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About the Author


    Maurizio Pianaro is an Italian writer. His writing style is terse and concise and takes into account the influence that photography and cinema had on the 20th Century and the Digital Age.


    The outcome is a blend of literature and visual arts, whose input is determined by the people he met, the places he traveled and the current affairs throughout his journeys.


    Books by Maurizio Pianaro


    Deadly Forgery:


    FRANCESCO BENETTI is a desperate man who won’t give in, even in the face of certain circumstances. He must find the money to save his wife and pay off his gambling debts. The only way he can do that is to try and sell a fake Titian painting for ten million dollars. An adventure that will take him from his antique shop in Venice to the spectacular world of Japan, attracting the attention of the powerful Japanese mafia and the local authorities. An engaging game where his own life will ultimately be at stake.


    A 100-Carat Diamond:


    The world’s great financial crisis is ruining Francesco Benetti again. His investments in the Stock Exchange are sinking and he must find a way to recover his losses. From Africa to India, among unscrupulous diamond dealers and jihadists of Al-Qaeda seeking revenge for the killing of Osama bin Laden, and his encounter with the Kidon-Israel’s secret service most lethal hit squad, he will bet his life for an extraordinary diamond.


    THE BURMESE GAME:


    Francesco Benetti’s poker addiction matches that of a far-away drug warlord. From Bangkok’s glittering lifestyle to Burma’s Golden Triangle, he will plunge into a perilous world of gambling dens, ethnic rebellions and drug trafficking, unknowingly becoming part of a spy plot aimed at a secret nuclear reactor.


    INDOCHINA CHRONICLES (1974-1975)


    Autobiographic


    In war-torn Indochina, a mercenary pilot lives to fly. A dramatic picture of a season in hell, where people are both victims and witnesses of catastrophic events. A mal de vivre that no one and nothing can cure.


    The Blasphemous Manuscript of Timbuktu:


    An unscrupulous veteran American freelance war correspondent arrives in Mali to cover the fanatic spree of the Islamists willing to impose their sharia law. Someone will offer him a scoop regarding an ancient manuscript with an explosive content. He will realize though that he is there neither for the war nor for the scoop.


    The Cambodian Plot:


    A political thriller set in the ever-sensuous and treacherous post-Cold War Indochina.


    What was supposed to be a j’accuse against powerful intelligence agencies supported by material evidence, I had to turn into a piece of fictional work. WWII ended in 1945 and the hunt for the last Nazis is rightly still going on. But why, as for Nazi Germany and many other countries, should it not be the same for Cambodia, where Khmer Rouge’s commanders and cadres committed ignominious war crimes and genocide during their dictatorship which was brought to an end in 1979? After all these years and more than $150 M spent by donor countries, the UN’s sponsored Khmer Rouge Tribunal in Phnom Penh is a farce and Cambodian victims of Pol Pot’s regime have been denied justice.


    As an author interested in South-East Asian Affairs and as a witness of the 1975 conquest of Cambodia by the Khmer Rouge, I hope the theory I describe in this story deserves an independent international investigation.


    With the Cross and the Sword:


    Francesco Benetti has no choice but to play high-stakes no-limit Texas Hold’em in the VIP rooms of a Las Vegas casino.He will enjoy the pleasures and luxuries of Sin City, then in Mexico, he will be involved in a drug war.


    The Head of a Muse drawing by Raphael as the actual winning pot, a depraved man with a mysterious past, and an intriguing woman. All in the shadow of a State-run intelligence organization whose existence few dare to mention.

  


  
    
Deadly Forgery


    Main characters:


    Francesco Benetti : Venetian dealer in antiques big-time gambler


    Anna Benetti : Francesco Benetti’s wife


    Vincenzo Guerra: A skilled forger of paintings of the Renaissance


    Federico Olivieri: professor of History of Art Critique at the University of Venice, a world-renowned expert


    Osamu Ishihara: director of Kizu, a company that invests in art works


    Mariko Ishihara: beautiful and fickle daughter of Osamu


    Naoto: Mariko’s fiancé, a punk member of Ichiwakai, a rival faction of the Yamaguchigumi, the most powerful organization of Yakuza, the Japanese mafia


    Tomiichi Kobo: deputy director of Kizu


    Sousuke Kato: inspector of the investigative police of the Tokyo’s headquarters


    Yoshito Kan: boss of the Yamaguchigumi


    “Les homes se distinguent par ce qu’ils montrent et se ressemblent par ce qu’ils cachent.”


    Paul Valéry


    From the French: “Men stand out for what they show, and are alike by what they hide.”

  


  
    
Venice


    AT THE CASINO


    “Mr. Benetti, please do not insist. We can’t lend you any more money, not even for a gold-card customer like you. With your poker games and the roulette it’s already four hundred thousand euros.”


    “Actually, I would be glad if you could return what you owe. You know the Management ….” The tone of the Chief Officer was serious and final.


    Francesco Benetti looked at him with his poker face. He implicitly understood from that moment he was no longer welcome until his debt was settled.


    Jesus Christ! What was he supposed to do? He was a Casino man, a professional gambler. To people like him, all that mattered was to be there, to keep playing. Everyone knew in the long run there is no way out. American-style roulette and poker were his favorite games. The roulette was the double’s zero’s fault. There are 38 numbers but the bank only pays 36.


    And in the game of poker, strategy plus the fine art of bluffing doesn’t stand a chance without the help of lady luck.


    But in this world, he celebrated his survival instinct.


    Death and resurrection, much more than the endless sessions of the same old frustrated folks with the analyst.


    His wife, Anna, tried hard to stop his insane habit, proposing him sui generis readings like Dostoevskij’s The Gambler; a portrait of a game-sick man who renounce any kind of values for the roulette. She insisted that he would have become a compulsive player, doomed to play as a drug addict. But he made it clear to her that the Casino was above all and she gave it up for not losing him.


    This time was a big deal though. Sure, with his job as a dealer in antiques he would be able to come up with some more money; possibly pass unprepared tourists some paintings of the 1800s, sold as products of famous viewers of the Venetian 1700s. He could even get rid of his old motor boat and gamble the money at the casinos of Porto Rose or Lipitza. Or even better in Baden Baden and Montecarlo, where Big winnings inspired him, as well as squandered fortunes and ritual suicides.


    But he and his wife didn’t like leaving Venice.


    The city has a spirit that they couldn’t live without.


    Pure-bred Venetians couldn’t have lived anywhere else.


    They loved wandering down the alleys, the palaces and campielli any time of the year. The brightness of spring or the sunshine of summer; the melancholy of autumn fogs, the winter with its snow games that enhanced details, the allegory of the Carnival masks, the Regatta, the Cinema Festival with its Hollywood stars parade and the artistic avangarde of the Biennale.


    And the sounds of Venice with its serenade-singing gondoliers, the voices in cheap places.


    They felt purified after riding their motor boat to the Laguna Islands of Torcello, Murano and Burano.


    They relived the Venetian era in the Corte Seconda del Milion, among the remains of Marco Polo’s home while contemplating Palazzo Bragadini, where Giacomo Casanova left on his gondola to go pay his favorite ladies a visit.


    The Mercerie had a soft spot in Francesco’s heart. The 1700s Venier casino was a place for conversation, love and gambling. Over there he lived the Vivaldi, Goldoni and Canaletto times over again.


    And what about the canals and calli of the magnificent 16th century, a time when dogi and artists contributed to making Venice an immortal name in the world.


    Anna and he appreciated the magic atmosphere of St. Mark’s square, a Bellini cocktail and a Risotto Primavera at the Harry’s Bar or an exhibit in Palazzo Grassi or Guggenheim. The Casino too was located at Palazzo ca’ Vendramin along the majestic Grand Canal.


    He looked at his watch. The following day he had to accompany Anna to pick up some test results.


    Over the last few months, she had been suffering the consequences of a hepatitis that the best specialists couldn’t make out of. Imagine her reaction if she were to find out that they were pretty much financially ruined.


    Four hundred thousand even - and at least two hundred thousand more with the cambisti, the vultures that await desperate losers outside the casino to change a check for pillaging interests.


    His wife was all discretion. He had always taken care of the shop’s accounts, whereas she was in charge of managing the business. They had met while they were both attending the first year of the language and literature course of the University of Venice and they had never parted. Same tastes and interests, same passion for art and design.


    She was originally from a middle-class family. Her father had endured great sacrifices to send her to college. Francesco instead was from a different type of family. Soon after he had graduated, his father – a wealthy architect –as a gift, took over the license of an antiques shop strategically located on the main road that led to the Rialto Bridge.


    Upstairs there was a tiny apartment furnished with Louis XIV pieces and some walnut-wood dressers of the first Venetian 1600s.


    Their best deals were made from the tourists. Most of them knew little about antiques and especially art. They would begin long negotiations and eventually left with any piece, convinced that they had made a good bargain. Francesco kept the valuable pieces aside for his customers.


    All of a sudden, he thought about Aldo, the loan shark. Would Aldo lend him ten thousand more euros? Francesco wouldn’t need to touch his meager bank account. With cash in his hands, not even that haughty Casino director could stop him from gambling some more.

  


  
    2


    Besides being their physician, Dr.Fontana was also a customer who would appear in their shop on Christmas Eve and even asked for a discount.


    “You aren’t in any financial trouble, are you?” the doctor asked, fumbling with some pieces of paper.


    “Why?” asked the woman, alarmed.


    “Madam, you had some blood transfusions done, right after the accident. And…”


    “That damned accident!” Francesco blurted out interrupting the doctor.


    Nine months before, during one of the rare times when they left Venice for a vacation, they went to Cortina d’Ampezzo and a big truck had rear-ended them on the motorway. He got away with a mild head trauma and a number of bruises. Anna instead broke her thigh-bone.


    Just after the transfusions, treatment and rehabilitation, she started to waste away. She, a gourmet, started throwing up the food she had just eaten.


    “But what does that have to do with the results?” Francesco asked, irritated.


    “Well, the results show a hepatic virus. Your wife is showing the seventh virus of hepatitis, more precisely, this virus is known as the HGV and it causes acute or chronic hepatitis.”


    Anna and Francesco were silently listening to the long technical explanation and they suddenly felt older than their 45 years of age.


    The doctor started speaking again, using his professional jargon.


    “The infection quickly leads to cirrhosis and tumor of the liver. She needs two therapeutic cycles with interpheron of fifteen days each. If your wife positively responds to them, we will be able to proceed and perform a liver transplant. I first asked you about your financial situation because the therapy and transplant have to be done in a highly specialized center and you need much money to pay for. Just the two cycles alone cost thirty thousand euros, while the transplant is about one hundred thousand. You know the difficulty of finding a suitable donor and jumping to the head of the long awaited list of the National Health Service. I could arrange the admission at a Transplant Clinic. We shouldn’t waste any more time.”


    Francesco head started spinning and Anna was holding his hand tightly.


    “What’s the chance of success?” he asked.


    The doctor kept on staring at him.


    “To be honest, the first four weeks will tell if the body responds to the treatment. The real danger is her immune system giving up. Your wife has lost an excessive amount of weight. However, if she positively responds to the treatment of interpheron, the transplant can take place and she will have longer life.”


    Francesco couldn’t stand the doctor’s brutality.
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    They went back to the motor boat and headed to the island of San Pietro di Castello.


    The whitish-grey stone and the solemn portals of the once Venice’s cathedral were such an imposing appearance.


    They sat in a little trattoria across from the church. Francesco ordered spaghetti ai frutti di mare and a bottle of chilled prosecco wine to fight his emotions and the heat of that month of August. Anna ordered a caprese salad and some mineral water, while her face was still showing infinite sadness.


    Francesco wondered why they had chosen not to have children.


    Perhaps because they had been afraid to dry up their relationship, which was based on great intellectual affinity and where sex had always played a minor part. He told himself that he would like to have children now.


    He mentally calculated how much was left in his bank account. There was about forty thousand euros and by selling out some antiques and jewels to his customers…together the amount would be enough for an initial deposit for the clinic and to get by for a month. What’s about after that?


    They paid rent on the shop and the apartment and for selling the business meant starting a life of privation. Overwhelmed with anxiety, he lit up a cigarette and nervously inhaled while randomly browsing through the pages of a local newspaper.


    “Always the shame shit.”


    Anna nodded.


    A headline and a brief article that followed got his attention.


    It was about the death of Vincenzo Guerra, a forger of old paintings that he and Anna knew.


    The man got sick while wondering in a state of drunkenness down one of the calli of the Giudecca.


    Every now and then, the forger used to stop by their shop and offered drawings and paintings that he produced forging the works of notorious painters.


    Francesco would sometimes buy them to then sell them to customers who were interested in copies of original paintings. Vincenzo Guerra was considered as a very talented painter. He had deceived merchants and, most of all, experts who mistook his productions for the works of famous masters. He used antique techniques to make his counterfeit paintings; from the preparation of materials to the painting style. He had swindled people in more than one occasion and ended up spending some years in jail.


    Talking to him, Francesco had understood that he didn’t think of himself simply as a forger, but rather as an artist. To him only beauty and quality mattered, while the authenticity of the work was of secondary importance.


    One day, while he was drunk, he came to the shop and offered Francesco an oil painting that represented Mary Magdalene, signed by Titian Vecellio. According to him it was a painting that had been lost centuries ago in Spain.


    A very valuable painting that, if authentic, would have made any museum happy.


    He had asked five thousand euros for it but had settled for the three that Francesco offered him.


    “You won’t be sorry for it, Ciccio,” Vincenzo had said.


    He and Anna had decided to keep the painting for themselves and had hung it in the small study-library as it had been, without a frame.


    They had fallen in love with the clever use of color, the play of shade and light, the dramatic portrait of that Mary Magdalene.


    “In case we ever need cash…” Anna had joked.


    He slowly sipped his wine, his heart fiercely pounding.


    An out-of-this-world idea started seizing his mind.


    At first just suppositions, then he found an answer for his objections and felt light­hearted.


    He didn’t share the news of the forger’s death with Anna, as he didn’t want to upset her. They headed back home and he suggested her to rest up. He used the excuse that he was behind with the accounting so he could retire to his study-library.


    During the next hours Francesco would be a very busy man.
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    He looked at the painting with professional eyes, as he had never done before and thought it was over. Among the art books that Anna used to devour his eyes saw an edition of the “Vite de’ più eccellenti pittori, scultori e architetti” by Giorgio Vasari, a painter who had lived during the times of Titian and the author of the volume that had become a masterpiece on the history of the Italian painting of the Renaissance.


    Giorgio Vasari kept a certain distance from the artistic conception of Titian.


    While praising the innovative genius in the use of color, he preferred Michelangelo in the art of design. He actually defined Titian as “lacking in design skills but nonetheless sensible, beautiful and stupendous”.


    Francesco quickly read the bibliographical notes trying to memorize what could be useful to him about the life and work of the artist.


    The date of birth indicated 1488 in Pieve di Cadore from the Vecellios, a family of scrupulous notaries. At the age of nine he arrived in Venice.


    At the beginning he worked as an apprentice with some important craftsmen, such as Bellini and Giorgione, who had an influence on his artistic expression: the color seen in its materiality, the taste for portraits and, above all, the stress on tonality. This was a peculiar technique that consisted of directly painting the colors on canvas, skipping the drawing part.


    In 1513, Titian received his first official assignment: an historical painting of the Palazzo Ducale. After that, he quickly became an international celebrity, showing a brilliant mind in taking care of his commercial interests.


    Patricians and dogi, the court of the Gonzagas and the Dukedom of Urbino competed for him; the emperor Charles V went down on his knees once to pick up a brush that Titian had just dropped, the Spanish King Philip II …


    Francesco went on breathlessly reading. “Afterwards, Titian sent the catholic king a figure from half thigh up of a St. Mary Magdalene, disheveled, that is with hair that falls on her shoulders, around her throat and on her chest; where, lifting her head up with eyes fixated on the sky, she shows compunction in the redness of her eyes, and in her tears sorrow for her sins: anyone who intently looks at this painting is moved and moreover, although beautiful, she does not inspire lust, but rather compassion…”


    Francesco’s excitement was great. He carefully read the explanatory notes at the bottom of the page and they confirmed that Titian did send the painting to King Philip II in October 1561 and that the painting was lost.


    Francesco mentally counted. In 1561 Titian was in his seventies and according to Giorgio Vasari, along with biological maturity, Titian had also reached his artistic maturity. Painted subjects were full of pathos, of striking intensity; the color on canvas almost a clot, without a trace of design, large brush-strokes, and a doughy spread in an extraordinary chromatic context. Just like that Magdalene…The signature read Titianus Fecit Fecit.


    In that repeated Fecit, Vincenzo the forger wanted to indicate that the master was trying to prove his physical and intellectual vigor, even though he was an older man.


    The painting measured 67x55 cm. and the hair-thin canvas laid on a less antique one.


    If anyone asked, he could easily say that over the centuries it had been removed for it was worn out.


    At peace with that explanation, Francesco turned the painting over and examined the back of it to looking for any sign of forgery, especially to see if a new lining had been put in.


    He turned it over again to observe the craquelure, the only grid of cracks that every pictorial film, which was at least 130 years old, showed; it was the result of physical and chemical modifications that were basically impossible to reproduce in a believable way.


    He picked up the portable lamp to check the colors under ultraviolet rays. By the chromatic shade he saw that their origin was without a doubt organic.


    He further examined the painting using an aplanatic 10x lens and a small flashlight.


    Then he pushed his thumbnail on to the border of Magdalene’s gown. His nail didn’t penetrate in, the color was dry.


    He reached for the freezer to get another bottle of Prosecco.


    “Yes, no technical inexperience. That Vincenzo could do anything!”


    He had either used actually antique materials or had produced them himself. A real artist of counterfeit who must have spent a lot of money trying to trick the so-called experts.


    He had found himself in financial trouble as usual and had offered his work to Francesco. In consideration of the materials, the quality and the beauty of the production, the three thousand euros that he forked out seemed to Francesco a reasonable price.


    There was indeed an intrinsic value and Francesco could have offered the painting as a piece of an unknown Venetian painter. Needless to say that inconvenient signature had to go.


    But he was already starting to think big, even though the first terrifying doubts were creeping up on him.


    Could that work of art pass the test of an expert or would it be labeled as a fake piece of the poorest commercial value?


    The brush-stroke, the solvent used by Vincenzo to obtain the lower tones to make it look old, and what about the infrared test, the chemical-organic characteristics and what if Vincenzo had repainted it on to a cheap work of a shop-boy?.


    Francesco was completely overwhelmed with discouragement.


    Nevertheless, he had to try. It was the only way he could help Anna and climb back up. After all, he was a gambler.


    He tried to identify himself with the forma mentis of an art critic.


    His mind proposed and resolved.


    The plan was almost all the way outlined and for no reason would he go back now.


    “And I want to get away with plenty of dough,” he concluded with enthusiasm.
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    Francesco was sitting at a table outside the antique Caffe’ Florian in St. Mark’s square.


    He had spent few days visiting the places where some Titian paintings were shown. An extreme on-the-spot investigation, when he had noted down the style and colors used by the artist.


    Whole days spent going back and forth between the Gallerie dell’Accademia, the Basilica of Santa Maria della Salute, the Palazzo Ducale, the Marciana library, the Galleria Franchetti and the close-by church of San Giovanni Elemosinario, located beyond the Rialto Bridge, where a beautiful portrait of the saint, painted by Titian in 1545, hung.


    He became familiar with the white lead color, the ultramarine blue, the madder lacquer, the burnt Siena clay; and then the malachite, the yellow and red ochre, the black ivory orpiment and the famous Titian red, mixed together with uncommon mastery.


    He compared them with those of the Magdalene painted by Vincenzo and his visual memory was telling him that the forger’s work was coherent.


    That day he had jus handed over a thirty-thousand euros cheque to doctor Fontana who took Anna to the Transplant Clinic.


    In a month he would have to pull out of his magical hat at least one hundred thousand more.


    He had to try and sell that painting in the most discreet way as possible.


    However he had to provide to his would be client the main requirement that is a certificate of authenticity.


    That’s why he had asked Prof. Federico Olivieri,an undiscussed authorithy in the field.


    He browsed through the newspaper and an article caught his breath away.


    Over thirty years Vincenzo had produced a great number of paintings and drawings, officials had received tips that the forger had a diary where he used to write the pieces he had forged and the names of purchasers. The police was after it.


    Francesco gulped down the Amaretto on the rocks that had just been served and ordered another one without paying any attention to the Florian orchestra.


    He had to hurry.


    If they found the diary, he would be one of the names on Vincenzo’s list; the police would ask for explanations, the rumors would spread in his environment and the possibility to place the painting close to zero.


    He had a panic attack. How could he have ever come up with such an idea?


    His faith disappeared. Thinking about selling a fake Titian and moreover asking one of the best experts to examine it!


    Anna’s illness and his debts must have fried his brains.
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    “Anna didn’t come with you?”


    Prof. Olivieri’s voice pinned him down on the chair while he was just thinking about leaving. He mumbled a generic excuse without mentioning her health.


    Prof. Olivieri looked like he was solely driven by the desire to enrich humanity with his load of erudition.


    He could often be seen walking down the allies, his eyes always ready to discover something new.


    A lot of his essays on the Venetian 1500s had been published for international journals and reviews. Auction houses, museums and powerful families all over the world competed for his connoisseurship and appraisals on paintings of the Italian Renaissance.


    His certification would introduce him into the élite of those private purchasers who were willing to add a signed Titian to their collections.


    He started explaining and the words that he had been preparing for days, started pouring out.


    A rich family that, for professional reasons, he couldn’t reveal the name of, had charged him with the task of finding buyers for a painting that they had been keeping in the caveau of a Swiss bank for generations. The painting represented Mary Magdalene and was signed by Titian Vecellio. He had already examined the painting himself but was certainly not skilled enough to determine its authenticity.


    Would the Professor accept to examine the painting and in case it was authentic, would he give him the names of possible buyers, needless to say after an adequate fee?


    He pulled out some photos and put them down on the table.


    Prof. Olivieri reached for his pocket searching his old-fashioned eyeglasses.


    Francesco pretended to pay attention to some children who were throwing handfuls of rice to some pigeons.


    He noticed that the professor wasn’t drinking his coffee.


    “Where is the painting?”


    “Zurich,” Francesco swiftly answered.


    “Well… that’s a good thing. According to these pictures it looks like it’s worth taking a look at it, although under specific conditions.”


    “Which are?” Francesco’s voice was shaking. “I’ll have to examine it the day after tomorrow at the restoration shop of Mr. Fichte in Zurich for the lab tests.”


    “We could do it here. I was actually thinking about having sent in Venice. It would be easier for you,” Francesco replied.


    “Like I said, it’s a good thing for the sellers that the painting remains in Switzerland. In case it was a true Titian, it’d be much more selling it abroad. I could give you the name of a Japanese company that invests in art works that would be willing to pay a generous amount for it. The Japanese are discreet people, no questions asked and they pay cash. You’d have to take it to Japan though. Would you do it?”


    Francesco cursed. Things were getting too complicated. He damned himself for bringing up


    Switzerland but it was all part of the persuasion plan.


    Vincenzo Guerra had just passed away and that could make people think. “No problem,” he coolly replied.


    Prof. Olivieri wanted to know if the painting’s owners were Italian.


    No, it was a Swiss family, clients of his who had been telling him for years that they possessed a Titian and they had finally decided to sell it with his assistance.


    Once a very wealthy family who wanted to remain anonymous so to avoid gossip about their financial situation which now wasn’t too good.


    “Well, if the painting is real, they’ll make several million dollars out of it…at least ten,” the professor said.


    “Have you heard about Vincenzo Guerra’s death?”


    The question froze Francesco’s blood.


    He said that yes, he had read about it and pointing at the article on the newspaper he stated: “Whenever they find that diary, whoever traded with that con-artist will be convicted!”


    The professor nodded in agreement.


    Francesco knew that the professor had purposely asked him that question to see his reaction and that fact stressed him out.


    He rode his motor boat to the Basilica of Santa Maria Gloriosa dei Frari where the great Titian was buried in 1576 while Venice was plagued by the pest.


    A decree of the Serenissima government had spared one of the wealthiest artists of the Renaissance from the mass graves.


    Over there Francesco the misbeliever managed to pray.


    “Lord, let Titian’s hand and paint brush be incarnated in Vincenzo Guerra.”


    He swore that, if the painting got sold, he would donate a large sum of the profits to the Transplant Centre.


    In the meantime, the first of the four available weeks had gone by.
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