do you mean by ‘It’s only a matter of time before the thief is 42identified’? What is there to think about? We know who the thief is already.”

         “We do?”

         “Of course. It’s crystal clear who stole the music box.”

         “Is it now? Not to me.”

         “To me it is.”

         “I’m afraid your nose has let you down,” Ambrosius replied.

         “Don’t you joke about my nose!” Cody said in an offended tone. “You know very well how useful it has proved in the past. And I do know who the thief is. In fact, you don’t need a nose for that – you just need a head.”

         Ambrosius smiled indulgently.

         “Oh, Cody, Cody… You’re too hasty in your judgements. This case is not as simple as you seem to think. But I’d rather not talk about it until later. Especially since we have a good reason to be silent.”

         “What reason? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

         “Look behind you!”

         Cody glanced back – and shivers ran down his spine. Walking just a few steps behind them was… Blackbeard!
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