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​

​​To my wonderful readers: Sorry about that cliff-hanger in “Gideon – The Final Chapter.” Well, no, not really. hehehehe.

​​But, seriously, I love you guys and gals!

​​
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Prologue – A Rude Awakening
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The fire spread with ease within the house, quickly turning the once serene first floor into a maze of flames, jumping from one room to another, reaching hungrily for anything they can consume to fuel their wrath.  Black smoke billowed up the stairs. There was no alarm to sound.

Vincent Gideon stood outside the blaze, but not so far; the heat was scorching and singing the hair on his arms. All the veteran detective could make out was the sound of his own choking.

“Gideon, what are you doing?” Police Chief Daniels shouted.

“I’m going back inside the house. I’ve got to save Bridget! She’s still alive, I’m sure of it!” Vincent responded anxiously to the Chief.

Daniels tried to hold him back. “Gideon, for God’s sake, man, don’t try it! That house is a death trap now. There’s not one single thing you can do about it now. You will only get yourself killed, too.”

“You go and help your men,” Vincent replied in a rush of words while pushing the Chief back towards where his men were outside the building. “I’ll be in and find Bridget and be back out in a couple of minutes. Now get the Hell outta here!” With those words, Gideon began to run along the front of the house and around the corner to a side window of the building that as yet hadn’t started to burn so fiercely.

He broke the glass and plunged inside a dark room, which led to a hallway that was full of curling smoke. The detective ran down it, the entire time holding his handkerchief up over his nose and face. The exhausted sleuth ran as fast as he possibly could down the corridor where he found flames bursting out the seams at the end, steadily coming his way with a crackling roar!

Gideon looked tensely ahead of him. There were a few doors at the end of the hallway. He raced to get to them before the flames. The heat of the fire in front of him scorched his hands, and the heavy smoke caused him to cough and choke, but he never gave any thought to giving up on finding and saving the woman he loved.

He reached the room where he thought he last saw his love and found no one. Where is Bridget hiding? She must get out before she perishes in this God-awful inferno. He shouted, “Bridget! Bridget! Say something!”

He began running to the next room. When he rushed around the corner in the hallway, a foot suddenly stuck out and tripped him. 

Gideon sprawled headfirst, and one pinwheel of light after another began to race around in his brain just after his head struck the floor.

A man jumped out from where he tripped the detective and started to hammer his face with swift and menacing blows, one right after the other.

Gideon, half-dazed by striking his head against the wooden floor when he fell, felt his attacker’s blows swiftly beating him into a pulp. Obviously, the attacker saw him come into the building, and what better place to end his life than in a burning inferno.

Then, a sudden gush of pain jolted through the detective’s body. His stomach was throbbing in agony, his arms lost tension, and his legs began to lose all their strength. That son-of-a-bitch will not get the better of me, he thought to himself as he dropped to the hallway. His mouth was soaked in the taste of blood.

Bruised and winded, with a leg in agony, he grabbed the foot of the would-be assassin and pulled him to the ground. He made a great effort to save himself from the horrible fate that awaited him if he let the attacker beat the ever-loving shit out of him! Vincent reached out and pulled on the killer’s ankles. When he fell, the detective dug frantically for his 38 special. He was successful and was able to remove the pistol from his holster and quickly squeezed the trigger.

The gun only clicked. “Shit, I forgot to count my shots! I’m out of bullets.” He said in a panic of words whispered under his breath.

Both men, during their fight, failed to notice how the flames were rapidly closing in around them from every direction.

Vincent swung his fist as hard as he could. He felt a crunching shock as it struck the attacker’s face. The man uttered with a cry of pain. Gideon seized the opportunity to wrench his gun hand free.

He fired instantly but was unsuccessful while he watched the attacker disappear in the smoke engulfed hallway, obviously trying to leave the fire and let Vincent Gideon die, engulfed by smoke and flames.

Gideon jumped up and ran down the corridor after his attacker. Before he paced two steps, there was a crash ahead of him. A large burning wood beam broke down through the corridor ceiling ahead of him, blocking his only exit.

Vincent spun around. The way behind him was blocked by the flames that were quickly creeping around the corner of the hall and headed right for him.

The famed detective was caught in a horrible trap whose jaws of flame rapidly caught up to him.  He glanced back and forth swiftly, his craggy face and calm hazel eyes showing no sign of fear. He weighed every possible chance of escape. 

He stopped and looked at a room completely engulfed in flames.  The detective knew that dashing across that room was to take tremendous risks. Yet, to stay in the hallway meant meeting a horrible death for sure. It meant his grave for sure without even making an attempt to escape. Again, the roar of the blaze was so loud, he couldn’t hear Bridget if she did shout for his help. But that didn’t stop him. Again, he called, “Bridget! For God's sake, where are you?”

Quickly Gideon pulled off his coat and wound it tightly around his head and face. With one swift last glance, he positioned the window in his view and branded it in his mind. Then without any further hesitation, he threw himself just like that of a human projectile across the room engulfed in flames.

Vincent felt tongues of fire scorching his arms and legs, and then with an impact and crash of shattering glass, he burst through the window and fell to the ground outside.

“Mister Gideon! Mister Gideon, sir! Wake up! Wake up, sir. You’re having a nightmare again. Wake up, sir.” The detective’s butler, Samuel, who had been with him for almost twenty years, was standing above him in the parlor where he fell to sleep.

“Mister Gideon, was it the same dream about Miss Flynn again, sir?”

“Yes, Sam... the same damn dream I always have!”

Vincent fought retirement like it was his final chapter before his life ended. He would push back the inevitable by punching the clock just a few years longer. He and Bridget Flynn had more than enough money between them to sit back and drink all the Jack Black their bodies could consume each day and walk their standard black poodle, “Rosenthall,” named after the only suspect who got away thirty-five years earlier.

The next chapter was frightful in the detective’s life when he watched a burning building collapse behind him with Bridget inside. This chapter would be the concluding chapter in his life with him retiring from his illustrious career as a detective and sitting at home, awaiting his time to go next. He wondered if his trip to Doctor Wheeler’s office earlier in the day had anything to do with the paleness of his skin and the significant loss of weight. He didn’t have to wait very long for his answer. He had but sixty days at the most to live.

By the way, we almost failed to mention the charred remains of Bridget Flynn’s body were never discovered in the burned rubble days later in Gideon’s case ‘The Ace of Spades.’

Samuel walked up to him with a sandwich and some chips. “Sir, you really must somehow figure out how to get a restful sleep in the evening. Your nightmares are going to kill you, sir.”

“Sam, I must say my nightmares aren’t what is going to kill me.  Today, the doctor told me that there will be no further walking in the park, no more birthdays, and I won’t be seeing another snow season. Besides, it doesn’t look like I will ever find out what happened to Bridget.” His words splintered inside of him, causing more pain than the cancer.

My life from hereafter will be nothing but these four walls and pain medication until I die. I don’t want it, not any of it. I need to get my blessed mind off my cancer and concentrate on one last case. Call the police chief and tell him to give me the most stringent case he has, but not too difficult. I only have two months to solve it!”

“Indeed, sir, I shall call him right away!”

“Oh, Sam, not a word of any of this to anyone. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

​
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Chapter ONE - Wild and Crazy
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A sliver of moonlight spilled into the chambers, not enough to ignite the fiery hues of the tapestry rug on the floor, but enough to navigate between the rough wooden chairs to the door beyond.

Before Aubrie opened the door, she knew it was a cloudless night. The sky would no doubt be freckled with thousands of stars... the night of Sebastian Westfield’s grandfather’s mysterious death at his Black Rock Cove estate where Sebastian Westfield was, at least until midnight, in Portland.

The young man was in the big city spending time near the southern end of the River Walk, held there by his unhealthy habits and plenty of women and song, which recently made his grandfather so mad he began giving serious thought about changing his last will and testament.

However, before following the wild and crazy adventures, we should know what happened at the Black Rock Cove estate where his cousin, Aubrie Edwards, was living, along with old Connor Westfield, known to everyone as Connie, who appeared of some sly approach of disaster.

At only twenty-three years of age, Aubrie was much calmer and collected and was just what the doctor ordered to calm her uncle’s feeling down about Sebastian’s shortcomings and squandering his money on wine, women, and song in the Portland nightclubs.

She lived in the old house with Uncle Connie but was never in harmony with the musty home or its surroundings... bleak and deserted, and most definitely unfriendly living accommodations.

Sebastian and Aubrie frequently had conversations with Connor about leaving the dilapidated old house and move into one that has people his own age and domino games and assistance with his declining health.

The old man had always answered his grandson and niece that his ancestors lived there since before the civil war and that what had been good for them was most definitely good for him, as well!

So, the night that Sebastian was living it up in Portland, Aubrie had to hear alone the cries of death in the old house. The next day she told it all to Sebastian when he returned from Portland, what happened, her emotions that ran wild, and the impression made on her by the many people who came when it was far too late to save Connor Westfield from his end.

She explained to Sebastian that her Uncle Connor behaved strangely for the last several days, somewhat like he was in fear of something or someone. That fateful night he didn’t eat anything. The old man kept walking back and forth, mumbling to himself. He walked around the house from room to room.

To find out what was wrong, any words she spent on him were wasted. He grumbled unintelligibly or simply failed to answer any of Aubrie’s questions.

Connor’s niece went into the parlor and pulled out her Kindle to try and read her latest download. However, the early north wind, the first of the season, swirled mournfully about the house and gave swooshing down through the chimney. It caused the fire that was blazing to dance mysteriously and cast disturbing shadows across the four walls of the room.

The young niece’s seclusion and uneasiness grew stronger. The restless and shuffling footsteps roused her imagination.  She was tempted to call for the only other person in the house, Albert, the butler, to share her concerns. However, before calling for him, Connor walked into the room as she watched him walk over to the fireplace and began rubbing his hands together in front of the warmth projected.

He stood and pulled out a Havana cigar and began to fumble in both pockets, looking for his lighter. Finally, he was able to locate the silver lighter, lit his longleaf, and drew down a long draw of smoke.

It was unjust of Aubrie to be afraid of her uncle. The fact is, the man himself was afraid... terribly scared, but it wasn’t of her.

His fingers that held the cigar trembled so much he had difficulty holding onto the long-wrapped tobacco leaves. His heavy brows, gray like that of his beard, contracted in a frown. He had a tassel of gray hair around his balding, mottled scalp and possessed a wizened face and a back slightly hunched. With each of his movements, there was the creak of bones. The old man had a resigned look of fear written all over him.

Connor reached down and wrapped his hand and fingers around a small snub nose 38 Special. Adrenalin flew through his veins like a buffalo carp does through a river, but the old man couldn’t move a single muscle, not even to shout for help. The absolute horror completely paralyzed the old man. The more he thought about his problem or simply move about a bit, the more he felt discouraged and utterly terrified.

The wealthy old man couldn’t remember any other time in his life that he was terrified of dying.  And that was just the beginning.  That idea only made the matter worse, if that was even possible. 

Connor’s voice quavered unexpectedly. “Sebastian! He squanders the money I give him. He wastes it on the fast life that he’s living! God only knows what he will do next.”

“Come now, Uncle Connor, he’s still young. He will come around eventually. Besides, he has lots of friends.”

“Friends who love his money he throws around as though it grows on trees.” He brushed aside Aubrie’s customary defense of his grandson. As he continued to speak, his voice trembled, and his hands shook badly with his fumbling his cigar. His stooped shoulders jerked sporadically.

“I sent a request to my attorney’s office for someone to come tomorrow morning. I also asked Mister Odom to come by but haven’t heard word one from him yet.” He turned around from the fireplace and faced Aubrie. “I’ve made up my mind. When the attorney comes in the morning, I will change my last will and testament and leave the funds to McMurray’s Children Hospital downtown.” He briefly smiled. “All except for an annuity for you, Aubrie. I know you might disagree. This is hard on you, but I’ve got no faith left in my grandson who would surely squander it all away within the first month.”

The old man’s voice was choked with a sentiment somewhat repulsive given his ruthless nature. “It’s a distressing state of affairs, Aubrie, to grow old with no one caring for you except to desire your money.”

“That’s not true, Uncle Connor.” Aubrie walked over towards the fireplace while Connor backed up a step, startled. “You're not fair, Uncle.”

He didn’t give her any time to continue the conversation and rapidly headed to the door out of the parlor.

“Uncle!” She shouted. “Something’s wrong... I can sense it. Please tell me what it is that’s bothering you. Let me help you!”

He made no response as he was about to walk out of the door.

“Is it Sebastian that you’re afraid of?”

He stopped and looked back, “You and Sebastian are young and best of friends,” he grumbled. “You’re both thicker than thieves. To answer your question, no, I am not afraid of Sebastian.”

“Actually, Uncle, he and I aren’t very good friends, mostly because of the kind of life he’s leading. I explained to him a few months ago that he needed to settle down, or he would end up on the streets.”

Connor closed the doorway behind him as he left, mumbling incoherent words again.

Aubrie returned to her chair near the fire and tried to continue reading her Kindle. She could not get past the next page in her novel because of her misgivings, staring at the dancing blaze in the fireplace. She would jerk each time a harsh gust of wind came down the chimney or from any strange sound in the creaking old home.

She was worried. Uncle Connor had been so afraid. But what was he so scared of? Maybe whatever he was concerned about already overtook him. She closed her Kindle and stared at the fireplace while listening intently. Though the air wasn’t smoky, she could smell the pine wood as it burned, just a faint fragrance to reassure her senses that there would be comfort in the approaching cold winter night. She sensed the soundless footsteps of disaster, walking the halls of the old house.

Enough time passed! A morbid desire to satisfy herself that the silence of the home was nothing, she left the parlor to go upstairs. Once she reached the top hallway, she looked straight ahead at the end of the corridor where her Uncle’s bedroom was located.

She turned to her right, where a hallway left to the east wing of the home and then to the right where the Westfield side was located. It was down the Westfield wing of the house where Aubrie’s bedroom was found, and two doors down from it was Sebastian’s room.

It was further down the east wing of the home that remained vacant and not lived in for many years. There were old tales of these rooms and descendants who once lived there. One such story was how the Westfield family would watch for passing wagon trains, shoot out the window, kill the people, take all their valuables and possessions, and then set the wagons ablaze.

At the far end of the corridor, this room was undoubtedly the oldest portion of the house. There were still more legends about what took place there. The large room was where the head of the household once used. The furniture from the civil war days still resided in the room, and the wallpaper was hanging down in places. Some of the walls were stained with what appeared to be blood spatter, or at least it was part of another story altogether.

For many years, no one ever slept in the room because it was associated with too much suffering... too many Westfield family members' deaths.

Aubrie stared at the door at the end of the hallway. There was a slight noise that came from the door. It opened suddenly. Uncle Connor stepped out into the hall wearing untidy and wrinkled pajamas. His facial expression appeared grayer and more haggard than it did when they were downstairs in the parlor moments earlier. 

“What are you doing up here, Aubrie?” His voice trembled.

Aubrie didn’t reply and only began crying from her fear. The old man shuffled closer to her. “Aubrie, why are you crying, dear?” His eyes showed the kind of gentle concern her Uncle used to have.

“Something’s wrong. I don’t know what it is. You make me scared, Uncle Connor.” A cold hand closed around her heart.

“Oh, my God, Aubrie, what is it that you got to be scared of?”

“I live in fear every moment because you are afraid of something, Uncle. I don’t know what it is, and it scares me. You need to tell me. Please, what is it that you’re afraid of?” A quiver of resistance ran through her.

He didn’t answer and turned around and began walking back to the old bedroom door.

“Where are you going?” She asked again.

“I’m going back to the bedroom. I need to get some sleep.”

“Why? Why don’t you go and sleep in your own bedroom? That room is so old and musty. The bed isn’t even made up to sleep.” Her questions were asked hysterically. “Please, Uncle, come and let’s go back to sleep in our own rooms.”

Connor stopped before going back inside and turned around, and faced Aubrie. “Don’t tell anyone I am sleeping in the old room. To answer your question, yes, I’m afraid. Afraid to sleep in my own room.”

“For God’s sake, Uncle, don’t you think whoever you fear would not search for you in this old room. Tell me. What is it? Why don’t you send for someone to help you?” She asked, wanting to put all the pieces together.

“Go away, Aubrie. Leave me alone. It’s not safe for you to try and help me. There’s nothing for you to fret about, except for your cousin, Sebastian.”

“You’re wrong! There is something for me to be afraid of.”

He didn’t reply and went inside the old room and closed the door behind him.

Aubrie ran down the hallway to the other side of the home, went into her own room, and locked the door. She rushed over to her window and raised it up, and stuck her head out to get a breath of fresh but cold air outdoors. Her teeth began to chatter.  The quiet and assured tread of tragedy came nearer.

The moonlight shone down, a diffuse glow, lighting up the courtyard between the east and Westfield wings of the home from pitch black to a charcoal gray.

She could hear a room across the courtyard window open. The sound echoed over the courtyard below. The light went out in Uncle Connor’s bedroom.

Aubrie became a bit less anxious and tried to tell herself Uncle Connor was free from any danger. It didn’t work. She became under a strain that the supernatural was assuming a vague and singular shape in her mind.

Connor’s niece was able to go to sleep, although it was for just a short while.  She laid awake, staring at the window, listening for any sounds to come from across the courtyard. The moon was still shining brightly. The wind again cried, sweeping across the open area below. 

Aubrie sat up in bed and opened her Kindle, not able to go to sleep. She began reading and listened attentively for any sounds to echo across the courtyard and the room where her Uncle Connor was sleeping.

After a strange sound echoed, she threw the covers off and went to the window and shouted, “Uncle!”

The north wind was in her face, and her shouting was mocked by the stiff breeze.

“It’s nothing,” she talked aloud to herself. “Nothing at all, I’m sure of it.”

It didn’t help Aubrie to try and convince herself that all was well across the courtyard. She needed to make sure that Uncle Connor was safe and sleeping well in his replacement bedroom for the night.

The frightened young woman walked out in the hallway in her robe and to the top of the stairs. She thought about shouting for Mister Albert but refrained from doing so because he slept so soundly that he probably wouldn’t hear her call for his help anyway.

Never mind. The young woman raced down the corridor to the other side of the home and gave thoughts of a quick rap on his door. After hearing his voice, she could return to her room and get some sleep.

Suddenly, however, a different doubt entered her mind. Her uncle went to the room in an attempt to escape danger. After much thought, she held her breath. She rid her mind of doubtful thoughts. It didn’t work. She paced quickly down the hallway to the bedroom where her Uncle slept. 

Knock. Knock. Knock.

There was no answer. After a brief moment and another knock on the door, Aubrie shouted, “Uncle Connor! Answer me!”

After no answer, she ran down to the bottom of the stairs and shouted, “Mister Albert! Help!”

She looked around in some of the other rooms downstairs in hopes of finding her uncle possibly sleeping in the parlor or maybe in the library.

Once in the library, her search was interrupted by the sound of the grandfather clock ringing three bells. She knew it lost thirty minutes in the last year. No one took the time to correct for the loss of time. Three-thirty! She stuck her head out into the hallway and shouted, “Mister Albert!” 

Why was it the butler didn’t come running at the sound of her voice? It appeared impossible to Connor’s niece that she should wait for another instant alone.

The butler, every bit as old and gray-headed as Aubrie’s uncle, walked into the hallway where she was standing, rubbing his eyes. “My God, Aubrie! You look like you’ve seen a ghost. What in the world is wrong?” He walked up and tried to hold and warm her hand. “You look like death, my dear.”

The poor young woman was wracked with raw sobs and was shaking like a leaf. Fright appeared to consume every cell in her body, swelling them with terror.

“You’re right. There is death!” She quickly replied. “Come with me! Hurry!”

She led the way back upstairs, turning on every light switch available on the way. The wood-paneled hallway was empty. The door to the old bedroom was locked, and the key she knew was on the inside.

“Is someone in the room? Has Sebastian come home this morning? I don’t understand Aubrie. Why are we standing in this old bedroom?”

“It has happened, Mister Albert... whatever it is my uncle was afraid of.”

“Not Mister Westfield?”

“We can’t waste any more time, Mister Albert. We need to find a sledgehammer or something and break into the room.”

There were two doors to the room. “Miss Aubrie, if there’s anything wrong, the other door must be open.” He walked around a corner and tried the other door only to find out it was locked, as well.

“How did the assassin enter the room with both of the doors locked on the inside? We have to know what happened?” There was panic written across her face.

Mister Albert rushed off and returned with his sledgehammer responding to the same superstitious misgivings and Miss Aubrie. He raised his sledgehammer, and in one full swing, the door opened. Dust flew up from the long-unused bedroom. Each of the two stood frozen in the entryway, looking across the room. The butler flipped on the light switch.

Both of the two curious people stood with a smile growing across their faces from relief. On his bed, sleeping peacefully, was Connor Westfield in his pajamas.

“Why, my goodness, he’s fine. I’m surprised we didn’t wake him when I hit the door with the sledgehammer. He’s gonna be one pissed-off employer!”

“He’s all right,” replied Aubrie with confidence as she walked towards the bedside. “Uncle Connor -,” she began talking, then touched his hand and stopped in the middle of her sentence while jerking her hand back.

“He’s fine. Isn’t he? He can’t be—.” A ghastly whiteness overspread his cheeks.

“Cold! Yes, Mister Albert, I’m afraid he is.”

“I will call 9-1-1 right away!”

The horror of the scene descended upon Aubrie, stifling all her thoughts.

The detective, a seasoned veteran who asked to be assigned one last case because of his failing health, Mister Vincent Gideon, and Doctor Evan Hunt arrived about the same time.

Gideon asked Aubrie to accompany him upstairs while he asked one question after another. In the absence of the coroner, the detective wouldn’t let Doctor Hunt touch the deceased's body. 

Evan Hunt, a grim and old man much the same age as Gideon, grew silent on entering the bedroom. For the longest period, he stared at the body lying on the bed and made as much of an examination as he could without making any physical contact.

“Why in the world would Connor come here to sleep tonight?” He asked in a low bass voice. “The room is dirty with cobwebs everywhere. It’s most definitely unhealthy in here.” He sneered a little. “I suppose his death is more than likely of natural circumstances. I wonder what the coroner will say.”

Gideon didn’t answer. He began to look around the room with uneasy glances. After a brief time of inspecting the surroundings, Vincent walked up to the body and, while looking down, said, “This man was murdered!” 

Aubrie’s glances about the room were restless, too. She felt that from the shadows of the musty room, invisible faces mocked the detective’s stubbornness.

*****
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AFTER SEBASTIAN WAS contacted and told what happened, he could only think back to earlier in the day with a minute-by-minute recollection.

When he went to his bedroom, he found the letter about which his grandfather spoke to Aubrie about. In the letter, it mentioned a change in Connor’s last will and testament.

Before leaving for Portland for dinner that evening, he thought that his grandfather craved the satisfaction of threatening him with cutting off his resources. Still, with a good deal more than ten million dollars isn’t to be relinquished lightly if there’s a possibility it could be true.

He wouldn’t give it too much more thought until after he met with his friends for dinner. There was also a beautiful woman who promised him dessert.  It was, however, unfortunate that his friends persuaded him into remaining and have one too many cocktails.

As the young man drank and drank and danced the night away, his anger grew more and more. Unlike what one might think, all his aggravation wasn’t against his grandfather.

Sebastian couldn’t give himself an answer when he searched for a solution to why he was so angry. It was at that one moment he thought about Aubrie rather than his grandfather. He cared very much for his cousin. Lately, however, their once strong bond of affection had grown weaker.

He raised his glass of Jack Daniels and Diet Coke and drank. A large and well-built man walked into the room and came straight to their table.

“Hey, Joe!” Sebastian glanced around at his friends, “you guys know Joe Jackson?” He looked up at his big friend, “Sit down, old friend. Let’s have a drink!”

“No thanks, Seb.” He shook his head no. “If you got just a moment, I’d like a word with you in private.”

“As long as you’re not going to preach to me, Joe. It’s not Sunday.”

Joe began to laugh pleasantly. “It’s about money.”

“When are you going back to the Cove and make amends with your grandfather?”

“Why do you care about my grandfather, Joe?” A flush crossed Sebastian’s face. “You’re a great friend, Joe, but I’m really in no mood to listen to you preach to me about what I should do or shouldn’t do. I’m living my life the way I wanna live it!”
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