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    For my wife and daughter, my greatest reasons to keep going and keep dreaming.
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Chapter 1 – A Veiled Visitor
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The Riccardio family had been moved.

They had been moved because Pablo Riccardio had turned on his former employers. 

Not a wise idea most would say, he had been a high-level enforcer for the Bellos’ crime family before the boss had turned his eyes on Pablo’s youngest, his son Daved, he had brought him in with lures of money, drugs, power, and women. Of course it had worked, Daved was only sixteen, he was bound to fall for it the same way that Pablo had years before.

But then the boss had requested Pablo to bring him to a meeting, he was to act as the go between for a merchandise hand off, someone who the police wouldn’t look on twice due to his young age and innocent looking nature. Pablo had tried to fight it, he had offered to do the job so that his son could be left to grow up outside of this world, he had been laughed at and ridiculed by his bosses. 

The day of the hand off came, the police where informed beforehand somehow by someone and Daved was arrested, he was bang to rights, he had the cash in one hand and the drugs in the other. Pablo knew it was hopeless to think that the Bellos’ would help him and exert some pressure on the police officers to release him, they hadn’t when it was their own family that had been caught years earlier. But Pablo had to try, he had approached the boss, Mario Bellos, and sought a meeting with him to see if there was anything that could be done, surely there must be someone that they could put some pressure on to pull some strings, but no, Mario had spoken to him like he was an idiot and that had humiliated the usually placid Pablo and so in turn had riled a hidden anger within him. 

Pablo was normally a calm and cool person; he knew that losing his temper impaired his judgement and so impacted his ability to conduct the jobs he was given. He had worked for the Bellos for nearly thirty years, ever since he had come over to London from the small village near Naples that he had been born in. He was average height for an Italian man born in the 1980s, he had dark hair and olive tan skin, his dark eyes were nearly covered by thick bushy eyebrows that now showed the same tinges of grey as his hair. As he left the restaurant that the Bellos’ family used as one of the base of operations his brow was more furrowed than a freshly ploughed field. He walked aimlessly through the city, trying to figure out what he could do, he felt guilty that his son had been dragged into this business, he had tried his utmost to prevent that, and now he needed to help his son, which was a father’s most important duty after all. 

So, Pablo had done the unthinkable, he had crossed that line, the invisible but well seen line between crime and punishment. He had gone to the authorities and offered himself as an informant to take the Bellos’ down if the police could release his son, then move him, his wife, daughter, and son into witness protection. The police snapped his hand off; they had been trying to prosecute the Bellos’ gang for a long while now. So, he was protected immediately, his son was released to his wife whilst he went and confronted the bosses whilst wearing a hidden microphone and wire. The bosses said all the right things and Pablo was extracted and the family were moved that very day as soon as the bosses were seized. 

Pablo and his family were moved by Protected Persons Service, the United Kingdom’s equivalent of the United States Marshals and Witness Protection departments, to a safe house, it was a house far from the glamour of London. The agents had told Pablo that it would be a temporary arrangement in this house as they were going to be moved overseas eventually but it was short notice with limited options, and so here they were on the Moors outside Manchester. 

The family arrived at the safe house in three separate vehicles, two were unobtrusive regular saloon cars, the sort that you wouldn’t look at twice if they overtook you on the road. The other was a small red hatchback, Pablo was inside with the agent who would oversee their safety, the lead agent, Nicholas Broad. 

Nick Broad was an average looking man, he was just under six feet tall, weighed about twelve stone, he was more muscle than fat, but he wasn’t a gym obsessive by any means. His muscle was all deceptive and explosive muscle not for long term heavy lifting, it was for short explosive spells where and when it was necessary, like he would need in a fight. He was dressed in a simple shirt and tie, a pair of plain blue suit pants and a pistol holstered under his right armpit, his hair was deep brown, almost black. Pablo had seen him and taken in the understated appearance of the man that he was trusting his family’s safety too, but having seen a lot of criminals and ne’er do wells over the years he was well aware that looks could be deceiving. He could tell that this man, despite every bit of evidence to the contrary, was a man of action. 

“Pablo, this house was repossessed by the government as a part of the Tresse Murders, it is called the Platt Manor due to it being built by the Platt family over the years. Unfortunately, it’s only available for a few days but we will get you out of here as soon as we can, the powers at be are working on moving you abroad, I’ve heard both Spain and America as the main places for you. Italy wouldn’t be wise as the Bellos’ family are from there originally” Nick told him; he was trying to find the keys in the pile of papers he was carrying as he walked Pablo over the ornate courtyard. 

“Is this house not a bit, you know, ostentatious?” Pablo asked as he looked up at the giant limestone façade, it looked like a smaller version of the palace of Versailles, the Tresse had been a couple who had abducted and murdered through means of torture unknown numbers of people before burying their corpses on the Moors, mostly in a quarry that had belonged to the husbands family historically. 

“Well, they were full of money, and the house is made up of additions dating back to the Norman invasion apparently, but yeah it is a bit over the top isn’t it, not my sort of house anyway” Nick smiled as he handed over the key “Security alarm is inside, I’ll show you it once we get inside.” 

Pablo pushed the key into the lock, such a small modern key in a huge, wooden door that looked like it should have a key the size of a small island to open it. The door swung open on the hinge and Nick followed Pablo inside. 

“It’s a silent alarm for the first thirty seconds, during which it can be deactivated, after that it sends a signal to the local police station of the break in, no, we didn’t add that, it was already installed when we took it over, shows you what power and money can do eh?” Nick answered Pablo’s unasked questions “the box is around this corner, the code is one eight three two, God knows why that number, but we kept it as it was nice and easy to remember. I’ve written all these details down for you in the paperwork. Right get the family and I’ll show you all around, or at least show you the bits I would suggest you stay in, it’s amazingly easy to get lost in a house this big, believe me I know from experience.”

Pablo returned to his family in the cars, relief evident on their faces that he was still ok and hadn’t abandoned them. Nick and the other agents helped carry the luggage in and showed them around the enormous mansion. The master bedroom came equipped with its own ensuite; the bath would not have looked out of place being used for an Olympic diving competition it was that large and deep. The kids were shown their new rooms and given time to stow their clothes and baggage before the agents made the exits for the day. 

“Ok, I will see you tomorrow for the first check in, there’s my number in the dossier of paperwork should you need it, the red car out front is yours to use as you need, we left you some essentials in the kitchen but there are shops in the village should you need more, there will be an agent located at the bottom of the drive twenty-four hours a day for your protection as well as orbiting around the estate. Any questions? No? Good see you tomorrow, sleep well.”

The family explored the house, first they found the kitchen at the end of the corridor leading off the gigantic foyer, then they found the huge cathedral like cinema room stowed away down a long corridor off of the kitchen and decided to settle in there for the night, their first night together away in this new life. The colossal screen hung above an even larger fireplace; it must have been nearly two hundred inches if not bigger.

As the night progressed, the family began to relax, the feeling of safety growing with each passing second. The kids fell asleep on the huge U-shaped sofa in the cinema, they looked calm and comfortable Pablo thought as he cuddled with his wife on the other side of the sofa. The fire crackled and emitted the odd spark of flame as it began to die down. He breathed in and out, slowly, and calmly, it had all worked out ok he thought, he had made the right decision, they were safe and would be off to their new life tomorrow. 

The clock ticked around to nine fifteen and that was when his instincts for danger suddenly screamed at his brain, when the hairs on the back of his neck rose in unison. A masked figure had walked into the room pointing a huge assault rifle at them, they also had a couple of smaller sidearms in holsters on each side of their hips. The person was stood watching them from the doorway, they had black clothing from head to toe, a black baseball cap on their head, a black rag covering the rest of their face except for the gap over their eyes which were covered with black aviator sunglasses which reflected the light from the gigantic screen and the dying fire. 

They walked into the room and motioned at Pablo to move with the muzzle of the gun, who immediately stood up with his hands up, his wife was staring wide eyed at the phantom apparition who turned to her and nodded with their head towards the children, she could tell that they wanted her to wake them and join her husband. The gunman forced them through the mansion, down a spiral staircase, and into a garage, inside was a beat-up blue van and some shipping containers, they couldn’t see much else as it was so dark inside the cavernous hanger, they motioned with the gun to Pablo that the family should get in the back which they had no option but to do so. 

They climbed in and sat on the cold metallic floor; there was mud and other detritus in the back they could feel through the dark. They felt the van engine ignite and roar into life, slowly it moved out of the garage, and they heard a loud rumbling noise which could only have been a door of some sort opening and closing on a giant mechanism; thus, it left the house with the impression of occupation still to anyone looking from outside. The van slowly lumbered on, Pablo assumed it must have been heading down the drive as he could feel it starting to pick up pace, they felt the van turn through their momentum pushing them over and then they felt the van start to pick up speed again as it fought against the slope it was now driving up. The family were being jostled and sliding against the cold metallic floor. The journey seemed to take forever, they would feel a corner every so often then a long straight and then another corner would cause them to all lean in unison. 

Pablo sat hugging his wife and daughter, he racked his mind trying to think who this assailant could be and how they had found them, why he was being targeted was pretty obvious which meant who was doing it must also be obvious, it had to be one of the other gunmen for the Bellos’ family, there was no other explanation for these current circumstances, which one though, Pablo couldn’t decide as he didn’t recognise the style of their abduction or the physique of the abductor. There was no other reason that could explain it, it was an honour killing, it had to be. 

The road seemed to become very bumpy and uneven all of a sudden and then came to a complete stop, there was a squeal as if from a hinge of a gate, then the van lurched forward and stopped soon after, the hinge squealed once more and there was a quiet thump as the gate was closed behind the van. Pablo was racking his mind trying to develop an escape plan but every time he thought he had something that was possible he found that he couldn’t carry out the plan due to lack of weapons, and the presence of his family. 

Eventually, the van came to a crunching halt, the driver’s door opened and there was squelching footprints that could be heard from inside, Pablo moved near to the door in an attempt to jump out onto the attacked, but it never happened. The side door slid open instead and a hand reached in and grabbed his son and yanked him out, he fell into a thick gelatinous mud peppered with rocks the same size as the van before the gunman slammed the door shut as Pablo leaped towards the opening. Pablo banged and beat on the inside of the van door, his wife and daughter shouted and screamed, until they heard a single gunshot from outside the van followed by a soft flop of something heavy landing on the claggy mud outside which silenced them all instantly. The rear door opened this time. 

“Move, now, all of you come on, I don’t have all night you know” the condescension in the murderers voice was biting at Pablo like an icepick to the temple, he recognised the voice, he had heard it before, and recently, but he just couldn’t place it to a location or name. 

They were lined up outside the van, when they looked around, they found that they were stood overlooking a deep pit that had been dug into the peat moor, they had been taken from the mansion out onto the dark moonlit moors and Daved was already curled in the pit with blood pouring out of the side of his head down his neck. 

The gunman walked around the opposite side of the pit, he aimed his gun at Pablo’s daughter, BANG!

She slumped to her knees and fell headfirst into the pit next to her brother, BANG! 

His wife followed them and finally BANG! 

Pablo fell in dead before he landed on top of them. 
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Chapter 2 – A Compromised Charge
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The clock in the meeting room ticked around to show nine o’clock on the hour, it was nine am, the morning after the Riccardio’s had vanished from the safe house, Agent Nick Broad’s team all sat on one side of the large, dark wood table, all of them trying to avoid making obvious movements or catching someone’s eye, they tried to blend in with the chairs they sat on and the white washed plasterboard wall behind them. 

Someone was to blame and none of them wanted to be the one to take the hit, none of them knew what had happened. There had been no movement at the front of the house or on the sides, the doors and windows had all stayed shut the whole night until they had opened the front door the next morning to check in on the family and found the home empty. 

Someone had made a mistake somewhere, someone had said the wrong thing to the wrong person, they must have. But, who? Why?

The head of the service had been called, he had been informed and was apoplectic with rage. Nick’s line manager, the divisional director, had been ripped apart by the government head and the furore was only going to head one way, and Nick was bracing himself for it, he was planning how he could deflect the blame, he knew he could, but who this time? For what we are about to receive they all thought in unison.

The door burst open, it looked like it had been kicked open by the velocity it showed as it swung through its arc on the hinges, the handle smashed into the wall and caused a perfect dent in the plaster, followed by a sprinkling of plaster dust falling to the ground. All those already present sat up straighter in their chairs, trying to project the image of perfect workers. In walked the division director, Ramesh Kohli or Ram as he was more often known, he was a taller than average man, around six feet, his Indian ancestry showed in his dark black hair, brown eyes and pale brown skin, his family had immigrated to England during the early twentieth century and they had settled in the outskirts of Manchester. Ram had joined the police after going to university and found that his real interest was in the Protected Persons Service, it let him feel like he made a difference and that was what made him sleep safe at night whilst knowing how dark the real world is out there. 

“What the hell happened?” Ram asked in outrage “come on, suggestions? Ideas? Anything? Anyone?”

They all sat still, no one made eye contact with Ram, except for Nick whose mind had been rolling since he had found the house empty. 

“Sir, the Bellos’ family must have a mole inside the system somewhere, they must have known where we were taking them to have been able to organise something so expertly done and so fast. My team did not see a thing from outside and we had eyes on all sides of the house. We would need to get the police involved with forensics to try and see if there is any evidence as to how it was done.”

“I agree with Nick sir, that’s the only people who would have wanted to take them out, Pablo had just turned on them, so they must have wanted revenge” Matthew Ashton said, Nick had been keeping an eye on who was on his side in this meeting, and this was a tick for Matt. He was a very similar build to Nick, except he was balding from the temples and had a receding hairline, he was wearing a blue suit, it had some of the stains from last night on it where he had searched in the mud. His tie had a stain on it from some sort of tomato-based sauce. 

“But, if it was the Bellos’ they would have left the bodies somewhere visible, to send a message to others who considered turning on them. Where are the bodies? Where is the message? Hell, we don’t even know if they are dead yet.” Ram asked. 

“Correct sir, we have no way of knowing if they are dead, there was no blood in the house that we could find, forensics might be best to find something.” Agent Tracey Bloom pointed out the obvious issue with that line of thought, tick for Tracey Nick thought. She was dressed in a simple dark grey pant suit with clean white shirt underneath, she was tall for a woman but not overly tall, roughly five foot six but in the heels that she tended to wear she stood closer to six feet. Her curly red hair was piled on her head in a messy bun, and she had thin half-rim glasses perched on the tip of her nose. 

“Good point Bloom, get on the phone to the Crime Scene lot and see if they have a team spare that we can borrow for a few days whilst we figure this out, they might have finally caught up with the backlog following the whole Tresse affair, what with all the tainted cases from the dirty cop. We might even be able to get the doctor who worked on it as he is rather good from what I know of him, certainly seemed it in the media.” Ram conceded allowing Tracey to leave and go ring the local police station. 

“The rest of you go, explore the different theories, see what our confidential informers can discover and what leads you can scour up for us, there must be some chatter even if the Bellos’ have just abducted them there must be something. Nick stay please.”

Nick stayed sat in his chair, he was in the middle of the long table and Ram sat down in the opposing seat, he leant back as he looked up at the ceiling and covered his face with his hands. 

“What’s going on Nick? You’ve never had a witness vanish before and now we have four missing persons!” 

“I think it must be a mole, someone out there is on the payroll for one of the crime families, they must be!” He pointed out into the main office as he spoke.

Ram let his head fall back down and looked at Nick, directly in the eyes, “You think it’s an abduction? By whom though? The Bellos’ don’t add up, they would have been dead and displayed in the house to make a scene, we both know that. So, who? Who is their main rival? The Rossi or Gallucci families? Those are the other Italian ones, aren’t they?”

“Yeah, but it might be one of the others. The Kalashnikov’s have been making moves recently I heard, and the Irish families have been a bit noisier lately as well what with the new King and all that the Independent Irish Island Triple I stuff they might have done it, so would be worth a thought, my police friend in Dublin said that there was solid evidence that the Knox, O’Toole and Fitzpatrick families where joining forces to create the Triple I gang, something about their children getting married like Romeo and Juliet but less bloody this time.”

“It could be any of them, just got to hope that there is some chatter out there, someone foolish enough to say the wrong thing to us. You heard about the Tresse thing that went on around here? Local politician that blackmailed a local detective to try and frame the local forensic lab chief? Ended up with the detective offing herself and the politician’s wife killing him before killing herself or something like that, now that was a cluster of mistakes there, makes me glad that we weren’t involved in that as there must have been some heads rolling there.”

“Yeah, I read about it in the papers, it was a hell of a case for the forensic chief though, he linked it all through DNA and blood or something and ended up nearly being killed by them for his efforts. He got promoted to the head of forensics not long ago as a reward for that didn’t he?  Certainly, made his name and career there. What was his name? Joe Wood?”

“Yeah, that’s the one, I’m sure you will have to meet him soon and work with him. Just pray he doesn’t have an ego now that he is a ‘celebrity’ forensic scientist, they don’t get many of them do they so watch out. Anyway, how do you think they did it? How did they get past your lot?” Ram asked looking serious for a moment. 

“Honestly, no idea, there was no way they should have been able to, we had an agent on each side of the house, judging how crazy that house is I wouldn’t be surprised if they had a secret tunnel under there somewhere, it has all sorts of weird stuff. Hell, it could be haunted for all we know, it’s certainly old enough to have a poltergeist. I had a look when we did the prep work, before we got them in there, I found one room that was a full-on sex dungeon, there was all sorts of paddles, whips and flogs along one wall, a big cross in the corner with restraints on it. I felt like I had fallen into a BDSM sex club when I walked in, but the door on the outside was so innocuous that you would never have known it was there, it looked like it could have been a kid’s bedroom from the outside.”

Ram laughed as he looked at Nick, “Seriously? Was there even a bed in there?”

“Oh yeah, a big four poster bed with restraints on the posts, a headboard that had holes like a stockade from the Middle Ages. There was a weird chair in the corner, looked like an electric chair with the restraints but there was a hole in the centre of the chair. I don’t think I will ever be able to forget that room, it was in my nightmares last night.”

Both of them let out roars of laughter, nearly falling off their respective chairs, Ram had to stop himself from crying while Nick was struggling to breath as he tried to continue his findings. 

“Everyone has seen at least one BDSM porn video even by accident, hell there was those fifty shades movies, but this felt like I had walked on to the set of the hardest of hardcore ones, like it was about to start filming any second, there was even a stand for a camera to stand on and some CCTV cameras around the room. God knows what sort of stuff they were into, well knowing what they got found out for they were probably into some messed up sex stuff. I’m surprised there wasn’t a sheep hidden away in there!”


“That would have been baa’d!” Ram quipped.



They continued to laugh at the prospect of the room, after a few minutes Tracey returned. She was a slim but well-built woman who gave off the impression of being intelligent but not offensively intelligent, the glasses gave her the disarming look of a nerd, hiding the years of training and education. 

“Sorry, I can come back later if I am interrupting something” she said cautiously whilst hovering by the door. 

“No, no come in Tracey, sorry we were just laughing at old memories, what can we do for you?” Ram replied as he motioned for her to come and sit down. 

“The police said that they can send over Dr Joseph Wood, he is the new chief of their forensics, he’s just come back off long term sick and so is available today, he will be able to give us some decent input on what might have happened. He said he will be here for eleven, but he does know the house, for obvious reasons being involved in that dreadful set of events there, and he would like to meet with you Nick, he asked for the lead agent.” 

“You better get going Tracey take Matt with you, in case he is early and goes to the house instead of coming here, Nick keep me informed” Ram suggested as he glanced at the clock which was quickly ticking round to ten o’clock “time for me to report back in, best prepare myself for another arse chewing.”
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Chapter 3 – A Reluctant Recruit 
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Michael Diggle used to be an investigative reporter, he had worked freelance for years, uncovering all sorts of stories, mysteries, conspiracies, and crimes over the course of his career but he had finally had enough of the media circus. 

He had wanted a change, after seeing his friend survive a life-threatening situation and coming under actual gun fire during the process of clearing his friend’s name, he had an epiphany, it had really given him a sense of mortality. 

He had written the article about the Tresse case and won acclaim that he had sought throughout his entire career, but it felt hollow, it felt undeserved. A man had died protecting his son, another had died sacrificing himself for his friend and it had made him regret choosing work over life, for choosing money over the well-being of humanity. 

So, he had decided to make a change, goodbye to the world of underhand news stories, so long to the deceitful conversations, au revoir to the dishonesty and auf wiedersehen to the world of taking from and not giving to society. 

Michael was known to his friends as Mike, he was a short man around five foot four inches tall, he was in his mid-fifties now and had long given up trying to maintain his waistline. He was fat, there was no other way of describing it, he liked food, and it liked him it appeared as it never wanted to leave him no matter what he tried. His long career of being a newspaper reporter had caused him to have bad lungs from the years of smoking, a cirrhotic liver from the nights of heavy drinking with informants and eyes that had a yellow tinge to them showing the early signs of the associated chronic diseases. 

He had spoken to his friend Joe; he had discussed potential careers that would be rewarding to him and benefit the world. Joe had suggested becoming a private investigator working on cold cases, he had the investigative instincts, the network of people who could help him figure out clues and unearth other evidence. He could help bring resolution and closure to the grieving families; he could help capture the law breakers who had got away without punishment. 

So far, he had enjoyed it, he had helped families reconnect with long lost relatives, he had helped a few families find children who had run away from home, he had a few sad cases where he had solved unknown suicide victim cases and helped the families find closure. The unfortunate thing was that because he was good at it, he had now got a much bigger case pile than he could work on and so it was growing. He was going to need help he thought, but he couldn’t pay anyone and so he had reached out to Joe again. He was going to hope for Joe’s help again, not for the first time and certainly not for the last he knew. 

Joe had agreed to come by Mike’s new office that afternoon, he had stopped working from his back bedroom when he decided to do this new profession properly. He knew Joe wouldn’t mention anything, but he was secretly proud of it, it looked proper, he had changed the newspaper headlines on the wall from big cases he had reported to his closed cases like reviews of his proficiency, he had the big desk with a range of business card holders, all full of different contacts from a lifetime of reporting. His computer was a modern screen, but he still had it hooked up to his old desktop tower which was hidden in the drawers of the desk; he wanted to stick with what he knew but was happy to give the impression of being better off and more modern than he was. 

The front doorbell buzzed from the corridor and waiting room outside his office, he had thought about hiring a receptionist, but he knew that was a future plan should he get enough income to afford it, for now he would do the job himself, and he liked to get a feeling of who his visitor was before he sat down to talk with them. He checked the clock on the wall, it was far too early for Joe’s visit, unless he had called for a chat before his first day back in the office. As he approached the door, he noticed that the silhouette was not the one he was expecting, it wasn’t Joe, it was far too small for him, Joe was easily six and a half feet tall, this shadow was nearer five feet, they also had long hair it appeared. 

He opened the door, standing in front of him was a young girl, appearing to be mid-teens, she was in a school uniform, plain blue skirt, knee length dark blue socks, small black shoes, white shirt under a dark blue blazer with an emblem on the breast pocket and a blue striped tie. All of which appeared muddy and damp, like she had spent the night camping without a tent. She had a rucksack over one shoulder and was looking around to see if she had been spotted, like a child who has just taken a sweet without permission. She was about five feet tall and had long black hair pulled back into a ponytail and a gingham headband. 

“Excuse me Miss, how may I help you?” Mike asked, he was unsure if the girl was expecting to see him or not, but her eyes seemed frightened and so he invited her in. 

“Thank you, Sir, are you Mr Michael Diggle? The private investigator?” she spoke with a soft and frightened frenzy in her voice, the words tumbling out of her mouth before the previous one had finished. 

“I am miss; how can I help you?” 

“I’m sorry to do this but I can’t go to the police as I can’t trust them. My boyfriend has vanished sir, his father was Pablo Riccardio, and he worked for the Bellos’ crime family, they had tried to force my Daved to do something for them and his dad tried to stop them, but they wouldn’t listen, and he ended up getting arrested. 

“Then his dad went to the police to try and get Daved out and then they all vanished, his dad became an informant for the police and the Bellos’ boss got arrested. It was on the news; I don’t know if you saw it? Well, the whole family vanished overnight, they went into the witness protection scheme, Daved didn’t want to break up with me and so he learnt my phone number and so he messaged me where they were. 
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