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      Guillermo Martínez was born in Bahía Blanca, Argentina, in 1962. Since 1985 he has lived in Buenos Aires, where he obtained
         a Ph.D. in Mathematical Science. He has written several highly acclaimed novels and books of short stories. The Oxford Murders, which was awarded the prestigious Planeta prize, is the first of his works to be published in the UK.
      

      
      Praise for The Oxford Murders:
      

      
      ‘The mix of mathematics and murder mystery makes for a powerful cocktail. The Oxford Murders is not the first thriller to combine the two, but it is one of the first to do it successfully … there is a lightness of
         touch in the way the themes are laid out in the book that makes it a very easy read. Although the fast-paced narrative compels
         one to gobble up the story, the mathematician in me wanted to hold back to crack the problem before I was told the solution.
         In the end the solution is unexpected yet perfectly logical and watertight – just like the best bits of mathematics’
      

      
      Guardian

      
      ‘Guillermo Martínez has proved to be one of Argentina’s most distinctive young voices. His prose has a natural elegance, and
         his plots display a classical conception of how a novel should be structured … [The Oxford Murders] is well crafted and deeply entertaining’
      

      
      Times Literary Supplement

      
      ‘It’s a tribute to Guillermo Martínez that he has managed to write an intellectual thriller that can be enjoyed even by those
         – myself included – whose grasp of mathematics is limited’
      

      
      The Times

      
      ‘Guillermo Martínez is not only an author but also director of mathematics at the University of Buenos Aires. Like Borges,
         his writing examines the consequences of abstract theories in the physical world. With a flick of the magician’s wrist he questions your ability to explain what is unfolding before your eyes.
         The shape of the novel is governed as much by the irrationality of people as it is by logical detective work. While creating
         an atmosphere of suspense, Martínez avoids any formulaic thrills and engages the reader in an enthralling conflict between
         the heart and the mind’
      

      
      Observer, Paperback of the Week
      

      
      ‘The plot rattles along at an efficient pace, pausing occasionally to fill the reader in with a bit of necessary theoretical
         background, but never for too long, and always ready with a chilling revelation or another death to get things back up to
         speed. The narrator and the reader have together been seduced into the thrill of trying to solve an abstract logical puzzle.
         The unmasking of the culprit reveals that, however much they’re dressed up with intellectual fun and games, the motives behind
         the killings are at once intellectually simpler and emotionally more complex – but not less rational – then was previously
         supposed’
      

      
      London Review of Books

      
      ‘This is a masterpiece of crime writing and a real page-turner with very fascinating, scholarly material for debate. Simply
         a winner’
      

      
      New Books Magazine

      
      ‘Maths and philosophy meet murder in this clever whodunit set in university Oxford. The death of his elderly landlady is the
         first in a series of murders, linked by cryptic clues and symbols, that will test a visiting Argentinean mathematician, and
         his friendship with the brilliant logician, Arthur Seldom. Evocative settings and an intriguing, well-constructed plot’
      

      
      Choice

      
      ‘Simple storytelling, authentic characters and conceivable situations are brought together in a kind of mathematical-logic
         whodunit … the narrative unfolds in a clever and satisfying way, like a balanced formula’
      

      
      The List
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      Chapter 1

      
      Now that the years have passed and everything’s been forgotten, and now that I’ve received a terse e-mail from Scotland with
         the sad news of Seldom’s death, I feel I can break my silence (which he never asked for anyway) and tell the truth about events
         that reached the British papers in the summer of ’93 with macabre and sensationalist headlines, but to which Seldom and I
         always referred – perhaps due to the mathematical connotation – simply as the series, or the Oxford Series. Indeed, the deaths
         all occurred in Oxfordshire, at the beginning of my stay in England, and I had the dubious privilege of seeing the first at
         close range.
      

      
      I was twenty-two, an age at which almost anything can still be excused. I’d just graduated from the University of Buenos Aires
         with a thesis in algebraic topology and was travelling to Oxford on a year’s scholarship, secretly intending to move over to logic, or at least attend the famous seminars run by Angus MacIntyre. My supervisor, Dr Emily Bronson,
         had made all the preparations for my arrival with meticulous care. She was a professor and fellow of St Anne’s, but in the
         e-mails we exchanged before my trip she suggested that, instead of staying in the rather uncomfortable college accommodation,
         I might prefer – grant money allowing – to rent a room with its own bathroom, kitchen and entrance in the house of a Mrs Eagleton,
         a delightful and discreet lady, she said, the widow of her former professor. I did my sums, as always a little optimistically,
         and sent off a cheque for advance payment of the first month’s rent, the landlady’s only requirement.
      

      
      A fortnight later I was flying over the Atlantic in the incredulous state which overcomes me when I travel: it always seems
         much more likely, and more economical as a hypothesis – Ockham’s Razor, Seldom would have said – that a last-minute accident
         will send me back to where I started, or to the bottom of the sea, than that an entire country and the immense machinery involved
         in starting a new life will appear eventually like an outstretched hand down below. And yet, exactly on time, the plane cut
         calmly through the layer of cloud, and the green hills of England appeared, undeniably true to life, in a light that had suddenly
         faded, or perhaps I should say deteriorated, because that was my impression: that, as the plane went down, the light was becoming
         increasingly tenuous, as if it were weakening and languishing, having passed through a filter.
      

      
      My supervisor had instructed me to take the bus from Heathrow straight to Oxford and apologised several times for not being able to meet me when I arrived as she’d be in London all week at an algebra conference. Far from bothering me,
         this seemed ideal. I’d have a few days to wander around town and get my bearings, before my academic duties began. I didn’t
         have much luggage, so when the bus arrived at the station I carried my bags across the square to get a taxi. It was the beginning
         of April but I was glad I’d kept my coat on: there was an icy, cutting wind, and the pallid sun wasn’t much help. Even so,
         I noticed that almost everyone at the fair occupying the square, as well as the Pakistani driver who opened his taxi door
         for me, was in short sleeves. I gave him Mrs Eagleton’s address and as we drove off I asked if he wasn’t cold. ‘Oh no, it’s
         spring,’ he said, waving towards the feeble sun as if this were irrefutable proof.
      

      
      The black cab advanced sedately towards the main street. As it turned left, I saw, on either side, through half-open wooden
         gates and iron railings, neat college gardens with immaculate, bright-green lawns. We passed a small graveyard beside a church,
         with tombstones covered in moss. The taxi went a little way along Banbury Road before turning into Cunliffe Close, the address
         I had written down. The road now wound through an imposing park. Large, serenely elegant stone houses appeared behind privet
         hedges, reminding me of Victorian novels with afternoon tea, games of croquet and strolls through the gardens. We checked
         the house numbers along the road but, judging by the amount of the cheque I’d sent, I couldn’t believe that the house I was
         looking for was one of these. At last, at the end of the road, we came to a row of identical little houses, much more modest
         but still pleasant, with rectangular wooden balconies and a summery look to them. Mrs Eagleton’s was the first house. I unloaded my bags, climbed the
         small flight of steps at the entrance and rang the bell.
      

      
      From the dates of her PhD thesis and early published work, I guessed that Emily Bronson must be about fifty-five, so I wondered
         how old the widow of her former professor might be. The door opened and I saw the angular face and dark-blue eyes of a tall,
         slim girl not much older than me. She held out her hand, smiling. We stared at each other in pleasant surprise, but then she
         seemed to draw back cautiously as she freed her hand, which I may have held a little too long. She told me her name, Beth,
         and tried to repeat mine, not entirely successfully, before showing me into a very cosy sitting room with a rug patterned
         with red and grey lozenges.
      

      
      Mrs Eagleton sat in a floral armchair and held out her hand, smiling welcomingly. The old lady had twinkling eyes and a lively
         manner, and her white hair was carefully arranged in a bun. As I crossed the room, I noticed that there was a wheelchair folded
         up and leaning against the back of her armchair. A tartan blanket was laid over her legs. We shook hands and I felt her frail,
         slightly tremulous fingers. She held my hand warmly for a moment, patting it with her other hand, and asked about my journey
         and whether this was my first visit to England.
      

      
      ‘We weren’t expecting someone so young, were we, Beth?’ she said with surprise.

      
      Beth, standing by the door, smiled but said nothing. She took a key from a hook on the wall and, after I’d answered a few
         more questions, she suggested gently:
      

      
      ‘Don’t you think, grandmother, that we should show him to his room now? He must be terribly tired.’
      

      
      ‘Of course,’ said Mrs Eagleton. ‘Beth will explain everything. And if you don’t have anything else planned this evening, we’d
         be delighted if you’d join us for dinner.’
      

      
      I followed Beth out of the house and down a little flight of steps to the basement. She stooped slightly as she opened the
         small front door and showed me into a large, tidy room. Though below ground level, it received quite a lot of light from two
         windows, very high up by the ceiling. Beth began explaining all the little details as she walked about the room, opening drawers
         and showing me cupboards, cutlery and towels, in a kind of recitation that she must have repeated many times. I checked out
         the bed and the shower, but mainly I looked at her. Her skin was dry, tanned, taut, as if she spent a lot of time outdoors,
         and although it made her look healthy, it also made her look in danger of ageing early.
      

      
      At first I’d thought she was in her early twenties but now, seeing her in different light, I realised that she must be nearer
         twenty-seven or twenty-eight. Her eyes were particularly intriguing: they were a very beautiful deep blue, but they seemed
         more still than the rest of her features, as if reluctant to express emotion. She was wearing a long, loose peasant dress
         with a round neck, which didn’t give much away about her body other than that she was thin, although looking more closely
         I saw hints that, luckily, she wasn’t thin all over. From the back, especially, she looked very huggable. Like all tall girls,
         there was something slightly vulnerable about her. When our eyes met again she asked me – without irony, I think – if there
         was anything else I wanted to check out. I looked away, embarrassed, and quickly answered that everything seemed fine. Before
         she left I asked, taking much too long to get to the point, whether I really should consider myself invited to dinner. She
         laughed and said that of course I should, and that they’d expect me at six-thirty.
      

      
      I unpacked my few belongings, piled some books and copies of my thesis on the desk and put my clothes away in the drawers.
         After that I went for a walk around town. At one end of St Giles, I spotted the Mathematical Institute straight away: it was
         the only hideous modern building. I looked at the front steps and the revolving door at the entrance, and decided that I could
         give it a miss on my first day. I bought a sandwich and had a solitary and rather late picnic lunch on the banks of the river,
         watching a rowing team train. I browsed in a few bookshops, stopped to admire the gargoyles on the cornices of a theatre,
         followed a tour group around the courtyards of one of the colleges and then went for a long walk through the University Parks.
         In an area edged by trees a man on a machine was mowing large rectangular sections of grass and another man was marking out
         the lines of a tennis court. I stood and watched nostalgically. When they stopped for a break I asked when the nets would
         be going up. I’d given up tennis in my second year at university and hadn’t brought my rackets with me, but I promised myself
         I’d buy a new one and find a partner.
      

      
      On the way back I went into a supermarket for a few supplies and then took time finding an off-licence, where I chose a bottle
         of wine for dinner more or less at random. When I got back to Cunliffe Close, it was only just after six but it was already dark and there were lights on in all the
         houses. I was surprised to see that nobody drew their curtains; I wondered if this was due to (possibly excessive) faith in
         the spirit of discretion of the English, who wouldn’t stoop to spying on the life of others; or perhaps to an equally English
         certainty that they wouldn’t do anything in private that was worth spying on. There weren’t any shutters anywhere and I had
         the feeling that most doors weren’t locked.
      

      
      I had a shower, shaved, selected my least crumpled shirt and, at exactly six-thirty, went up the little flight of steps and
         rang the bell, carrying my bottle. The dinner passed in an atmosphere of polite, smiling, rather bland cordiality which I’d
         get used to in time. Beth had smartened herself up a little, though she still wasn’t wearing make-up. She had changed into
         a black silk blouse and brushed her hair so that it fell seductively over one side of her face. But none of it was for me:
         I soon found out that she played the cello with the chamber orchestra of the Sheldonian Theatre, the semicircular building
         with the gargoyles that I’d seen on my walk. They were having their final rehearsal that evening and some lucky man called
         Michael was picking her up in half an hour. There was a brief, awkward silence when, assuming that he must be, I asked if
         he was her boyfriend. The two women exchanged glances but as my only answer Mrs Eagleton asked if I’d like more potato salad.
         For the rest of the meal Beth seemed slightly absent and in the end the conversation was entirely between me and Mrs Eagleton.
      

      
      The doorbell rang and, after Beth left, my hostess became noticeably more animated, as if an invisible thread of tension had slackened. She poured herself a second glass of
         wine and for a long time I listened to her talk about her eventful, remarkable life. During the war she’d been one of a small
         number of women who entered a national crossword competition, in all innocence, only to find that the prize was to be recruited
         and confined to an isolated little village, with the mission of helping Alan Turing and his team of mathematicians decipher
         the codes of the Nazis’ Enigma machine. That was where she met Mr Eagleton. She recounted lots of anecdotes about the war
         and also the circumstances surrounding Turing’s famous poisoning.
      

      
      When she moved to Oxford, she said, she gave up crosswords and took up Scrabble instead, which she played with a group of
         friends whenever she could. She wheeled herself briskly over to a little low table in the sitting room, and told me to follow
         her and not to worry about clearing the table, Beth would take care of it when she got back. I watched apprehensively as she
         took a Scrabble board from a drawer and unfolded it. I couldn’t refuse. So that’s how I spent the rest of my first evening
         in Oxford: trying to form words in English, sitting opposite an almost historical old lady who, every two or three goes, used
         up all her seven letters, laughing like a little girl.
      

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      I went to the Mathematical Institute a couple of days later and was given a desk in the visitors’ office, an e-mail account
         and a swipe card for getting into the library out of hours. There was only one other occupant of the office, a Russian called
         Podorov, and we exchanged brief greetings. He paced up and down the room, slouching, and occasionally leaned over his desk
         to scribble a formula in a large hardback notebook that looked like a book of psalms. Every half hour he went out and smoked
         a cigarette in the little paved courtyard outside the window.
      

      
      Early the following week I had my first meeting with Emily Bronson, a tiny woman with very straight white hair, held back
         with hair clips like a schoolgirl’s. She rode to the Institute on a bicycle that was too big for her, with a basket for her
         books and packed lunch. She looked a little like a nun, and seemed shy, but in time I found that she had a razor-sharp sense of humour. Despite her modesty I think
         she was flattered that I had called my thesis ‘Bronson’s Spaces’. At our first meeting she gave me copies of her last two
         papers, and a handful of brochures and maps of places to visit in Oxford before, she said, the new term began and I had less
         free time. She asked if there was anything in particular I missed about life in Buenos Aires and when I hinted that I’d like
         to take up tennis again she assured me, with a smile that showed she was accustomed to far more eccentric requests, that it
         would be easy to arrange.
      

      
      Two days later I found an invitation in my pigeonhole to play doubles at a tennis club in Marston Ferry Road, a few minutes’
         walk from Cunliffe Close. The group was made up of John, an American photographer with long arms who was good at the net;
         Sammy, a Canadian biologist who was almost an albino, energetic and tireless; and Lorna, a nurse at the Radcliffe Hospital,
         of Irish extraction, with flaming red hair and sparkling, seductive green eyes.
      

      
      To the pleasure of stepping back on to a tennis court was added a second, unexpected pleasure of finding, at the other end
         of the court, during our initial knock-up, a woman who was not only fascinating but who had confident, elegant ground strokes
         and returned all my shots low over the net. We played three sets, changing partners. Lorna and I made a smiling and fearsome
         duo, and I spent the following week counting the days until I was back on the court and then the games until she was playing
         by my side again.
      

      
      I bumped into Mrs Eagleton almost every morning. Sometimes I found her gardening, very early, as I was leaving for the Mathematical
         Institute, and we’d exchange a few words. Or I’d see her on Banbury Road, heading to the shops in her electric wheelchair,
         when I was taking a break to buy lunch. She glided serenely along the pavement as if on a boat, bowing her head graciously
         to students as they moved out of her way. By contrast, I very rarely saw Beth. I’d only spoken to her again once, one afternoon
         as I was arriving back from tennis. Lorna had given me a lift to Cunliffe Close in her car and, as I was saying goodbye, I
         saw Beth getting off a bus with her cello. I went to help her carry it into the house. It was one of the first really warm
         days and I suppose I must have looked tanned after an afternoon in the sun. She smiled accusingly at me.
      

      
      ‘Well, I see you’ve settled in. Shouldn’t you be studying maths instead of playing tennis and riding around in cars with women?’

      
      ‘I’ve got permission from my director of studies,’ I said, laughing, and made a sign of absolution.

      
      ‘Oh, I’m just teasing. Actually, I envy you.’

      
      ‘Envy me? Why?’

      
      ‘Oh, I don’t know. You seem so free. You’ve left your country, your other life, everything behind. And a fortnight later,
         here you are, happy and tanned and playing tennis.’
      

      
      ‘You should try it. You just have to apply for a grant.’

      
      She shook her head sadly.

      
      ‘I’ve tried, I’ve already tried, but it seems it’s too late. They’d never admit it, of course, but they prefer to give them to younger women. I’m almost twenty-nine,’ she said, as if that were the start of old age. She added, bitterly: ‘Sometimes
         I’d give anything to get away from here.’
      

      
      I gazed at the ivy-clad houses, the spires on top of medieval cupolas, the crenellated towers in the distance.

      
      ‘Get away from Oxford? I can’t imagine a more beautiful place.’

      
      A look of futility dulled her eyes.

      
      ‘Yes, maybe … if you didn’t have to look after an invalid all the time and spend your days doing something that lost all meaning
         long ago.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t you like playing the cello?’ I found this surprising, and interesting. I looked at her, trying to see what lay beneath
         the surface.
      

      
      ‘I hate it,’ she said, and her eyes grew dark. ‘I hate it more every day, and it’s getting harder and harder to hide. Sometimes
         I’m scared that it shows when I play, that the conductor or one of my colleagues will realise how much I detest each note.
         But at the end of every concert the audience claps and nobody seems to notice anything. Isn’t that funny?’
      

      
      ‘I’d say you’re safe. I don’t think hatred has its own special vibration. In that sense, music is as abstract as maths: it
         doesn’t make moral distinctions. As long as you follow the score, I don’t imagine there’s any way of detecting it.’
      

      
      ‘Follow the score … that’s what I’ve done all my life,’ she sighed. We were at the front door now and she put her hand on
         the doorknob. ‘Don’t take any notice of me,’ she said, ‘I’ve had a bad day.’
      

      
      ‘But the day isn’t over yet,’ I said. ‘Is there anything I can do to improve it?’

      
      She smiled sadly and took the cello from me.
      

      
      ‘Oh, you’re such a Latin man,’ she murmured, as if that were something she should be wary of. Still, before she shut the door,
         she allowed me a last glimpse of her blue eyes.
      

      
      Two weeks passed. Summer was slowly starting, with mild evenings and very long sunsets. On the first Wednesday in May, on
         my way home from the Institute, I stopped at a cash machine to get money for my rent. I rang Mrs Eagleton’s doorbell and,
         as I waited, a man came up the winding path to the house. He was tall and took large strides, and he looked preoccupied. I
         peered at him out of the corner of my eye as he came to a stop beside me. He had a wide, high forehead and small, deep-set
         eyes, and a noticeable scar on his chin. He must have been in his mid-fifties, but a kind of contained energy in his movements
         made him seem still young. There was a brief moment of awkwardness as we both waited at the closed door, until he asked, in
         a deep, melodious Scottish accent, if I had rung the bell. I said I had and rang for a second time. I said perhaps my first
         ring had been too brief. As I spoke the man gave me a friendly smile and asked if I was Argentinian.
      

      
      ‘So you must be Emily’s graduate student,’ he said, switching to perfect Spanish with – amusingly – a Buenos Aires accent.

      
      Surprised, I said that I was and asked him where he had learned Spanish. He arched his eyebrows, as if looking into the distant
         past, and said he’d learned it many years ago.
      

      
      ‘My first wife was from Buenos Aires.’ He held out his hand. ‘I’m Arthur Seldom.’
      

      
      At that time few names could have provoked more admiration in me. The man with the small, pale eyes holding out his hand was
         already a legend among mathematicians. I’d spent months studying his most famous work, the philosophical extension of Gödel’s
         theorem from the thirties, for a seminar. He was considered one of the four leading minds in the field of logic, and you just
         had to glance at the varied titles of his work to see that he was a rare case of mathematical genius. Beneath that high, serene
         forehead some of the most profound ideas of the century had fallen into place. On my second visit to the bookshops in town
         I had tried to get hold of his latest book, a popular work explaining logical series, and found, to my surprise, that it had
         been sold out for a couple of months. Someone mentioned that, since the book’s publication, Seldom had disappeared from the
         conference circuit and apparently nobody dared venture a guess as to what he was working on now. In any case I didn’t even
         know he lived in Oxford, and I certainly never would have expected to bump into him at Mrs Eagleton’s front door. I told him
         I’d expounded on his theorem at a seminar and he seemed pleased by my enthusiasm. But he was obviously worried about something
         as he kept glancing at the door.
      

      
      ‘Mrs Eagleton should be in, shouldn’t she?’ he said.

      
      ‘I would have thought so,’ I said. ‘There’s her electric wheelchair. Unless someone’s taken her out by car.’

      
      Seldom rang the bell again and listened at the door. He went to the window that looked on to the hall, and peered inside.

      
      ‘Is there a back door?’ And then, in English, he said: ‘I’m worried something might have happened to her.’
      

      
      I could tell from his face that he was deeply alarmed, as if he knew something that stopped him concentrating on anything
         else.
      

      
      ‘We could try the door,’ I said. ‘I don’t think they lock it during the day.’

      
      Seldom turned the handle and the door opened quietly. We entered without a word, the wooden floorboards creaking beneath our
         steps. Inside we could hear, like a muffled heartbeat, the stealthy to and fro of a clock’s pendulum. We went through to the
         sitting room and stopped by the table in the centre. I pointed to the chaise longue by the window looking on to the garden.
         Mrs Eagleton was lying there, apparently sleeping deeply, her face turned towards the back of the chair. One of her pillows
         was on the floor, as if it had slipped while she slept. Her bun of white hair was carefully protected by a hairnet and her
         glasses lay on the little table, beside the Scrabble board. It looked as if she had been playing on her own because the letter
         racks were both on her side.
      

      
      Seldom went over to her. As he touched her lightly on the shoulder her head fell heavily to one side. Just then we saw her
         terrified open eyes and two parallel trails of blood running from her nose to her chin, joining on her neck. Involuntarily
         I took a step back and had to stop myself from crying out. Seldom, who was supporting her head with his arm, rearranged the
         body as best he could and muttered something anxiously that I didn’t catch. He picked up the pillow, uncovering a big red
         stain on the carpet that was almost dry in the centre. He stood for a moment with his arm down by his side, holding the pillow, deep in thought, as if exploring the ramifications of a complex
         calculation. He looked truly perturbed. I said I thought we ought to call the police and he agreed mechanically.
      

   
      
      Chapter 3

      
      ‘They said we should wait outside,’ said Seldom laconically when he hung up.
      

      
      We went out to the little porch, making sure not to touch anything. Seldom leaned against the handrail and rolled a cigarette.
         His hands paused from time to time as he folded the cigarette paper, then compulsively repeated an action, as if they were
         following the stops and starts of a train of thought that he had to check carefully. He no longer looked overwhelmed, as he
         had a few moments earlier; instead he seemed to be trying to make sense of something incomprehensible.
      

      
      Two policemen arrived and stationed themselves silently in front of the house. A tall, grey-haired man with piercing eyes,
         wearing a dark-blue suit, came up to us. He shook hands with us quickly and asked for our names. He had prominent cheekbones,
         probably growing sharper with age, and a look of calm but determined authority, as if he was used to taking charge of situations.
      

      
      ‘I’m Inspector Petersen,’ he said. He indicated a man in green overalls who nodded briefly as he came past. ‘That’s our forensic
         pathologist. Would you mind coming inside for a moment? We need to ask you some questions.’
      

      
      The pathologist put on latex gloves and leaned over the chaise longue. We watched from across the room as he carefully checked
         Mrs Eagleton’s body, taking blood and skin samples, which he handed to one of his assistants. The photographer’s flash went
         off a couple of times above the lifeless face.
      

      
      ‘Right,’ said the pathologist, beckoning to us. ‘In exactly what position did you find her?’

      
      ‘Her head was facing the back of the sofa,’ said Seldom. ‘She was on her side … a little bit more … Her legs were straight,
         the right arm was bent. Yes, I think she was like that.’ He glanced at me for confirmation.
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