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      FIVE READER REVIEWS

      

      [image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star] — dark academia at its finest

      "I've been looking for the dark academia novel that actually delivers on the promise — not aesthetic moodiness but the genuine texture of institutional life, the way power runs through a university, the specific corruption of people who convince themselves they are serving the institution while quietly serving themselves. Scholar's Table does all of that, and then some. The murder plot is constructed with extraordinary precision. The property development angle sounds dry and isn't — by chapter three I was genuinely invested in who held the lease on a restaurant I've never visited. The writing has an intelligence that respects yours. I finished it in two sittings and immediately started the series from the beginning."

      — Vin Montgomery, literary fiction/mystery reader

      

      [image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star] — the most intellectually satisfying mystery I've read in years

      "What Patrick Maher has achieved across this six-book series is something rare: a mystery protagonist who is genuinely, credibly intellectual — not as window-dressing, but as a functional method of investigation. Alex Moreton reads a criminal situation the way she reads a classical text: attending to what's present and absent, resisting the premature conclusion, following the evidence to where it leads. Scholar's Table is the fullest expression of this. The property development plot has real complexity. The institutional corruption is rendered with painful accuracy. And underneath it all, the restaurant — The Scholar's Table itself — becomes a character the reader wants to protect. Extraordinarily good."

      — Jason McBride - review

      

      [image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star] — for readers who want their mysteries to leave them thinking

      "The Riverside Mysteries have built to this conclusion with the patience of a novelist who knows exactly what he is doing. Scholar's Table answers the question this series has been circling since book one: what does it cost to build something worth building, and what happens when someone tries to take it? The Alex-Marco dynamic has developed beautifully across six books. The finale on the jetty above the river is as good as anything I've read in contemporary Australian fiction. Highest possible recommendation."

      Millicent Quayle — Book review,

      

      [image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star] — the procedural detail is extraordinary

      "I work in university administration. I have spent twenty years watching the kinds of arrangements this novel describes operate in exactly the way the novel describes them — the undisclosed conflicts of interest, the internal concern raised and not heard, the consultant who knows where the money actually comes from. Scholar's Table renders this with uncomfortable accuracy. But it does so inside a genuinely gripping murder mystery, which is the remarkable thing. I handed it to a colleague who knows nothing about universities and she read it in a day and a half. A great novel. Not just a great mystery."

      — Alvin Weatherby — Review, crime fiction forum

      

      [image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star][image: star] — Alex Moreton is the sleuth we needed

      "The best detective fiction gives you a protagonist whose method of investigation is inseparable from who they are as a person. Alex Moreton is a classicist because the discipline trains you to attend — to what's present, what's absent, what the gap between them contains. This is what she does across six novels, and this final instalment of the first series is the most complete deployment of that method. The relationship between Alex and Marco, allowed finally in this book to reveal itself without declaration, is exquisitely handled. The ending, on the jetty, listening to the choir practice across the water, is quiet and perfect and exactly right. Their tantalising play of feelings and thought - perfect. I want more.

      — Madeleine Cowell — Literary review blog, The Reading Table
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      When restaurateur Marco Giordano finds a dying man in his office at three in the morning, the police have an obvious suspect: Marco himself. The victim is Vincent Harker — property developer, leverage specialist, the man who has been quietly assembling the conditions to destroy everything Marco built. The knife is Marco's. The motive appears compelling.

      For classics lecturer Alex Moreton, the question is not whether Marco could have done it. It is who needed him not to.

      Harker has been holding his system together for three decades — a network of obligations, silences and personal financial arrangements that reaches from the riverfront precinct Marco's restaurant calls home to the upper floors of the university that owns the land. At its centre: a deputy vice-chancellor who stood to receive twelve million dollars from a deal he was supposed to be managing on the institution's behalf.

      As Alex traces the architecture of what Harker built and who it trapped, she finds herself watched, warned, and facing the weight of an institution defending itself.

      Scholar's Table is the sixth Riverside Mystery.
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            Chapter One

          

          
            A TUESDAY IN APRIL

          

        

      

    

    
      THE RESTAURANT ON A TUESDAY EVENING had a different quality from the weekend version — quieter in register, not in content; the tables mostly full but not at the pitch of a Saturday, the room running at the tempo of a long familiar thing rather than a performance. Alex had been coming on Tuesdays for eight years, long enough to know the difference, long enough that Renata no longer asked if she wanted her usual table but simply led her to it and said the kitchen would send something.

      The table was the round one near the veranda. Through the glass the river moved in its early-evening way — not dramatic, not performing anything, simply present in the way of rivers looked at long enough to stop naming what was seen. The light was the April light. In Perth that softened the summer’s directness: the same sky, the same water, but the angle had shifted, and the gold that arrived in the evenings was a thoughtful gold rather than an insisting one.

      She sat down and opened the book she was carrying. Third-century Latin, a text she was preparing a paper on, the kind of prose that revealed its argument slowly and rewarded a particular quality of attention — not speed reading but the sustained contact in which the writer’s thinking moved under the surface of the sentences.

      Renata brought bread without being asked. Then a glass of the white she had been drinking lately.

      Alex read. The restaurant moved around her.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The sounds of service had, she had decided across eight years, their own architecture. There were the obvious components — conversation at the tables, the rhythm of the kitchen through the pass, the clink of glassware being managed with professional care, the soft percussion of Renata and the floor staff moving through the room in patterns she had long since stopped consciously tracking and now simply absorbed. But under those there was a secondary layer: the low pulse from the espresso machine in mid-service, a sound she had come to recognise as the restaurant’s own. The distant organisation of a kitchen running at its proper tempo — not rushed, not slow, but moving with the rhythm Marco had described once, in the way he described these things, as the kitchen knowing what it is.

      She had written that phrase in her notebook. The kitchen knowing what it is. She had applied it, privately, to texts she was teaching — the capacity of a well-made piece of writing to know its own nature, to do what it was built to do without announcing the doing.

      The bread was good. It was always good — the same loaf, the same simple accompaniment. Constancy as a form of respect for whoever sat down. She had noticed this the third time she came here and had not needed to think about it again.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      At some point between her second and third reading of the passage she was working through — in which she had noticed something she had missed on both previous passes, a grammatical construction that changed the sentence’s argument entirely — Marco came out of the kitchen.

      He did this occasionally at the mid-point of a Tuesday service, in the way he did not do on Saturdays, when the kitchen kept him. On Tuesdays the pace permitted a brief absence. He came out not to socialise — he was not, in the restaurant, a socialising presence — but to read the room: quickly, completely, then back to the kitchen.

      He saw her and came over. He did not sit. He looked at the table — the bread, the wine, the open book — and then at her. He moved her wine glass back to the left of the book, where she had it when she was not reading; she had not noticed she had moved it. He broke a corner off the bread and ate it standing, then set the loaf down on the cloth again, the kitchen’s quick test of its own bread.

      ‘Working?’ he said.

      ‘Reading. There’s a difference.’

      ‘You’d know better than me.’

      She looked up at him. He had the kitchen on him — not smell exactly, but the residual quality of concentrated work, the alertness that prep and service produced.

      ‘Third century,’ she said.

      ‘Is that good or bad?’

      ‘It’s complicated.’ She turned the book toward him briefly. He looked at it without performing incomprehension and without performing interest, receiving the fact of the text as information. He did not pretend to a familiarity he didn’t have, and he did not apologise for lacking it. Eight years of that, still correct.

      ‘Same problem as the first or second century?’ he said.

      ‘Very good,’ she said. ‘Worse.’

      ‘You’ll sort it out.’ He looked at the room once. Looked back at her. ‘I’ll send something.’

      ‘You don’t have to.’

      ‘I know,’ he said, and went back to the kitchen.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      What he sent, ten minutes later, was a piece of fish — a small barramundi fillet with something involving herbs and a sauce she ate without trying to identify the components. She usually did. Tonight she did not. The plate was quiet in the way his food sometimes was: no announcement of its intentions, no visible effort on behalf of the effort. It simply arrived and was what it was.

      She ate it and read and the April evening settled around the restaurant in the way that long evenings settled when they were given no reason to hurry.

      The couple at the table beside her discussed something about a house they were considering. Two academics she recognised from the science faculty sat at the corner table over what had clearly become an extended conversation — they had the body language of people who had ordered dessert mainly to have a reason to stay. The table near the pass held a family: grandparents, adult children, two grandchildren who were conducting themselves with the focused solemnity of children in nice restaurants who had been instructed to behave and had decided to take the instruction seriously.

      She watched the grandchild on the far side — perhaps seven, perhaps eight — looking around the room with the unconcealed absorption of a person who found everything interesting and had not yet learned to manage the expression of it. The child looked at the river through the glass and then at the candles on the table and then at the ceiling and then, briefly, at Alex, who was looking at her.

      The child looked away first, back to the river.

      Alex smiled at the page in front of her and read the next paragraph.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The restaurant at nine o’clock on a Tuesday had reached the stage she knew well — the later tables settling into the long portion of the evening, the tables that had come at seven beginning to think about leaving, the room acquiring the warmth of a service that had reached its natural middle distance. The sounds had not diminished; they had deepened. The kitchen sounds through the pass were lower now, the rhythm shifting from production to refinement, the signs that the service was in its final third.

      She had finished the fish. She had finished the bread. The wine was still half full, where she preferred it, and she had marked the margin of the page that was going to change the second paragraph of her paper — not a revelation, not a breakthrough, but the small quiet correction that arrived when re-reading was patient enough.

      Good evening, she thought. The work had moved, and the food had been good, and the river had held its colour through the dusk and into the dark, and the room had done what it did when it was given the chance.

      Renata brought coffee without asking. She had stopped expecting this to surprise her.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      Marco came out again at quarter past nine, when the service was properly down to its last tables and the kitchen had the sound of clean-down beginning at its edges. He came to her table and sat.

      ‘Third century,’ he said. ‘Solved?’

      ‘Identified. That’s different.’

      ‘Is identifying enough?’

      ‘For tonight it is.’ She looked at him. The kitchen alertness had shifted, the way it shifted when a service concluded well — not relaxed exactly, but resolved. The quality of a man who had done what he came to do and was now available for whatever came next. ‘Good service?’

      ‘Good service,’ he confirmed. The word complete. He poured himself water from the jug on the table — he never drank during service, always water after — and looked at the room. The last tables. The candles lower now. The river carrying the city’s lights in its moving water.

      He was quiet for a moment. Then: ‘They sent someone again. About the development.’

      She set down her cup.

      ‘Different man this time,’ he said. ‘Not the one who came in January. This one was more — ’ he considered — ‘more systemic about it. The other one talked about money. This one talked about process. He explained, very thoroughly, how the lease review works. As though I might not have read my own lease.’

      ‘What did you say?’

      ‘I said I had a solicitor.’ He said it without inflection. ‘He said they looked forward to being in touch with her.’

      ‘Carla will enjoy that.’

      Something moved in his expression — the small recognition of a thing said correctly. Not quite a laugh, but the thing just before a laugh.

      ‘She will,’ he said. The warmth stayed a beat longer than the almost-laugh, settling into something quieter. He looked at the river. ‘I don’t intend to give them the restaurant.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘I wanted to say it to someone who would hear it the right way.’

      She looked at him. Eight years had taught her his expressions, and what she was reading now was the weight of what he had built.

      ‘I hear it,’ she said.

      He looked at her briefly, in the way he sometimes did when a thing had been said and properly received and asked for nothing more. Then back at the river.

      They sat for a while longer, in the comfortable quiet of two people who had spent eight years on a conversational rhythm that could accommodate the significant and the unimportant without separating them. The barramundi supplier had changed its catch schedule, he said. A new window, three days later through July. Same fish.

      ‘Will it change the dish?’

      ‘It will change Tuesday. Not the dish.’

      She nodded. She had been teaching the Mytilenean debate, she said. The second ship rowed in just as the order was being read out — an oarstroke either way and the sentence would have been carried out before the reversal. Her first-year students had been briefly, genuinely unsettled.

      ‘Close call, then.’

      ‘Yes.’

      The last table stood to leave. Renata arrived with their coats and the couple went out through the door into the April evening, and the restaurant was quiet.

      Marco looked at the empty tables. The candles still burning on them. He never extinguished them until every guest was gone.

      ‘Same time next Tuesday?’ he said.

      ‘Same time next Tuesday,’ she said.

      She gathered her book and her coat and left him in the restaurant, and walked home through the April evening with the river alongside her and the sound of the city in the trees.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      Her gate. The river behind her. The house, dark at the front but for the streetlamp’s reach into the room where Virgil sat at the window in the place he sat. Her coat on the hook. The book on the kitchen table. The phone on the side table, dark.

      ‘All right then,’ Alex said to the room, in a voice lowered to its size.

      She did not know yet that the following Tuesday would not be Tuesday at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            MARCO IN TROUBLE

          

        

      

    

    
      ALEX’S answered her phone before she was properly awake — a reflex that predated mobile phones and probably predated good judgment. The voice on the other end was Marco’s.

      ‘Alex.’ A pause just long enough to communicate something she couldn’t yet name. ‘I’m at the Fremantle police station. I need you to come.’

      The call ended.

      She sat up. Virgil, who had arranged himself at the far end of the bed with the meticulous indifference he brought to most things that didn’t concern him directly, lifted his head and looked at her. He had, she had noted over the years, an uncommon ability to identify when something in the household had shifted — not by observation exactly, but by something quieter. A change in pressure. A reorientation of the air. He watched her now without moving.

      ‘Yes,’ she said, to no one in particular.

      She got up.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The kitchen was where she would normally have made espresso first. The machine was Italian, matte black, uncompromising about temperature, and had been producing her morning coffee for four years with the serene reliability of a small domestic god. She walked into the kitchen, put her hand on the counter, and looked at it for a moment.

      Then she walked out again.

      She registered this fact as she pulled on clothes in the dark: she had not made espresso, which meant she was frightened, because she had never in four years walked into that kitchen in the morning and chosen not to make coffee. She was not given to self-drama and had no intention of starting now. The information was simply useful. She was frightened, which meant she should pay careful attention to everything she did next and not act from the frightened part.

      She went back to the kitchen, put food in Virgil’s bowl, refreshed his water. He appeared, ate, and left without performing any of the small acknowledgments that a more demonstrative cat might have attempted. She did not begrudge him this. It was the deal.

      Her keys were on the hook. Her coat was on the chair. She took both and went out into the early morning, which received her without ceremony.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The sky over Perth at six-thirty in the morning in autumn had a quality that was difficult to describe accurately without sounding as if you were editorialising. It was not dramatic. It was not atmospheric in any deliberate sense. It was simply that the light was very clean and the air had not yet accumulated the disturbances of the day, and the particular shade of blue that appeared in those early minutes — before the commuter traffic thickened and the city warmed into its daytime habits — was one of those colours that existed without quite insisting on its own beauty.

      Alex drove south on the freeway and did not think very hard about what she was driving toward.

      This was, she had found, the most useful discipline in a crisis: keep the mind on the immediate, the sensory, the actionable. The lane markings. The distance to the car in front. The Swan River glimpsed between bridge supports, moving in the flat grey light with its customary impassivity. Road signs for Fremantle, then the turnoff, then the descent into the old port city. The gear change at the roundabout. Her own hands on the wheel, which were steady, which was the information she needed.

      What she knew: Marco had called from the police station. He was there and he had made the call himself, which meant he had been cautious enough to choose where his phone call went, which meant he was frightened and thinking despite it. He had sounded like himself in structure if not in tone. The words had been selected. The sentence had ended.

      What she did not know: everything else.

      She drove, and the freeway delivered her to Fremantle, which at this hour was conducting itself as though it hadn’t quite decided whether the night was over. The streets near the waterfront were quiet. A delivery truck idled outside a warehouse on Marine Terrace. Two women in running gear passed the station roundabout at a pace that suggested they did this every morning and required no commentary from the world about it. Alex found a park without difficulty, which she acknowledged as a minor mercy, and fed the ticket machine with the coins from the small tray by the gear shift — three dollars forty, which was sufficient, which was another minor mercy — and put the ticket on the dashboard.

      Then she sat in the parked car for a moment with both hands in her lap.

      Not thinking. Taking inventory. The light coming in sideways through the windscreen. The sound of the delivery truck pulling away. The information that she had driven here quickly and without incident and that whatever came next she was capable of managing.

      She got out and went inside.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The Fremantle police station at twenty to seven in the morning had the institutional atmosphere that all police stations shared regardless of age or postcode: something between floor cleaner and recycled air and a quality that Alex had long since decided was not a smell at all but a register — the accumulated fact of people coming in here frightened, or defiant, or resigned, or all three at once. The front counter was staffed by a constable who looked young enough to be in one of her first-year tutorials and who regarded her with the professional neutrality of someone trained to be courteous to civilians presenting before 7am.

      She explained who she was and who she was here for. She did not have to wait long.

      Quinn appeared from a corridor to the left, in civilian clothes — a jacket over a dark shirt, jeans, her hair pulled back with the efficiency of someone who had dressed quickly and well — and her face was doing the particular thing it did when she was being professionally careful: composed, alert, giving nothing away at the surface while everything that mattered arranged itself quietly underneath. She looked like someone who also had not made coffee this morning. This, too, was information.

      She said, ‘Alex.’

      Alex said, ‘Tell me what you can.’

      Quinn glanced once at the constable, who found something to occupy himself with at the far end of the desk. Then she said, ‘There’s been a death at The Scholar’s Table. At the restaurant. Marco found him. He called the ambulance, then his solicitor. We arrived at five-forty.’ A brief pause. ‘The man’s name was Vincent Harker. Property developer.’

      ‘Is Marco under arrest?’

      ‘He’s helping with inquiries.’

      Alex had heard this phrase in enough contexts to understand its precise weight: not yet, contingent on the next few hours, and an invitation to no further questions along this line. She held the information without reacting to it.

      ‘Can I see him?’

      Quinn’s expression shifted, not much, but enough. ‘Briefly. And don’t ask me about the investigation, Alex. I mean that literally, not professionally.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘Not even the clever sideways version.’

      ‘Quinn.’

      ‘I know.’ A pause that contained more than it expressed. ‘Come on.’

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      Marco was in a room that was not an interview room and not a waiting room but something functionally between — a space the station used for people who were voluntarily present, which was the finest of distinctions, and which held two chairs, a low table with a water jug on it, and a window set high enough in the wall to admit grey morning light without admitting a view.

      He stood when she came in, which she hadn’t expected.

      She had been thinking, without quite thinking, that his posture would be the thing she used to calibrate the situation. She had a long habit of reading Marco the way she read difficult texts: attending to what was present, what was absent, what the arrangement of the parts was trying and failing to conceal. In eight years of friendship she had become, if not fluent, then at least capable of moving between the surface and the actual meaning without getting lost.

      He was pale. He was in his early-morning clothes — the plain ones he wore for prep before the kitchen staff arrived, dark trousers and a navy shirt — and his hands, when he stood, were folded in front of him in the particular position she recognised from the worst moments in the restaurant’s history. The position he took when the kitchen had gone badly wrong and he was deciding, from complete stillness, how to begin.

      He had taken that posture inside with him.

      She said, ‘Sit down, Marco.’

      He sat. She sat across from him. Between them the silence had the quality of a breath held rather than a breath lost — not the silence of people who have run out of things to say, but of two people deciding together what the next sentence should carry.

      He said, ‘I found him. That is the truth. I came in for early prep and he was in my office and there was blood. He was alive when I found him. Just. I called the ambulance. I called Carla.’ His solicitor. ‘And then I sat here.’ He looked at his own hands. ‘I should have called the police first. I know that. I didn’t think.’

      ‘What does Carla say?’

      ‘She says don’t speak without her present, and to stop explaining myself to everyone who comes through the door.’ He looked up then, and there was something in it — a brief levity in the eyes that existed somewhere between warmth and exhaustion. ‘And then you came through the door.’

      ‘Did you know him? Harker?’

      A silence that ran one beat longer than the ones before it.

      ‘Yes,’ Marco said. ‘I’ll tell you about that. But not here.’

      She looked at him steadily. The paleness was not shock exactly — or not only shock. It was older than this morning, she thought. The pallor of someone who has been carrying something for some time and has felt it, in the space of one hour, clarify from a carried weight into a present fact.

      ‘All right,’ she said. ‘Not here.’

      She stayed with him for another twenty minutes, until Quinn came quietly to the door. They said nothing more about Harker, or about what Marco knew, or about what the hours ahead would cost. They talked instead about small steadying things — whether Carla was good, which she was; whether the morning prep staff had been reached, which they had; whether Virgil had eaten, which he had. The kind of conversation whose content is entirely beside the point.

      When Quinn returned, Alex stood and looked at Marco one more time. He had gone back, in the interval, to the folded-hands stillness. She had read it wrong in the first moment, she realised. It was not a posture of defeat. It was what it was in the kitchen: the posture of someone who has registered that the crisis is real, and decided to be equal to it, and is waiting — with patience, without drama — for the room to open enough to begin.

      She had seen him rebuild a service from ruin in three hours. She had seen him stay at a table with a grieving supplier for two hours without checking his phone. She had seen him, at the end of an impossible night, clean down the pass himself and then thank every member of his kitchen team by name.

      He was doing this from the inside now.

      She thanked Quinn at the front desk, retrieved the parking ticket from the dashboard, drove back north through the morning that had by now committed itself to daylight. The river ran alongside the freeway for a stretch — silver and unhurried and entirely indifferent to the specific weight of what this Tuesday had opened with — and then it turned away and she was in the suburbs and then she was home.

      She made espresso. She sat at the kitchen table. Virgil positioned himself on the chair opposite with the air of a colleague who has decided to attend the meeting without contributing to it.

      She drank the coffee. She thought carefully about what Marco had said, and what he hadn’t, and what those two things taken together were going to require of her.

      Outside, Perth got on with its morning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            WHAT THE POLICE KNOW

          

        

      

    

    
      BY NINE O’CLOCK SHE HAD MADE a second espresso and read, twice, the three paragraphs that had appeared on the West Australian’s website at eight forty-seven. The headline was the kind that prioritised impact over precision: Man Found Dead at Perth Restaurant, Police Investigating. The text below it confirmed that a man had been found deceased at The Scholar’s Table on the Swan River in the early hours of Tuesday morning, that police were at the scene, that the restaurant was closed and would remain so until further notice. There was a quote from a police media officer that communicated nothing beyond the fact that the police media officer had been asked for a quote.

      The name Vincent Harker did not appear. That would come later, when next of kin had been notified and someone had made the decision about what the name would do to the story.

      Alex read it a third time, as if the article might contain information it had previously withheld. It did not. She put the phone face-down on the table.

      She knew how evidence worked, in the abstract. She had spent six years in a country where the criminal justice system was a frequent subject of dinner table conversation and two of those years at Oxford had coincided with a neighbour’s son becoming a barrister, a circumstance that had produced more than she’d intended to learn about the relationship between what happened and what could be proved. Evidence was not the truth. Evidence was the truth’s legible surface — the part that could be presented in a room and subjected to a standard of demonstration. The truth underneath was always more complicated, which was both the problem and the point.

      What she had, at nine in the morning, was a legible surface.

      Marco had been found at the scene. That was the first and most substantial fact. He had been found at the scene by the police who arrived after the ambulance, which meant he had stayed — which was interpretable two ways. A guilty man might stay because he hadn’t had time to leave, or because leaving would have been its own evidence. An innocent man would stay because the situation required a human being to remain with another human being who was dying, and because leaving would not have occurred to him as a moral option. Alex knew which of these interpretations applied. The question was whether the investigation, at this early stage, was in a position to know the same thing, and the answer to that was no, not yet.

      The knife was the second fact. Quinn had not told her this — Quinn had told her almost nothing — but Carla had called at eight-fifteen, brief and precise in the way she always was, and had said: they need to understand the knife. Alex had asked: what knife. Carla had said: the chef’s knife from the locked drawer in Marco’s office. And then she had
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