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Chapter One

 


AS FAR AS Adam Steele was concerned it
started to be a much better Independence Day social after Roland
Decker got the cramps in his left hand. It meant he could not
continue to play piano with the trio of townspeople who provided
music for dancing.

Not that the Virginian thought the
Providence butcher played piano so badly. It was just that the only
other person in the red, white and blue bedecked meeting hall that
night known to be as competent as Decker was Lavinia Attwood. And
after she had been cajoled into taking a seat at the piano on the
dais between Doc Mackay who played fiddle and Aaron Grady who was a
fine squeezebox player, the slightly tipsy schoolteacher had to
temporarily abandon her pursuit of Steele.

And he had an opportunity to pursue Isobel
Denton.

It was she who made the opening move, at the
first opportunity they had to exchange more than formal greetings
and nods since the social had got under way almost two hours
earlier. She came to where he stood at a trestle table on which
were set up a bowl of fruit punch and glasses, and said:

‘You’re a surprising man in so
many ways, Mr. Steele.’

She was probably closer to thirty than
twenty, but Steele had thought of her as a girl ever since Isobel
and her father had come to Providence four weeks ago. For she was
slim and petite, with a fine, smooth skin that called for no paints
or rouges. Her pale blue eyes were clear and bright and she wore
her hair, which was a subtle shade of brown just short of blonde,
at a length and in a style that complemented the quality of
innocence she exuded by how she dressed, talked, even moved.

‘I am?’ he answered, gesturing
with the ladle he had lifted out of the punch bowl as she
approached.

She nodded and he filled the glass she
extended, then his own. Not for the first time he thought
consciously that it would be an interesting challenge to discover
just what kind of woman lay behind the guileless facade of girlish
innocence.

‘I wouldn’t, for instance, have
expected a man like you to be drinking this.’ She raised her glass,
sipped at the orange fruit cordial, seemed to pose other tacit
questions with her eyes over the rim.

‘It’s a long story, Ms.
Denton.’

Tonight, just like every woman in the
crowded, noise-filled meeting hall, she was dressed in one of her
best gowns. This did not, to the eyes of a man, look as fine and
fancy as many others in the room. But, Steele thought, its style,
the quality of its fabric and the very lack of frills probably
meant it was the most expensive of them all.

‘What’s a long
story?’

‘How I came to give up drinking
liquor.’

‘You must tell me—’

‘Isobel! It’s about time we had
that dance you promised me, my girl! I figure I’ve had enough of
what it takes to grease these old joints of mine! Give a good
account of myself with the prettiest lady in the room! How are you
doing, Steele?’

‘Fine, feller,’ Steele told
Isobel’s father. Captured the man’s attention for long enough for
him to miss the grimace of distaste that passed briefly across her
face.

Jonas Denton was either just a little drunk
and having a good time, or he was carrying a skinful and doing it
well. He was a big man—a head taller than his daughter and
Steele—and probably weighed several pounds over two hundred. His
muscular frame was just starting to break down into fat, most
noticeably at the middle and across his shoulders.

He was past fifty by a year or
two and his black hair was graying—but not thinning—in the wake of
the neat mustache that was already totally white. He was definitely
his daughter’s father in terms of the bone structure of his face:
so he was a handsome man. But the passing years, many of them lived
out among the burnishing and wrinkle-forming elements, and his developing
character, had given his features a much harder, tougher, meaner
cast.

His suit had probably cost as much as
Isobel’s ball gown: had been expertly tailored at a time when he
was less heavily fleshed.

‘Whatever you say, dad,’ Isobel
told him in a sighing tone.

‘So let’s get to it, girl!’ he
urged, too loudly. Grasped her hand too tightly and jerked her with
unnecessary force away from the table on which the punch bowl
stood. So she spilled some of the drink as she thrust the glass
toward Steele with an apologetic look of helplessness.

As they whirled away into the throng of
people dancing to the lively music of the trio on the platform at
the far end of the meeting hall, Steele caught a blast of Denton’s
expelled breath, strong with stale tobacco smoke and whiskey. And
decided the big man’s attitude had more to do with liquor than
excitement at the occasion.

Just for a moment he felt sympathy for the
girl. Then irritation toward her father for robbing him of what had
been a fine opportunity to start up a friendship with Isobel
Denton. But both emotions would be futile, he realized. For a
father, drunk or not, had prior rights to the time of his unmarried
daughter over a stranger old enough to be her father himself. And,
anyway, the Dentons had made it known they intended to remain in
the Providence River Valley, so there would be other occasions for
meeting and talking with the girl. Less public and noisy than this
one, he acknowledged to himself as he watched the people of
Providence and the area surrounding the town in the wooded valley
making the most of the evening—enjoying the rare opportunity July
Fourth provided for such an unrestrained social gathering.

He was now in his fourth year of living at
Trail’s End and without a doubt had been accepted as a member of
this community in the western foothills of the Sierra Nevadas. It
had been a difficult struggle, punctuated by trouble of the worst
kind, but he had finally made it.

It was not likely that, here
and now in these surroundings, Isobel Denton would have listed his
integration into the community as an item that made him such a
surprising man. Unless she had heard, maybe embroidered, of the kinds of
trouble that had exploded like pre-set time bombs in the period
since he first drove a heavily laden wagon into the valley; and
when the previous owner of the Trail’s End spread returned and
Steele was acknowledged as the legitimate claimant to the three and
a half thousand acres.

Tonight, he both looked and felt at home
here. A man not much younger than Jonas Denton, who stood no taller
than an inch over five and a half feet, with a build that was lean
but strong. He had the kind of face that had grown more good
looking as he aged, and his features had lost the nondescript
character of earlier years: had matured to match the hair that had
prematurely grayed from red in his youth.

He was vain enough to believe that his newly
acquired beard added to his good looks. For there was no other
reason to keep it!

He had started it, not of his own volition,
last fall when circumstances kept him away from home and such
luxuries as shaving gear. It had itched like hell while he
developed it from a mere several days growth of stubble into a
full-fledged beard. And since it was complete, it was a damn
nuisance to keep it trimmed to the correct length: shaving used to
be much easier and quicker.

But he had maintained it for so long that
nobody commented on it anymore. Long enough too, to have trained
himself not to finger comb it all the time his hands weren’t busy
with other things.

Tonight the beard was no cause of
self-consciousness and he was probably more comfortable in a
stylish suit of dark gray, a blue vest and a white fancy shirt with
a bootlace tie than any of the men attired in their Sunday best.
And when he danced—as he had done often with Lavinia Attwood and
less frequently with a few of the other mostly elderly ladies of
the town—it was seen just why he was at ease in a formal suit. For
it was clear he was no stranger to social gatherings of this
nature.

Adam Steele was, in fact, the
son of a man who had been one of the richest plantation owners in
Virginia before the War Between the States had robbed him of his
birthright. And in his formative years he had been an unashamed dude:
more often attired in a well-tailored suit than work clothes. Had
been present at many functions on a grander scale than this one
where it was essential a man dress and dance well if he hoped to be
popular with the lady guests. Where, too, he had gotten drunker
than Jonas Denton appeared to be, and his short temper had led him
into plenty of trouble.

Trouble, though, that was in the nature of
youthful pranks: the wild hell-raising of a rich, privileged and
spoiled kid overindulged by a widower father. Before he was forced
to grow up fast in the Civil War: learned the hard way to curb the
rage that went with his red hair. To replace reckless hot anger
with the cold and calculated will to survive in times of trouble
far removed from childish unruliness.

All that was behind him now.

Maybe!

Even tonight, as he stood in the brightly
lamplit room, noisy with laughter and music, drinking fruit punch,
thinking of a pretty girl and wondering how much of a woman she
was, acknowledging the genuinely warm smiles of people who for so
long had been mistrustful of his presence in their community, he
needed to qualify his contentment: be on his guard against
complacency. For if he had learned nothing else during the life
that had altered so radically from its beginnings on the other side
of the country, it was that nothing was certain about the future. A
little piece of paradise this might well seem to him, but trouble
of the most violent kind was as likely to explode here as any place
else.

‘She certainly is a pretty young
thing, isn’t she?’

People had often come and gone by the table
to refill their glasses while the music played, one dance gave way
to another: and Jonas Denton insisted upon monopolizing his
daughter. But no one before now had done more than smile or comment
on what a fine time everybody was having. It was Faith Kenway who
stood beside Steele and made no move to turn away after she had
replenished her glass from the bowl.

‘Ma’am?’ Steele asked of the
woman who was without doubt the ugliest female in the whole of the
Providence River Valley, with her small eyes and wide mouth set in
crinkled flesh hung on a craggy bone structure. A fairly recent
widow of about sixty, she ran the hardware store and was also the
town barber in a room out back of the store.

‘That Isobel Denton. I was
sayin’ she’s a beauty. Broke a few hearts in her time, I daresay.
And set to break a few around here if she stays like it’s said she
and her father will? Guess there ain’t no doubt about
that?’

‘Reckon so,’ Steele
replied.

Mrs. Kenway, who was good naturedly resigned
to her cruelly homely looks, and never made any claims about her
reputation as a fortune teller, pressed on: ‘And it don’t need
anybody with second sight to see that comin’, uh?’

‘Reckon not.’

‘Nor figure out the father keeps
a firm hand on that girl’s reins. And he’d be a heck of a bad man
to cross. Drunk or sober?’

Not so long ago, Steele would have been
hotly inclined to take snarling exception to what Faith Kenway
said. But now he chose to believe she was offering a friendly
warning instead of poking her unfortunately oversized nose into his
business. He even cracked a wan smile when he suggested:

‘You telling me this on your own
account, Mrs. Kenway? Or did Ms. Attwood put you up to
it?’

For a moment she considered pretending to be
insulted. Then she showed a sheepish smile, admitted: ‘Lavinia
certainly seems to think she has a brand on you sometimes, doesn’t
she?’

‘She’s been closer to me than
anyone since I showed up in Providence.’

‘That’s true. And I guess the
glass or two of Jane Marlow’s wine Lavinia drank earlier made her a
little bolder than she’s been in the past?’

‘You noticed?’

‘We all did who know her well. I
guess now she’s off the wine for a while, she’ll be embarrassed by
the way she acted. Though I don’t think she did anythin’ untoward.
It’s just that a …’

Steele nodded, grinned again as Mrs. Kenway
became lost for a way to phrase her thoughts, and suggested: ‘A
small-town schoolmarm isn’t supposed to throw herself at an
eligible bachelor?’

‘Oh, hardly that, surely!’ she
countered. Was quick to add: ‘Not that you’re not an eligible
bachelor, of course!’

She did a double take at Steele. Saw he was
joking and vented a low giggle; perhaps recalled the usually prim
and proper Lavinia Attwood’s slightly slurred speech, the sparkle
in her eyes, patches of redness under the powder on her cheeks.
Then, after she saw Steele’s gaze wander to where the Denton father
and daughter were dancing, she was suddenly earnest in expression
and tone when she cautioned:

‘Please take care, Mr. Steele.
Nobody wants to see anythin’ happen to spoil things for you in the
valley.’

Now Steele did feel irritated at Faith
Kenway for what he chose to interpret as meddling in something that
was none of her concern. But before he could do more than harden
his expression toward a scowl, she realized she had overstepped a
mark. And she quickly flashed a smile, then laughed shortly, said
in a good-humored tone:

‘Well, I better start
circulatin’ again, Mr. Steele. Mustn’t make all these other men
jealous of you for takin’ so much of the time of the belle of the
ball!’

She swung away, still laughing, as the music
ended to applause, and Len and Molly Fallows came to the table. The
dark-eyed brunette wife of the Providence sheriff, attractive for
her years, said:

‘Faith is obviously enjoying
herself tonight.’

‘Seems like,’ Steele
replied.

‘Just like everyone.’ There was
just the slightest hint Fallows needed to make an effort to be
pleasant toward Steele as he filled a glass for his
wife.

Of the handful of people in the river valley
who continued to be the exceptions to the rule concerning
acceptance of Adam Steele as the rightful owner of Trail’s End and
good neighbor in troubled times, the dark-eyed and neatly-mustached
lawman was the one least at ease in the Virginian’s company.

It was easy to understand the reason for
this.

Fallows was elected to keep the
peace hereabouts and it was a fact—not disputed by Steele—that until he
drove into town aboard a wagon loaded with household effects some
four years ago, the peace had not often—and never seriously—been
broken within the sheriff’s jurisdiction.

Since then, the town in the wooded valley
had suffered more than its fair share of violence: the kind which,
because of his past life as a saddle tramp drifting along dangerous
trails in many parts of the country, Steele was better able to deal
with. And seldom by his own choice, mostly by twists of fate or
invitation not far short of pleading, the Virginian had taken a
hand. By so doing had shown himself to be far more smoothly capable
of handling the lethal situations than the duly elected
representative of law and order in Providence.

Nobody had set out to make an issue of this:
but it was a matter of simple human nature that the sheriff should
resent Steele’s use of skills at which he should have been the more
adept.

Molly smiled knowingly, said: ‘You
especially should be having a good time, I suspect, Mr. Steele?
Since Ms. Attwood took over from Mr. Decker at the piano?’

‘Guilty,’ Steele said lightly,
no longer surprised at the way so little escaped the sharp-eyed
notice of small-town people.

‘But I’m not going to arrest you
for that,’ Fallows put in quickly, still slightly stiff, but making
an effort to enter into the party spirit tonight.

‘Unwanted attention can
certainly be a trial, I’m sure,’ Molly Fallows said. Trilled with
spontaneous laughter at her own joke: like it had been totally
unintentional.

‘Reckon so, ma’am,’ Steele
murmured with a grin of quieter good humor. ‘Just hope I can acquit
myself well in the circumstances.’

 





Chapter Two

 


THE TROUBLE STARTED about an hour later.

It was centered at the far side of the room
where Steele stood near the table supporting the bowl of fruit
punch, waiting in vain for Isobel Denton to come over for another
drink. This after he had been inveigled into a string of strenuous
dances by various ladies who ranged in age and looks from Faith
Kenway to the doe-eyed thirteen-year-old daughter of Phil and Annie
Graves.

While he had been engaged in partnering so
many women—every female at the social, it seemed, except for the
one he would have chosen—he often glanced toward Lavinia Attwood up
on the platform. The schoolteacher seemed to pointedly avoid
looking at him and he could only hope this was out of
embarrassment, like Faith Kenway had suggested, rather than
jealousy.

It was when a square dance was
in progress that Abe Steiner needed gradually to raise his calling
voice and the trio of musicians had to play louder. This to compete
with the burst of raucous shouting from the area where Harry Krim
was dispensing liquor and beer brought across from his
Golden Gate
Saloon, and
the flower wine made by the wife of the Providence
minister.

It had been a noisy part of the hall
throughout the evening as Harlan Grout, Tom Knight and a few of the
other heavier drinkers took advantage of the free-flowing drink
paid for out of the community chest. But the shouting had never
been overly obtrusive, and invariable laughter had drowned out
words and faded below the music for a while.

This time, though, there was shrill anger in
a voice that rose to ring out above all the other sounds in the
meeting hall.

‘—you sonofabitch! How many more
times I gotta tell you?’

The music faltered.

Abe Steiner ended his calling.

People froze in mid-stride, then turned
their heads until all attention was directed to the source of the
disturbance.

‘Don’t you profane to me, you
little whippersnapper!’

Steele recognized this as the voice of
Michael Morrison who, with his mother, ran the stage line depot and
telegraph office. His words were shrieked out across a suddenly
silent meeting hall.

Then Jeanne Morrison screamed frantically:
‘Don’t, son!’

A fist crunched into bone. There was a sharp
cry of pain, then a whole chorus of voices was raised, striving to
take the heat out of the situation. As a tall, powerfully built
figure staggered backwards, scattering people to both sides, then
was spreadeagled on his back on the floor.

The name Cowper Loomis
was muttered
through the room. And Steele recognized the name of the
eighteen-year-old kid who worked with his parents on their farm out
to the east of town, next to the Graves’ place.

The fight was over before another punch
could be thrown. As people clustered around the short and usually
ineffectual, almost forty-year-old Morrison. Others stepped forward
to encircle Loomis: prevent the kid lunging back at Morrison as
soon as he scrambled to his feet.

Len Fallows was one of those who restrained
Loomis. He managed to make his angry voice heard above the strident
yelling of his fellow citizens, including the shrill wailing of
Jeanne Morrison. Then the sense of what the lawman said as well as
his voice was discernible by everyone in the meeting hall as the
noise subsided.

‘—behave your stupid selves! Or
get out of this place!’ He paused, listened to the sudden
stillness, lowered his voice like he was embarrassed to be the
center of mass attention as he stood midway between the two groups
of men crowding the glowering Morrison and Loomis.

He snapped his head from side
to side and glared grimly at the troublemakers. ‘This is a night
for folks to enjoy themselves! And if your idea of having a good
time is to beat the … beat the living daylights out of each other,
you best step outside to do it! And you best move far enough away so
the decent folks in here don’t have to listen to you bad mouthin’
each other while you’re doing it!’

The lawman only ever used bad language in
times of high rage, and it was clear to see from the purple tinge
of his face, hear in the tautness of his voice, that he now came
close to venting a string of sneering obscenities at Morrison and
Loomis.

People nodded and murmured righteous
agreement with what Fallows had said, before the skinny, beady-eyed
Jeanne Morrison started to defend her son:

‘It wasn’t Michael who
started—’

Ethan Brady, the short and flabby town
banker who was said to have been courting the woman since before
her husband died several years ago, moved across to calm her:
indulging in his nervous habit of frantically mopping at
nonexistent sweat on his face.

Michael said huskily: ‘It was
something and nothing, Sheriff. I’m real sorry—’

‘You’ll be sorry all right,
that’s for damn sure!’ Cowper Loomis threatened grimly.

He was normally the most placid of young
men: a gentle giant whom it seemed impossible to stir up out of his
easygoing temperament. But now he looked and sounded just a hair’s
breadth away from unleashing the latent power of his towering
frame, to do untold damage to a fellow human being.

‘Cowper!’ a woman roared: in her
tone the female equivalent of the kind of rage that was only just
harnessed within the body of Loomis. And a moment later Mrs. Stella
Loomis emerged from the group of former dancers gathered near the
stage. A less than tall, less than broad, pointed-featured woman of
forty who was not generally regarded as being any more forthright
than Cowper. But now, with a greater degree of resolute vigor than
Jeanne Morrison, the small-statured woman moved toward her son like
an unstoppable machine. And those who circled him hurriedly backed
away. While Cowper Loomis seemed to diminish in size now, turn into
a shame-faced, docile child.

Nothing was said between mother and son, no
instruction given nor acknowledgement made: but there was an
exchange of messages signaled through their eyes. And abruptly the
boy turned on his heels, headed down the meeting hall closely
followed by his mother.

People scurried out of their path to the
open doorway.

Then the disconcerted Seth Loomis—as big as
and twice the age of Cowper—quietly left the hall in the wake of
his wife and son. And the disturbance was over.

Len Fallows signaled to Abe Steiner, and the
short and wiry, black-bearded farmer who enjoyed just about
anything except farming, gestured to Doc Mackay, Aaron Grady and
Lavinia Attwood. Then he faced the scattered groups of perturbed
people and waved his arms to either side like he was physically
sweeping away the final traces of the unpleasantness of the last
few moments, announced:

‘Okay, folks! Just a couple of
hotheads who can’t hold their liquor is all. Over and done with
now, so let’s us get back to the dancin’!’

The music started up, soon masked Jeanne
Morrison’s defensive contention that Michael did not drink.

Just a few people glanced toward the table
where the redheaded Harry Krim started to serve those who did
drink. As Michael Morrison and Ethan Brady hurried to calm the
woman, tell her it did not matter.

Steele was among those who saw this, then
watched as Morrison turned from the group, slouched disconsolately
out of the hall, while the banker succeeded in preventing his
mother from going after him. Saw the tableau simply as a
disinterested member of the community, not overly concerned about
the argument and its aftermath so long as it did not affect
him.

What bothered the Virginian a little more
was that the restarted square dance again had its full complement
of couples and Isobel Denton seemed to be having a lot of laughing
fun with the group: never once glanced in his direction as she went
through the intricate sequence of steps and constantly changed
partners.

It was maybe an hour later,
after a number of people had already drifted away from the social, when Steele
decided it was time to leave: stroll across to Harlan Grout’s
livery, get his horse from the stable and ride on out to Trail’s
End.

As he made for the door, he looked around
and failed to spot Isobel or her father: who he was now inclined to
think of as inseparable. He thought he was still probably scowling
sourly at this notion when Len Fallows, without his wife nearby,
appeared in front of him: deliberately blocked the Virginian’s path
to the doorway.

The lawman’s expression was a strange kind
of half smile-half sneer as he said: ‘If that’s the only trouble we
have tonight, it’ll be no trouble at all, uh?’

‘How’s that, Sheriff?’ Steele
asked as he did a double take at Fallows’ reddened, sweat-sheened
face after the man lurched to the side, had the presence of mind to
swing out a leg, brace himself against stumbling.

‘You know what I’m saying,
mister!’ Fallows growled, his expression entirely a sneer now,
needed to concentrate on staying upright on splayed legs, keeping
his head from lolling, his voice from slurring. ‘Morrison and the
Loomis boy getting into that stupid argument over Ethan Brady and
Jeanne.’

‘That what it was
about?’

Steele was eager to get past the drunken
lawman. Go home, content to wait until another day to proceed
further with the plan that had been his prime purpose for coming to
the July Fourth social: pursuit of Isobel Denton.

Fallows hiccupped, said distinctly: ‘Sure
that’s what it was about. It’s what Ethan told me and I believe
him! You want to hear it from the man himself, I’ll go bring
him—’

Fallows, plainly seeking any kind of excuse
to win an argument with Steele, moved his head from side to side
with the slow, stiff, studied care of a man who knows he is drunk
and is striving to hide that he is.

‘Len!’ Molly snapped.

Steele peered around with relief at Mrs.
Fallows who looked as concerned as she sounded.

‘Len, you’ve made your point,’
she insisted. ‘Mr. Steele doesn’t want to—’

‘That …’ Fallows lifted a hand
and extended a finger. Made sure he had his bearings right, then
pointed to the area of the hall where the confrontation got started
and was defused. ‘That’s the only kind of trouble we ever used to
get in this town. Something and nothing. Fist fights. Guys yelling
at—’

‘Len, please,’ his wife
implored, and laid a hand on his arm as she gazed at Steele,
tacitly seeking his help.

‘Sure, Sheriff,’ Steele
allowed.

‘And I …’ Fallows carefully
turned his wrist, prodded himself in the chest with the extended
finger. ‘I handled it! Without anybody getting hurt. Except their
feelings, maybe. Or a bloodied nose. Like I always used to,
right?’

‘Sure, Sheriff,’ Steele
repeated.

‘Len!’

‘So, Mr. Steele,’ Fallows
ignored his wife and pressed on, his voice suddenly loud enough to
trigger another interruption to the music of the trio on the dais,
draw mass attention to himself. ‘So, Steele!’ he repeated without
the courtesy title, aware of and now relishing the fact he was the
sole focus of interest in the packed meeting hall. ‘You and
everyone around here knows I can handle this town’s troubles
without any damn—’

There was a shrill scream from out on the
square. A strident, keening, almost blood-curdling sound that
forced Fallows to curtail his boast as all eyes swept their gazes
away from him to the doorway. Stared out at the warm summer night,
suddenly menacingly dark beyond the reach of the lamplight that
shafted across the threshold.

Into the brittle silence that filled the
meeting hall in the wake of the scream, somebody gasped: ‘My God,
what on earth was that?’

‘Sounded to me,’ Steele growled,
‘like somebody could use some …’

Jeanne Morrison staggered into the doorway,
her drained of color face starkly illuminated by the lamplight as
she sagged her skinny body against the frame, rasped in a strangled
tone: ‘Help?’

Steele said sourly to the suddenly
sobered-up Fallows: ‘There you go, feller. It is Independence
Day.’

 





Chapter Three

 


MICHAEL MORRISON WAS sprawled out on his
back in a spreadeagled attitude, not unlike Cowper Loomis had been
for a few minutes earlier. But Morrison was not going to get
up.

He was on the center of the yard out front
of the schoolhouse next door to the meeting hall and moonlight,
diffused by thin cloud, clearly showed the knife that was buried to
its hilt in his chest, left of center.

The Virginian had not joined in the initial
surge of the crowd to rush out of the meeting hall to discover why
Jeanne Morrison was so distraught. And by the time he had trailed
everyone else he had just a long-range view of the scene over the
front stone wall to one side of the open wrought iron gates.

Saw the sheriff standing near the obese Doc
Mackay, down in a crouch beside the spreadeagled form held in the
total inertia of death. Ethan Brady and Jeanne Morrison were a few
feet away, the banker embracing the woman trembling with silent
sobs.
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