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        P.O. Steamer “Pera”

        Alexandria to Marseilles

        March 1858

      

      

      Beatrice Layton crossed the moonlit deck of the ship, her cheek still burning from the stinging slap she’d received. She’d be fortunate if it didn’t leave a bruise. And if it did, she thought bitterly, she’d have no one but herself to blame.

      Everyone from Calcutta to Bombay had warned her not to take a position as governess with the deplorable Dimsdale family. The parents were well-known tyrants, and their four children even worse. Bea had observed the little villains often over the years, shouting at their mother, striking their native bearers, and driving off one ayah, nanny, and governess after another.

      When the time had at last come for the Dimsdales to quit India, there had been no one left for them to hire to look after their beastly brood on the months-long voyage home. No servant desperate enough—or stupid enough—to take them on.

      Not until Bea.

      Drawing her thin, knitted shawl tighter about her arms, she walked to the ship’s railing just as she did every night after dark, preparing to make her obligatory wish on the evening star. It was a longstanding ritual, taught to her by her late mother. One practiced whether Bea was at home or abroad, on land or over water. She was loathe to abandon it.

      Not that it ever worked.

      Bea had wished for countless things in the past two decades and none of those wishes had come true. That she persisted owed more to honoring her mother’s memory than it did to any intrinsic faith of her own. The late Sybil Layton had believed in stars and wishes and all manner of lovely romantic things. As a girl, Bea had believed in them too.

      But she was no longer a child of six. She was a woman of six and twenty, alone in the world, with only herself to depend upon. Harsh reality had long ago leached the romanticism from her soul. She’d been forced to be practical. To see things as they were, rather than wishing for some star-sent miracle to change them.

      Nevertheless…

      Some childhood habits were excessively hard to break.

      She approached the rail of the ship, searching the sky. There was a full moon tonight. It shone as bright as a naphtha lamp, shimmering in concert with an abundance of twinkling stars. Their light was reflected in the sea below—an endless expanse of softly rippling black water that stretched, unbroken, toward the horizon.

      It had been two days since Bea had seen land. And it would be many more until she saw it again.

      Endless days, and every one of them a trial. And for what? For the price of passage back to England? To a country where she had no friends or family to welcome her? Where the best she could hope for was a chance to find another position?

      Her shoulders slumped. She leaned against the rail, feeling the uncharacteristic prickle of tears at the back of her eyes. In moments like this, she wondered why she kept going. But she had little choice. It was either persevere in her present position, or⁠—

      A deep, masculine voice sounded behind her. “You’re not thinking of jumping, are you?”

      Bea’s heart leapt in alarm. Spinning around with a start, she came face to face with a gentleman she’d never seen before.

      But not a gentleman. A soldier.

      He was unshaven, clad in an old wool cavalry coat and trousers, and balancing some of his weight on the cane in his right hand. It was that which first caught her attention. The rest of him came second—the broad shoulders, tousled golden hair, and weary ice-gray eyes that glinted with a trace of wry humor.

      Her mouth went dry. “I beg your pardon?”

      “I wouldn’t advise it,” he said. “We’d both end up drowning.”

      Bea took an unconscious step backward. The ship’s rail pressed against her back. “We?”

      “I’d have to leap in after you, wouldn’t I?” he said. “That’s what heroes do.” His mouth quirked briefly. “Or so I’ve been told.”

      Her pulse accelerated as he came to stand beside her at the rail. He was a full head taller than she was and smelled, very faintly, of bay rum.

      She hadn’t been personally introduced to everyone on the ship, but after the land portion of the journey from Suez to Alexandria, she knew them well enough by sight. And this man—this rogue—wasn’t among the passengers she’d seen.

      He must have boarded at the docks in Alexandria, else she would have noticed him. He was the sort of man a woman would notice, even if she didn’t have a mind to.

      “You should know,” he said, casting a glance out at the water. “It’s not as calm as it looks from this distance. And it’s cold. If you must throw yourself over the side, I’d advise you wait until we’re nearer to Greece.”

      Bea drew herself up with offended dignity. Never mind that her heart was still racing. It wasn’t safe to be alone with a strange man. Not when one was an unmarried woman of the servant class. And certainly not in the moonlight.

      “I was not planning on throwing myself over the side,” she informed him. “Mister…?”

      “Colonel,” he said. “As to the rest, I’m afraid I’m traveling incognito. I prefer to keep it that way, Miss Layton.”

      She blinked in surprise. “You know my name?”

      “I’ve observed you on the deck with your young charges. They’re forever shrieking it.” His gaze fell to her reddened cheek. A frown darkened his brow. “Did one of them do that?”

      Bea flushed, mortified that anyone, even a stranger, should witness the depths to which she’d fallen. A half dozen responses sprang to her lips—bitter, candid, ill-advised. For once, she managed to restrain them. For all she knew, this self-described colonel was a friend of the Dimsdales. The last thing Bea wanted was to be caught speaking ill of her employers.

      “They are willful children,” she allowed. “But⁠—”

      “They’re not children at all,” he said. “They’re savages.”

      She flinched at his plain speaking.

      So, not a friend of the family, then.

      But not a friend of hers, either.

      Bea couldn’t afford to agree with him. Her position was already too tenuous.

      Turning back to the rail, she again faced the sea. The full skirts of her plain wool dress fluttered in the wind that whispered over the moonlit water. A shiver went through her slim frame. “Yes, well, if you must know… It’s a temporary position. I’ve only to endure it until we reach Southampton.”

      The colonel remained at her side. “That’s nearly two weeks altogether.”

      Her stomach knotted. “I’m aware.”

      “If they’re already striking you⁠—”

      “Really, sir, it’s none of your affair.”

      “—it’s only going to get worse.”

      She shot him a doubtful look. He sounded so certain. “You have experience with children?”

      “My siblings have been extraordinarily prolific in my absence. Their offspring frequently write to me. I suppose they could be little beasts as well, but I confess, they don’t seem so from their letters.”

      Her lips flattened in a repressive frown. “A correspondence with nieces and nephews hardly makes you an expert.”

      “Not only a correspondence. I see them for short periods whenever I’m on leave.” He paused, adding, “And I’m expert enough to know that no one should be laying hands on you.”

      Bea privately conceded his point. “As to that… I mean to speak to Mrs. Dimsdale about it in the morning.”

      “If I were you⁠—”

      “Which you aren’t.”

      “—I’d wake her now. There’s no point putting it off until tomorrow. Better to confront the thing head on than⁠—”

      Bea straightened. “If you’re quite finished?”

      His expression hardened with impatience, but his eyes were kind. “I’m offering you the wisdom of my experience.”

      “I thank you for it, Mr. Colonel.” Bea tightened her shawl about her. “But the hour grows late. I pray you would excuse me.”

      Not waiting for his reply, she turned on her heel and strode off across the deck in the direction of her shared cabin. Her pulse beat heavily at her throat. He’d flustered her, drat him. And it wasn’t because he’d taken her off her guard. Or even because he was so handsome beneath his overgrown hair and beard.

      It was because she’d been tempted—sorely, recklessly tempted—to confide in him.

      Which would have been a mistake indeed.

      Bea had learned her lesson on that score. To be sure, it was the very reason she was in this predicament. Dismissed from one post after another, for being too bold, too opinionated, too bloody difficult, until the only family left to whom she could apply for work were the Dimsdales.

      Unpleasant as her new position was, Bea couldn’t afford to risk it. Certainly not by unburdening herself to an impertinent stranger she’d only met three minutes ago.

      No matter that he’d seemed sympathetic. Or that his eyes had been kind.

      No.

      If she was going to make it through this ordeal, she must hold her tongue, keep her own counsel, and, above all, refrain from rocking the boat.
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      Jack Beresford watched the prim little governess march off in the direction of the ship’s single and double-berth cabins. She rather resembled a sparrow who’d had its feathers ruffled. She was that plain of feature, that slim and small, with severely styled brown hair and an unusually pale face.

      Her drab dresses didn’t help to dispel the illusion. Every time Jack had spied her on the deck she’d been clad in ill-fitting coarse brown cloth or dreary gray wool. Even so, she’d commanded his attention. There was starch in Miss Layton’s spine and a vaguely stubborn tilt to her chin. It hinted at a formidable strength of will.

      And Jack admired strong-willed women.

      He wondered who she was underneath that starch, and what it was that made her look out at the stars with such melancholy attention.

      “Sad creature,” Maberly remarked, emerging from the shadows.

      Jack flexed his fingers around the handle of his cane. They were cramped from all the letters he’d been writing. A frightful nuisance. One would think he’d have developed more stamina for the task. It had been his primary occupation since departing Egypt.

      “Aren’t we all?” he replied distractedly.

      “Some sadder than others.” Maberly came toward the rail. Not much more advanced than Jack’s own four and thirty years, the stocky batman managed to look far older. His shock of chestnut hair had gone gray somewhere between Sebastopol and Ahvaz, and the unrelenting desert sun had turned his once youthful complexion to creased leather. “Take that burned gent in the foredeck cabin. Thornhill. Cavalry soldier, he were, rescued from a sepoy prison.”

      Jack knew about the fellow. The man had boarded the ship in Alexandria at the same time as Jack and several other wounded soldiers. Many were recovering from injuries suffered during the Indian rebellion, while others—like Jack⁠—were still nursing their wounds after last years’ conflict in Persia.

      “None of us has escaped unscathed,” Jack said.

      “Leastways, he got a fine horse out of it,” Maberly replied. “He has him stabled on board. A great big chestnut stallion. Hiran, he’s called.”

      “Lucky fellow,” Jack said. He’d hoped to return with a horse or two of his own. Perhaps some carpets too, and a few trunks of souvenirs. Instead, he’d barely escaped his last battle with both limbs intact.

      If one could call it a battle.

      “You might talk with him if you want a chat,” Maberly suggested. “Safer than revealing yourself to the dogsbody servant of some jumped up colonials.”

      Jack felt a flash of irritation. “I’ve no desire for a ‘chat,’ as you so quaintly put it,” he said. “And I didn’t reveal myself.”

      “Beg pardon. I thought you was meant to be hiding from the ladies.”

      Jack narrowed his eyes at his batman. Is this what Maberly thought of him? That he was some spineless coward? “I’m not hiding from anyone.”

      “Avoiding, then,” Maberly amended.

      Jack didn’t reply. He had been avoiding people, in truth. And the ladies in particular. But it wasn’t Miss Farraday and her marriage-minded mama he was thinking about now, or any of the attractive single ladies or ripe young widows who had pursued him during his time abroad. He was thinking of drab little Miss Layton and the burning red handprint across her cheek.

      His temper crackled with unexpected heat.

      Someone needed to grab those Dimsdale children by the scruffs and knock their heads together before they did one of their servants permanent harm.

      “Miss Farraday and her mother very nearly had you in Cairo,” Maberly reminded him. “If they were to discover you’re on the ship, they’d plague you night and day until they caught you good and proper.”

      “No one on board knows who I am, save for the captain and a handful of the crew,” Jack said. “I intend to keep it that way. As for any woman catching me…” He inwardly recoiled at the thought. “I’ve successfully evaded a leg shackle for years. I’ll not fall at the final hurdle.”

      “You will if you insist on chatting with unmarried women in the moonlight.”

      “Not a woman, a governess,” Jack said. “And Miss Layton wasn’t trying to beguile me.” Though, he reflected, her tear-damp eyes had been an uncommonly pretty shade of porcelain blue. That had been beguiling in itself. “She’s come out on the deck every evening since we left port.”

      “Just as you have,” Maberly said. “Happen you’ll meet her again.”

      Jacked lapsed into silence. He’d already spent too many hours in his small cabin, devoid of company and conversation, only emerging at night to take the air. The prospect of two more weeks of isolation sat heavily on his shoulders. Especially now, when fate had presented him with an unexpected alternative to his solitude.

      Given his present circumstances, the idea of encountering Miss Layton again wasn’t entirely unappealing.

      “Perchance I will,” he replied. “What harm could it do?”
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      “Are you aware that there are anonymous soldiers traveling on the ship?” Bea inquired as she bent to remove her well-worn leather half boots.

      Pearl turned over in her upper berth to peer blearily down at Bea in the lamplight. A petite Anglo-Indian girl with sleek black hair, she was employed as a maid-companion by Mrs. Rawson, a portly colonial dowager. Mrs. Rawson and her temperamental Maltese dog, Benjamin, had departed Bombay at the same time as Bea’s employers. As a consequence, Pearl and Bea had often been obliged to bunk together, first on the voyage to Suez, then overland to Alexandria, and now on the Pera.

      They weren’t close in age (Pearl being several years younger than Bea), but over the past three weeks, proximity had inspired something like a friendship.

      “The injured ones that came aboard in Alexandria?” Pearl asked in return. “What about them?”

      “How was I unaware of their existence?”

      “Because Mrs. Dimsdale keeps you on the trot from dawn until dusk,” Pearl answered.

      Bea stripped off her wool bodice, hanging it on one of the clothing hooks that were affixed to the small cabin’s wall. Pearl wasn’t wrong. Since entering the Dimsdale’s employ, Bea had been run off her feet, acting as governess, nursery maid, and as occasional laundress. It was no wonder she’d failed to notice the presence of injured soldiers on board.

      “Yes, but—” Bea stepped out of her skirts, petticoats, and crinoline. “Don’t you think it odd that we don’t see them?”

      “Who would wish to?” Pearl asked. “Some of them are grievously injured. I heard Mrs. Farraday tell Mrs. Rawson that it’s a mercy we’ve been spared the sight of them.”

      Bea winced. The widowed Mrs. Farraday was the most top-lofty lady on board, boasting both pedigree and enviable connections. She was, it was said, the daughter of a gentleman. And her own daughter—a very pretty, if somewhat insipid, girl of nineteen—was rumored to have come within a whisker of being engaged to the son of the Earl of Allendale.

      Whoever that might be.

      “What a dreadful thing to say,” Bea replied.

      “But the truth,” Pearl pronounced.

      “Her truth,” Bea said, hanging up her skirts. “Not mine.”

      Pearl flopped over in her berth, snuggling back into her pillow. “That’s your trouble. Everything is a quarrel. You’d be better off agreeing with them. It’s what I do.”

      Bea unpinned the tightly braided coil of her hair. “I’m practicing saying nothing.”

      “That isn’t the same as being agreeable,” Pearl informed her. “Mrs. Rawson says unwarranted silence is tantamount to insolence.”

      “That’s because they wish to regulate every aspect of our behavior, even our thoughts,” Bea retorted. Stripped down to her chemise and drawers, she went to the basin and hastily washed before dousing the lamp and climbing into her own cold berth.

      There was no time to write in her journal this evening. Not that it mattered. Since leaving India, she’d had precious little to record save for the mounting indignities she’d been subjected to.

      Her cheek was still stinging in grim reminder of the latest one—and of the task that awaited her in the morning. Like it or not, as soon as the sun was up, Bea was going to have to confront Mrs. Dimsdale about her children’s behavior.

      It wouldn’t be the first time Bea had faced the proverbial firing squad.

      During the course of her brief employment, she’d brought Mrs. Dimsdale countless complaints, all to no avail. Whatever harm her brood inflicted, the woman inevitably found a way to lay the blame on Bea’s shoulders. On the last occasion, she’d even gone so far as to threaten Bea with dismissal.

      Tomorrow’s encounter was all-but guaranteed to be an unpleasant one.

      “What do you suppose happens to servants who are sacked midway through a long sea voyage?” Bea asked.

      Pearl didn’t answer. She’d already subsided into sleep.
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      Bea stood in front of her employer in the ship’s well-appointed saloon, her back straight and her hands clasped in front of her, feeling more like a scullery maid awaiting a dressing down than a dignified governess addressing a legitimate grievance. Raising her voice, she repeated her previous sentence over the screeches of her young charges. “I said that I’d hoped to speak with you alone, ma’am!”

      Mrs. Dimsdale remained seated before her. She was a faded, fair-haired woman, easily angered and overly fond of iced gin, with a hard mouth and an approaching double chin. The kind of English lady one encountered with frequency in India. She was flanked by her nine-year-old son, Albermarle Junior, and her eleven-year-old daughter, Lilith.

      The two children glared at Bea in unmistakable challenge as their younger siblings—twin six-year-old boys—ran circles around the saloon, punctuating their permutations with various whoops and shrieks.

      There was no one about to object to the chaos. Not at this time of morning. The other passengers had already gone into breakfast.

      “And who would look after the children during this interview?” Mrs. Dimsdale asked.

      “Perhaps their father—” Bea broke off as one of the twins flew past. Like his brother, he was clad in a blue flannel sailor suit. Bea had pressed the matching garments for them herself at dawn, well before tending to her own toilette.

      Mrs. Dimsdale jerked the full skirts of her ruffled morning gown out of the little boy’s path. “Do have a care, Brent! You’ll trod on my hem.”

      “I’m not Brent, I’m Damian,” the twin returned cheekily before galloping off across the carpet with another shriek.

      Albermarle Junior’s mouth curled into a sly smile. “Miss Layton can’t tell them apart either,” he said. “No one can.”

      “On the contrary,” Bea replied. “That was Brent.”

      Albermarle Junior’s smirk froze on his face.

      “She’s marked their clothes,” Lilith said scornfully. “I told her she wasn’t allowed to⁠—”

      “Mama!” Damian leapt by with a high-pierced cry. “Mama, look at me! See how high I can jump!”

      Mrs. Dimsdale pressed her fingers to her temples. “Can you not control them, Miss Layton? All this shouting is bringing on one of my megrims.”

      “No, ma’am, I can’t control them,” Bea snapped back, her patience at an end. “Which is precisely why I wished to speak with you this morning!”

      Mrs. Dimsdale’s bosom swelled with indignation. Beside her, Albermarle and Lilith froze in unholy expectation. Their mother was known for raking her servants over the coals. And she had no great fondness for Bea. She’d only hired her out of desperation.

      Bea’s eyes closed briefly, knowing what was to come. She inwardly braced herself, cursing her unruly tongue.

      “You will moderate your tone when you speak to me, Miss Layton,” Mrs. Dimsdale commanded with bone-chilling severity. “I will not be addressed with impudence, no matter your complaint.”

      “As to that complaint, ma’am,” Bea began.

      “Do you comprehend me?”

      Bea flinched. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “May I remind you that you’re here on sufferance? Any other servant in your circumstances would be kissing my feet to have been treated with such generosity. Instead, you speak to me with disrespect and ingratitude?”

      “I beg your pardon, ma’am,” Bea said hastily. She affected what she hoped was a penitent manner. “But the circumstances are extreme.”

      Mrs. Dimsdale appeared even less disposed to hear of them than she had when Bea had first approached her. She gave a furious wave of her lace-trimmed handkerchief. “Well?” she demanded. “Get on with it. Or do you propose to waste even more of my morning?”

      Bea clasped her hands tighter to keep from clenching them into fists. It was unjust. Unfair. All the same, it wouldn’t serve her to lose her temper. “Last night,” she said levelly, “when I was readying Miss Dimsdale for bed, she refused to retire. When I insisted, she struck me across the face.”

      Lilian flushed red. “I did not! She’s lying, Mama!”

      “I am not lying,” Bea said. “For evidence, you need only consult the mark on my cheek. It is the exact size and shape of your daughter’s open hand.”

      Mrs. Dimsdale resumed massaging her temples. “What’s the use of hiring a governess if I must deal with these trials myself?” she muttered. “Am I to have no rest? No peace? Better I should dismiss you and let the children do as they will than be constantly vexed in this tedious manner.”

      Bea persevered. It mayn’t do her any good—to be sure, she very much doubted it would—but the mysterious rogue on the deck last night had been right. Bea must draw the line somewhere. If she didn’t, it would only get worse.

      “I cannot perform my duties if I’m subjected to physical abuse from your children, ma’am,” she said. “It is beyond all bounds.”

      Lilian tugged at her mother’s arm. Her voice took on a familiar wheedling tone. “She was bullying me, Mama. And she is only a servant. I knew you wouldn’t object⁠—”

      “You did strike her, then?” Mrs. Dimsdale wearily inquired of her daughter.

      Lilith’s face contorted. “Why should I go to bed at the same time as the babies? I’m the oldest! Papa promised⁠—”

      “God preserve me,” Mrs. Dimsdale said. “My head is splitting. And I’ve yet to have my breakfast. Really, Miss Layton, this is not to be borne!”

      “I might say the same, ma’am,” Bea replied. “The seriousness of the matter⁠—”

      Mrs. Dimsdale was on her feet before Bea could finish. “You mentioned their father. Speak with him, by all means. Until such time, I would have you attend to your duties. Heaven knows they’re light enough as it is.”

      Bea took a reflexive step toward her employer in protest. She may have brought up Mr. Dimsdale—desperately, foolishly—but the elusive gentleman was no favorable alternative to his wife. He was a hard-going colonial, consumed with shooting, drinking, and (it was rumored) the company of questionable women. Bea had never been alone with him even once since joining the Dimsdales’ household.

      “Mrs. Dimsdale—” she objected.

      “That will be all, Miss Layton,” Mrs. Dimsdale said curtly. “The children require their morning meal. If you value your position, you will have them at the table in the next five minutes.” With that, she sailed from the saloon, leaving her brood behind her.

      Bea was left alone with the children, the two oldest still standing by their mother’s now empty chair, and the twins continuing to ricochet around the room.

      Flaxen-locked Lilith regarded Bea with a kindling eye. “You won’t get any further speaking to my Papa,” she informed her.

      Bea’s gaze fell to the child’s mutinous little face. Doubtless, she was right. All the same…

      Is this what Bea’s life had come to? To be bested in a battle of wills with an eleven-year-old despot?

      No.

      Emphatically, no.

      However bleak Bea’s circumstances, there was still some fight left in her.

      She looked back at Lilith. Her stomach tightened with resolve. “We shall just see about that, young lady.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Jack watched Miss Layton cross the deck to the ship’s rail as he finished rereading his most recent letter from home. Unlike last evening, when the silver-soft moonlight had been all there was to light Miss Layton’s path, tonight her pensive face and quiet figure were illuminated by the glow of the hanging lamps one of the ship’s stewards had lit at sunset. As for the moon itself, it was half-hidden behind an incipient scatter of clouds.

      Jack remained hidden too as Miss Layton surveyed the evening sky. It was only after giving her a moment alone that he folded his letter into the front pocket of his waistcoat and emerged from the shadows.

      This time, Miss Layton didn’t seem surprised by his approach.

      “A fine evening,” Jack said, coming to join her.

      “Overcast,” she replied without looking at him. “I can scarcely see the stars.”

      Jack followed her gaze heavenward. “Do you need to? For navigation or some such?” He wouldn’t put it past her. She was, after all, a governess. Astronomy might well be one of her subjects.

      “I have no great purpose,” she said. “I simply enjoy beauty. Many people do.”

      Jack’s attention returned to her face. A drab little sparrow, he’d thought her in the moonlight. One with unusually pretty eyes. But the lamplight revealed other allurements. Those eyes were framed by elegantly winged dark brows. And what he’d yesterday mistaken in her complexion for paleness, was in fact a clear, creaminess of countenance, accentuated by high cheekbones, a well-sculpted nose, and a firmly tilted chin.

      She wasn’t conventionally beautiful. She was too starchy and solemn for that. But⁠—

      The devil.

      She was attractive.

      Jack’s blood simmered with a disconcerting warmth. He brutally suppressed the reaction. It was easy enough to do for a man of his experience. He hadn’t reached the advanced age of four and thirty without learning something about how to command his emotions.

      “The sky will clear again,” he said, a trifle gruffly. “It always does.”

      Miss Layton folded her arms, twining her meager knitted shawl about her. “But not tonight.”

      “No,” he acknowledged. “Probably not.”

      She lapsed into silence, still staring out at the sky.

      Jack regarded her for a long moment. “Let me guess,” he said. “You had a frightful row with your employer about the violent conduct of your young charges, and now you find yourself in fear for your position?”

      “I wouldn’t call it a row,” she said. “That would imply that there was an argument with two opposing sides.”

      “But you did speak to the children’s mother?”

      “She did most of the speaking.” Miss Layton readjusted the ends of her shawl with uncharacteristically anxious fingers. “Or rather, the shouting.”

      Jack’s brows sank with displeasure. “Don’t say that she blamed you for her child’s misconduct?”

      “She blamed me for upsetting her peace.”

      “In other words⁠—”

      “In other words, there was no satisfactory
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