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			TO ALL READERS

			As always, this mystery is dedicated to readers of all ages. My desire is for you to be absorbed in this story that moves with unpredictable fashion to emerge with a surprising conclusion.

			Hopefully you will enjoy the insertion of occasional frivolity as the plot progresses. Lacking objectionable language this novel is suitable for all ages.

			I offer my prayers that you will find this story inspiring and uplifting. My intent is for the story line to honor the teachings of Jesus Christ and contribute to the glory of God.

			Any endeavor such as writing this mystery is facilitated by the emotional, verbal and artistic support offered by many persons. Thanks to Myra Jane, my wife, for her constant encouragement, suggestions and prayers.

			Appreciation is due to friend David Topham, for his candid observations and pertinent suggestions for the story line.

			Also, thanks to Betty Wedeles, artist extraordinaire, who wielded her brushes loaded with pigments to create the outstanding cover illustration depicting the mysterious mansion at 404 Appalling Street.

			


	

 

			INTRIGUE AT 404 APPALLING STREET

			A prologue

			The actors moving about on the stage in this adventure are entangled in a web of strange and secret happenings. These bizarre events occur in and around a mysterious mansion designed and built in the year 1900 using the English tradition as a model. This magnificent, historic dwelling is located at 404 Appalling Street in Marston, a rather quiet Indiana town surrounded by productive farms. The stately mansion has been vacant for many years. Now in the mid-1940’s the large and noted landmark remains dark, lonely and dreary, a relic of the past.

			This engaging story and the accompanying intrigue is a sequel to the previous adventure entitled The Legend of the Bent Organ Pipes. In that exciting drama, Colonel Helmut Schmidt, code name Red Fox, sought a furtive bag of gold coins supposedly hidden in the mountains of New Mexico. According to ‘The Legend’ this bag of gold bars, refined by Spanish soldiers in the 1700’s, remained concealed behind a waterfall that descends down the west side of a prominent Organ Mountain.

			Sheriff Neverfine, with the assistance of Inspector Hershel (Snooper) Sneupenhauger, together with detectives Sam and Howie, solved that engaging mystery resulting in the arrest of Bruno and Udo, the colonel’s ‘patsies’. They remain in jail in New Mexico. Red Fox, however, narrowly escaped the clutches of the law and remains a wanted fugitive seeking to locate and grab a large sum of money. His primary goal is to obtain enough wealth to escape to South America.

			His mind is active; his attitude larcenist. Two schemes to achieve this monetary goal are now paramount in his mind. Both options, however, necessitate his speedy return to the city of Marston, in the state of Indiana, where he can use the mansion as his center of operations.

			One option is an outcome of the fiasco of a few weeks ago, just prior to their foray in New Mexico. Red Fox and his underlings, Bruno and Udo, failed to locate a treasure supposedly hidden in the mansion at 404 Appalling Street. Sheriff Neverfine and his associates assembled at the site, outwitted them and foiled their plan.

			Red Fox believes this cache remains secreted behind the portrait painted on the wall above the fireplace mantel, just waiting for his greedy hands. Now, despite his defeats and embarrassments in Marston and New Mexico, Red Fox has never forgotten his lust for the hidden trove. He vows to return to the Indiana city and claim the riches.

			Another promising option to generate wealth would be to utilize the abandoned structures on the property as a chemical laboratory. Secretly, he plans to produce and refine BrainX, a product he and his co-worker, code name, Hilda, had developed months ago in the abandoned coal mine near Pumpkin Blossom, a village south of Marston.

			Red Fox is sure BrainX has great potential as a possible ‘mind control agent’. As a chemist he would concoct this questionable but lucrative product and sell it to willing buyers in South America for a fortune. The vacant mansion and carriage house at 404 Appalling Street, will offer the ideal location for his secret chemical experiments.

			He is sure the perfected chemical compound will be worth millions in cold cash. To realize the potential of either or both of these options he must act quickly and arrive in Marston soon.

			Suddenly he is excited. His evil astute mind is now activated. He becomes a man consumed with compulsive, determined energy. He must achieve one or both of his dreams to garner the wealth he covets.

			Now, you, the reader, will be able to accompany the characters, the actors on the stage of this mystery, as they bring to life the actions and events revealed in INTRIGUE AT 404 APPALLING STREET.
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CHAPTER 1
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			WITH ORDER PAD IN ONE hand, a dull, stubby lead pencil behind his right ear and the handle of an enameled metal coffee pot clasped firmly in his other hand, Sedric Ledfoot smiled as he skirted around patrons seated at worn and mismatched circular tables. As he approached the nondescript man sitting erect in a rear booth of his Lazy Bones Coffee Shop, he hesitated, trying to identify the man’s features as a past customer.

			Sedric, a slightly stooped man of diminutive stature, sported a ring of white hair that framed his shiny bald dome. He not only owned the small eatery but also served as the cook, server and custodian.

			“Good afternoon, sir. You look like you could use some of my signature coffee, the Pumpkin Seed Brew.”

			“Er, good afternoon. Yes, black coffee, please.”

			As Sedric filled a grimy mug decorated with finger prints the visitor continued, “I’m waiting for a friend to join me. When he arrives we will order from the menu…. Ahhh, now I remember….your menu usually features daily specials noted in red print. I don’t have a copy in front of me….. What is your ‘special’ today? I know your offerings are very tasty.”

			“Thank you. Most people don’t bother to comment about my mouth-watering food. My special today is ‘Beef and Boiled Cabbage ala Sedric’ served with mashed potatoes and fresh garden peas.”

			Sedric shuffled back to his small cluttered kitchen. He murmured, “How does that man know about my daily specials?…. Oh yes, now I remember….about three weeks back he visited my diner often and enjoyed several savory meals. Usually two rather disheveled men who talked with a distinct accent joined him for meals. They always talked continuously and had heated discussions…and they sure drank a lot of my famous coffee.”

			Sedric glanced at the 1947 calendar hanging on the wall above the rust-stained sink loaded with soiled dishes. The month of October with many days marked out with X’s would soon be history. Today, the 31st, a Friday, he knew would be very busy. Several patrons would cash their pay checks at his diner, the nearest bank being several miles away at Princeton. Sedric sighed as he looked at his tired wrinkled face in the small smudged mirror hanging on the wall next to the calendar. He thought to himself, ‘Maybe I’ve cooked too many tasty meals in this old coffee shop’.

			Sitting erect in the rear booth the visitor pursed his lips as he looked around at the dusty window panes. He noticed the fading and peeling yellow paint on the walls. He frowned as he lifted the cracked mug to his firm lips and sipped the steaming black brew. During his earlier military career days he never would have frequented such a neglected diner to eat his meals. He had been reared in the German tradition of ordered purity.

			Staring over the heads of animated diners engaged in lively conversation he shook his head slightly as he noticed the cobwebs hanging from the discolored ceiling tiles. He had always favored tidiness and cleanliness in his surroundings to the extent that some of his friends and colleagues suggested this compulsion to be a fetish.

			Then the German national smiled as the ambiance and quiet atmosphere of the diner brought back vivid images from the recent past. His mind wandered. The events of the past few years of his life raced by on his mental landscape. He began to reminiscence. Reaching inside his neatly pressed jacket he retrieved his pocketbook from a hidden, zippered pouch. Folding back the black leather cover he smiled as he viewed his faded photograph. There he stood, Colonel Helmut Schmidt, erect, stern-faced and proud in his full military dress uniform.

			During the recent war he had lived in his uniform. He wore it proudly, especially that day when he led his disciplined troops as they marched on the parade grounds in front of the Fuehrer, who stood at attention giving the Nazi salute. Their crisp neat uniforms swishing in unison resounded in his mind as Hitler’s legions goose-stepped in jack boots with a strict cadence. Their pounding heels jarred the paving stones creating a loud, echoing effect throughout the parade area. The cheers of the crowds spurred the colonel to lift his knees even higher. Such imposing scenes remained burned in his memory. He smiled.

			As commander of The Eighth Panzer Tank Corps, an often honored and decorated armored unit in the mechanized German army during World War Two, Colonel Schmidt received many medals, citations and accolades for his valor and leadership.

			Then his countenance changed. His face exhibited sternness and sadness. He remembered Germany, the nation of his birth and pride, had been conquered by the Allies. His exalted Tiger tanks had been defeated in a major battle and the majority of his men captured by the American Third Army. After his perilous escape by boldly walking at night through Allied lines to a German military post, he commandeered a German military truck and ordered the driver to steer the vehicle toward Berlin.

			As a passenger he rode to Berlin and reported to his superior officers who ordered a drastic change in his responsibility. He would go undercover as a covert agent. His mission as a secret operative in the United States emphasized the disruption of America’s war effort in the state of Indiana.

			Since the end of hostilities two years ago he had survived in the United States as a fugitive despite being pursued by the United States military police. Using his inborn ingenuity and intelligence he endured by always being one step ahead of his pursuers.

			His ever-present quest since the end of the war spurred him on to seek ways to obtain a sizable fortune. He strongly believed a large amount of American money could finance his escape to a friendly country in South America where he would acquire citizenship and live comfortably the remaining years of his life.

			The colonel’s keen mind continued to scroll forward. His thoughts and musings advanced to that hot, humid afternoon of a few weeks ago. He had settled his erect form onto this same worn seat of the rear booth at the Lazy Bones Coffee Shop. The diner, located at the desolate end of the only street in Pumpkin Blossom, served as the only public eating establishment in the village.

			Now as he continued to think about and analyze the unfortunate turn of events that had transpired in his life during the past few weeks the colonel felt dispirited, weary and, yes, angry.

			Joined by Bruno and Udo, two of his former tank corps soldiers, the colonel had coerced them to join him in seeking a fortune in gold refined by a Spanish soldier as portrayed in The Legend of the Bent Organ Pipes. This folklore described a cache of gold nuggets hidden behind a waterfall cascading down the side of a mountain in New Mexico, several miles east of the town of Mesilla.

			The trio had traveled west from Indiana with the purpose of finding and claiming the treasure. Then they would possess the necessary funds to travel to and reside in a friendly country in South America. However, pursued and out-witted by detectives Sam Hames and Howie Newbald, the leather pouch containing the gold slipped from their grasp.

			Bruno and Udo suffered arrest while Red Fox narrowly escaped the clutches of the law by quickly and stealthily departing from Mesilla during the darkness of a moonless night. Red Fox returned to his abandoned, camouflaged tent erected in a wooded area just outside the village of Pumpkin Blossom, in southern Indiana. He needed time to plan for his move north to the Indiana city of Marston. He believed an elusive fortune still remained hidden inside the Prudely mansion at 404 Appalling Street.

			Lost in his self- induced and inflated misery he believed fate had intervened during the past few years to reduce his status from a celebrated military officer to that of a homeless peasant scratching for daily survival in a foreign land. His smile faded as he placed his pocketbook back in his coat and zippered shut the secret pocket.

			Bemoaning his personal situation as he sipped the strong coffee he failed to notice the intensity of the late summer storm now battering the small, southern Indiana hamlet. Torrents of wind-blown rain beat against the walls and windows of the coffee shop. Sweeping clean the village sidewalks constructed of wood planks, the deluge of water seeped under the front door and into the diner covering several of the worn, cracked linoleum tiles. Outside, lightning bolts flashed and crackled, stabbing the village landscape, followed quickly by ear-abusing, rolling drum beats of thunder.

			At that moment a bent-over figure, struggling against the horizontal blasts of wind-driven rain, approached the lonely, weather-beaten eatery. Relieved to find his sanctuary, he reached for and turned the slippery rusted doorknob. Quickly stepping from the sodden sidewalk planks into the coffee shop, the short, bow-legged individual cautiously but forcefully closed the door, shutting out the wind and rain.

			He turned, stopped and wiped the rain water from his face with his hand. Glancing around he smiled weakly as he spotted the solitary man sitting in the rear booth. Moving forward in a weaving manner leaving a trail of water on the tile floor he approached the colonel.

			“Bruno,” greeted the colonel harshly as the slouching individual reached his booth, “you look deplorable. Your rain-soaked, ragged shirt and tattered pants are two sizes too large and you smell like a pig sty. Don’t you ever take a bath?”

			Ignoring the personal insults and verbal abuse, Bruno stood shivering at the end of the booth and replied, “Colonel, I mean, Red Fox, I feel so relieved to see you. I desperately hoped you would be here. Is it alright if I don’t salute you?…..mind if I sit down?”

			“Yes, of course, Bruno, sit,” ordered the colonel gruffly, pointing to the seat opposite. “Sedric will be here shortly to take our food orders….. Here he is now with coffee pot and another mug.”

			Setting the cracked mug on the table in front of Bruno and pouring in the strong brew to the brim, Sedric asked, “Are you two gentlemen ready to order?”

			“Two of your Specials, please, with an extra helping of potatoes on each plate,” spoke up Red Fox before Bruno had an opportunity to look at the menu and respond.

			As Sedric disappeared behind the dual swinging doors to the petite kitchen he thought, ‘Wow! What a strong pungent odor that last customer carries around like a cloak. I’ll have to fumigate the coffee shop when he and his friend leave’.

			Bruno bent forward and with an anxious voice said, “I’ve been beside myself worrying about you since our failure to find and keep the leather pouch filled with gold.” Bruno hesitated as he gasped for breath, then he blustered, “You know, the bag of nuggets stashed behind the waterfall in the Organ Mountains in New Mexico.”

			Then, after lifting the mug of steaming coffee to his quivering lips and loudly slurping, he asked, “How did you escape from the police in Mesilla, that dinky town about fifty miles west of the site of the treasure, Red Fox? And, when did you arrive back here in this forgotten town, Pumpkin Blossom?”

			Red Fox leaned back against the back of the booth trying to distance himself from the offensive odor wafting across the table top. His forehead furrowing, he replied, “I borrowed a motorcycle parked at the rear of the Mesilla Hotel…. I owe a word of thanks to your cohort, Udo, for teaching me the technique of hot-wiring motorcycles. Riding at night I traveled the fifty miles from Mesilla, New Mexico, to El Paso, Texas, where I climbed into an empty boxcar hooked to other units in a freight train heading east.”

			After sipping coffee and eyeing Bruno with squinted eyelids over the brim of his mug, Red Fox added, “Two days later, as the freight train rolled slowly through Indianapolis, I jumped off, left the freight yards and hitch-hiked to this small burg. Locating the tent I had pitched earlier in the woods beyond the town border, I found all my belongings to be in order just as I left them a few weeks ago.”

			“I’m sure sorry, Red Fox, that our plans to find and keep the gold hidden inside the Organ Mountains didn’t work out to our advantage.”

			Dropping his head slightly, Red Fox wrinkled his brow, glared at Bruno and replied with anger, “Due to interference from those two bumbling detectives, our ingenious plan failed. The fortune promised to us by The Legend of the Bent Organ Pipes slipped from our worthy grasp.”

			After a moment’s reflection, his forehead smoothing, he squinted at the slumped figure sitting across from him and remarked, “Bruno, we would now be basking in the sun at some resort in a South American country if those meddling detectives, Sam Hames and Howie Newbald, hadn’t ruined our plans to grab and keep that sack of gold. We needed that treasure to pay for our long-planned life in the southern climate.”

			“Yeah, I had the bag of gold in my hands as I ran pell-mell on the cinder path through the public park to the rear of the Hotel Mesilla.”

			Bruno became animated waving his arms about as he relived the regrettable series of events in Mesilla. “When I burst through the rear door of the hotel lobby I suddenly spied that stupid police Inspector from Marston. His friends call him ‘Snooper’. As I looked up I saw him stumbling headlong down the stairs like a drunken clown. He lurched awkwardly toward me and rammed his head smack into my belly.”

			As Bruno related the episode he caressed his stomach. He banged his fist down on the table top. Then, half standing and waving his hands in the air, he continued in a loud agitated voice, “When the deputy’s head hit me like a projectile my arms shot up and I lost my grip on the sack of gold. It sailed through the air and splashed down in the fish pond located at the center of the lobby.” Bruno again slammed both of his fists down on the table top with anger as he acted out the events at the hotel of a few days ago.

			“Sadly, I remember your plight well, Bruno,” recalled Red Fox in a rare wistful tone. “When I entered the hotel through the same rear door a few minutes later the Mesilla police had apprehended and hand-cuffed you and your partner Udo…. I had no choice but to turn around, discreetly exit the lobby and high tail it out of town.”

			“I don’t blame you, Red Fox, for leaving me and Udo stranded as prisoners in the hotel. You had to get away fast from Mesilla and save your own skin. You’re a wanted man.”

			Red Fox bent forward, frowned and quietly ordered, “Don’t talk so loud you idiot….. Now tell me, Bruno, where did the police take you and Udo after your arrest in the hotel lobby?”

			“The town of Mesilla must be very free of crime because an old, mud- brick house on Calle de Santiago serves as the village jail. We were plopped into one of the two available rooms. Thick metal screens covered the two small windows located in the rear wall. Two single beds with metal frames and a small table greeted us as we stumbled into the room.”

			“How strange and quaint, you and Udo confined in an old mud house,” smirked Red Fox as he pictured their misfortune. Then he leaned forward and in a firm voice asked, “How did you escape from that make-shift lockup, Bruno? The Mesilla police no doubt thought the room to be secure and confining until they could transfer you both to a more permanent jail cell in a neighboring city.”

			As Bruno opened his mouth to answer, Red Fox continued in a superior, mocking tone. “I know from observing your previous actions as soldiers under my command that you and Udo are not the ‘brightest lights’ in any action or situation. My superior intelligence has always been necessary to think for you both and to make your most important decisions.”

			As Bruno firmed his lips, Red Fox resumed his critique. “Many times in the past I have found it necessary and prudent to extract you both from avoidable quagmires that possessed you due to your lack of good judgment.”

			Bruno bristled and seethed as he listened to the rude, condescending insults thrown at him by Red Fox. He thought, ‘Why does the colonel always feel like he needs to degrade Udo and me? …. He probably needs to feel superior’.

			But Bruno inhaled deeply and calmed quickly as he considered and realized his recent experience, current situation and status….an ex-German tank soldier who had served without honor under Colonel Schmidt during the opening months of World War Two as German Tiger tanks moved through France. Then, later, during the closing days of the war with Germany’s defeat eminent, he deserted the colonel’s VIII Tank Corps one dark night and sneaked toward American-held territory.

			Captured two weeks later by American soldiers, Bruno spent several weeks in an internment camp. One dark moonless night during a vicious rain storm he crept away from his confinement tent, slithered on his back through thick oozing mud under the barbed wire enclosing the camp. He ran away from the camp and later jumped onto the rear deck of a departing truck and hid among barrels of garbage.

			Finally, after weeks of walking, hitching rides and begging for food he reached Lisbon, the capital of Portugal. He holed up next to the rear door behind a decaying hotel. Huddled near the kitchen he scrounged enough food for survival.

			Eking out a meager existence day after day, Bruno became a dispirited and disheveled man. He contemplated suicide. Then he met Udo, another German soldier who had also deserted from Colonel Schmidt’s Panzer Tank Corps.

			The two vagrants joined ranks and spent hours discussing their uncertain future as they walked daily in the adjacent city park. One evening at dusk they accosted and robbed two well-dressed men strolling in the park. They used the stolen money to rent a cheap room at the hotel under assumed names.

			Then, following several days of indecision, begging and stealing money for food and lodging, they received a welcomed telephone call from Colonel Helmut Schmidt, their former Tiger tank commander. He offered to be their benefactor if they would join him in an exciting venture in a different country, the United States of America.

			The colonel had proceeded to explain how he obtained information about their whereabouts and the phone number for their hotel. He admitted sadly that many of the soldiers under his command deserted ranks during the closing months of the war.

			Several of these tired deserters ended up in Allied internment camps. One such prisoner, a former staff officer assigned to Colonel Schmidt’s command talked often with Bruno and they shared personal information. This former soldier after being released, made contact with Red Fox and told him of Bruno’s plan to escape from the camp and head in the direction of Lisbon.

			Red Fox, using his ingenuity, contacts from soldiers previously under his command, and some subterfuge, learned that Bruno had obtained lodging at The Palisade Hotel next to the city park in Lisbon.

			When he telephoned Bruno, Red Fox learned about his companion, Udo. Red Fox needed two simple-minded men to assist him in obtaining enough money to escape to South America. He gave Udo and Bruno orders by telephone including traveling instructions to his hide-out near Pumpkin Blossom in the state of Indiana in the United States. He explained in detail the procedure they should use to obtain forged travel documents. He sent to them by Western Union sufficient United States currency for their expenses including bribes to certain officials for their assistance in procuring the necessary documents.

			The colonel proceeded to inform them he had operated as a secret agent in the United States during the last two years of the war. In that role he served as director of subversive activities in the state of Indiana using a code name, Red Fox.

			A few days later, Bruno and Udo, two very unlikely traveling companions, possessing forged travel documents and passports started on their perilous journey from Lisbon to meet Red Fox, their patron in the state of Indiana.

			


	

CHAPTER 2
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			NOW, TWO YEARS HAD ELAPSED since the end of that war. And three weeks had passed since their failed mission to find and claim the leather pouch containing the gold at the base of the Organ Mountains in the state of New Mexico. Pictures of Colonel Schmidt, Udo and Bruno appeared regularly on wanted posters at military installations and state police headquarters in Indiana and New Mexico.

			The three fugitives continued to operate under cover. They made every effort to stay ‘under the radar’ of law enforcement officers until they could accumulate enough money to finance their dream that included a furtive escape to South America.

			They pictured in their minds a life of leisure, sipping lemonade while relaxing on a cot in the shade of a beach umbrella listening to the rhythm of the ocean waves lapping at the shore. Since entering the United States illegally as aliens, Bruno and Udo, without financial resources, depended upon Red Fox for every aspect of their existence.

			Sedric wiped his hands on his soiled apron and grabbed the handle of the coffee pot. He had finished scrubbing the pans and dishes necessary for the noon meal. Now he roamed about the coffee shop refilling coffee mugs and chatting with the customers. As he reached the rear booth he asked, “Can I bring you two gentlemen a slice of my peach pie with a dip of vanilla ice cream on top?”

			“Yes, bring us both a piece of pie,” responded Red Fox, smiling. “And, your mouth-watering Beef and Boiled Cabbage ala Sedric sure quelled our appetites.”

			“Thank you. I’ll bring the pie orders and your bill promptly,” smiled Sedric.

			Red Fox lifted his refilled coffee mug, glared at the slovenly man sitting across the booth and insisted, “Bruno, I’ll have to admit you are a welcome sight. A plan is developing in my astute mind that may reward us abundantly. And, I need your help. But before I reveal the details on my idea, I need some important information from you. How did you and Udo find the brain power to get out of Mesilla? Did the cops take you to the police station and pressure you to come clean about your reasons to be in their town?”

			As Bruno lowered his eyes to the table top and slouched down further on his seat, Red Fox demanded, “Did you break under pressure and divulge any information about our relationship and my background as a German military officer? What did you two losers tell the Mesilla police at their headquarters after they arrested you?”

			Suddenly realizing his personal dilemma, Bruno leaned back against the back of the booth at the Lazy Bones Coffee Shop, drew a deep breath, looked at the colonel and blurted, “No, Udo and me, we sealed our lips tight. We made no mention of you or the reason why we happened to be in the Hotel Mesilla. The police didn’t even question my accent.”

			Bruno added, “Lacking jail cells at their police station, they locked us in a mud house located two blocks away. The policeman informed us that a police officer from another city would question us the next day.”

			“How did you and Udo find the brain power to break out of that mud house?”

			“That night after our unfortunate capture and arrest in the Mesilla Hotel and the rude imprisonment in the smelly mud house, Udo and I considered our situation. As we sat on one of the beds we realized the American military authorities could keep us in their jails for months.”

			“Or,” he continued, “we could be deported back to Germany where we would await trial as military deserters. Facing a firing squad would be a real possibility. Our prospects appeared to be bleak. Our spirits and hopes for the future reached rock bottom.”

			Ignoring Bruno’s story of woe the colonel glared across the table and spoke with authority. “I’ll ask you again. How did you escape from that jail house in Mesilla and elude the New Mexico state police?”

			Bruno hesitated, sipped more coffee and looked up at the discolored ceiling tiles. Speaking lightly he said, “Udo thought he could unlock the door to our room. He got down on his knees and carefully inspected the lock.”

			“How did stupid Udo think he could possibly break out of that locked secure room?” asked the colonel with sudden interest.

			“Udo always carries a special key hidden in the waistband of his pants. He calls it his, ‘Slim Pickin’s Key’.”

			“So Udo owns a special key.
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