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1One month earlier at Spyforce Headquarters …




The flickering sparks from a welder leapt into the darkened air of the VART. It was late, and most of the interior sections of the Force lay in the muted light of the desk lamps of agents recently arrived for night duty. Inside the VART, security agents were stationed at all exits, waiting for the last of the renovations to be completed.

A worker in dark overalls, thick glasses and a protective helmet concentrated on the last Vibratron tile to be laid in the floor.

He lifted his mask. The smell of molten metal rose into the air alongside the wisp of rising smoke. He patted the tile protectively.

‘Rest easy, little one.’ His voice poured out like melted chocolate into the quiet hangar. ‘You won’t be called upon yet but, when you are, this wretched place will finally be brought down.’


The worker stood, picked up his leather tool bag and walked to the exit. Behind him, beneath the final tile, a red glowing pulse beat silently, secretly, waiting for its moment of destruction.
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Mr Blue lunged at Max Remy with a wrenching scream. His hands gripped her throat and forced her backwards onto a rock platform above the sea. An incoming wave churned beneath them like a restless volcano threatening to explode.

‘This is the last time you will destroy my plans, Maxine Remy.’

His hands squeezed tighter. Max felt her breath strain through her constricted throat.

Another wave surged upwards and fell in a drenching torrent. The sucking rush of the sea into the blowhole released Blue’s hands from Max’s throat and swept them both closer to the edge. They came to a precarious stop only centimetres from a blackened ocean plunge.

Max stumbled to her feet but Blue caught her ankle. She tripped and fell, striking her head against the ground. She clutched her forehead, her mind spinning, struggling to stay alert.

‘Max!’ Linden scrambled to the top of the rockface.

‘Oh look, Mr Goody-Goody is here to save the day.’ Blue pulled a black glove from his pocket and slipped it on. ‘With my Heart Stopper device, it’s a pity he’ll fail.’

Blue sprang towards him and pressed his gloved hand onto the young spy’s chest. Linden’s eyes widened. He sucked in a coarse breath as the glove lit up like a neon skeleton.

‘Linden,’ Max whispered. She lay on the ground trying to clear her head, trying to stop herself from blacking out.

The last few breaths were torn from Linden’s lungs. His remaining strength was drained from his body before he fell to the ground, limp, lifeless.

The sea growled as if in protest, gathering into an even bigger mass.

Blue sought refuge behind a boulder and clung on. ‘Bye bye, my little friends.’

A rogue wave crashed through the rocky crevice, ballooning into a tidal wave above them.

‘Linden.’ Max tried to reach her friend, tried to grip whatever piece of ground she could. The wave tore at them, dragging them towards the sea. Max’s hands slipped. In a crush of sound and water, their bodies were hauled along the slippery platform, towards a watery oblivion, towards their last moments of life, towards
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‘Aaah!’

Max sat up in bed, having woken herself by her own scream.


‘Bad dream?’

‘Aaah!’ She jumped back at the sight of Linden sitting on the end of her bed eating toast.

‘I don’t look that bad, do I?’ He looked into a mirror beside him and made an attempt to pat down his wild hair. ‘No, I look good. Must have been a bad dream.’

Max looked down at her rumpled bed and realised she was in the sleep-out at Ben and Eleanor’s. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Eating toast. Want some?’

‘I don’t really have any appetite.’ Max untwisted her pyjamas.

‘No appetite? That must have been a bad dream. What was it about?’ Linden threw the last of the toast into his mouth before pulling an apple from his pocket.

Max thought back. ‘You and I were at the blowhole where Blue almost killed Chief Harrison.2 Only this time, Blue was after you and me.’ She pulled the blankets up under her chin. ‘It’s strange. I haven’t thought about him for months.’

‘Blue’s fall into that blowhole was pretty serious. I don’t think he’ll be coming back any time soon.’ Linden munched into his apple.


‘I know, but I’d like him to stay out of my head as well as my life. Aaah!’ An overly hairy mountain of a dog jumped onto Max’s bed and licked her face. ‘Get off.’

‘Sorry, Max,’ Linden pulled the dog away and bundled him onto the floor. ‘Ralph’s a sucker whenever he sees someone upset. I guess his old self got the better of him.’

Ralph was Ben and Eleanor’s dog, who had only recently stopped trampling Max in his eagerness to say hello.

Max wiped her pyjama sleeve across her face. ‘I appreciate the affection, Ralph, but can’t you find other ways to … Aaah!’

A small chicken leapt from the cupboard beside her and landed in Max’s lap.

‘One of Geraldine’s chicks, Amelia Earhart.’ Linden gathered the clucking bird into his arms.

‘Amelia Earhart? As in the famous aviatrix?’

‘That’s the one.’ Linden smiled. ‘She uses this bed as part of her flying practice, to cushion her landings.’ Linden covered the sides of Amelia’s head. ‘We haven’t told her yet she’s not the flying type,’ he whispered.

‘Are all the barnyard animals going to crash my room?’


A loud snort came from outside the window.

‘Larry’s not. He’s got other plans.’

Larry was Ben and Eleanor’s pig, whose more-than-odd behaviour allowed them to predict the weather.

Linden got up from the bed and held open the screen door. ‘Come and see.’

Max crawled across her blankets and walked down the steps into the yard. Larry sat proudly before a mishmash of wild flowers, bits of old fence post and colourful rags.

‘It’s in the shape of a heart.’ She smiled.

‘Yep,’ Linden said, ‘he’s been getting it ready for days in honour of your visit, but it was too dark to show you when you arrived last night.’

Larry snorted into the air.

‘What’s he doing now?’ Max whispered.

‘He’s singing a special welcome song he composed.’

‘He’s composing songs?’

‘Ben and Eleanor bought him a karaoke machine for his birthday. He’s actually pretty good.’

Larry finished his song. Ralph barked and Amelia clucked.

‘That was your best yet, fella.’ Linden snuggled into Larry’s cheek and offered him the rest of his apple. ‘What did you think?’ He, Larry, Ralph and Amelia looked to Max.

‘It was … great.’ Max put on her best pig-appreciation smile.

‘You don’t think he deserves a kiss?’ Linden threw her a cheeky grin. He knew Max’s affinity with animals was very limited, especially when it came to kissing them.

Max could see, looking into Larry’s eyes, that he agreed with Linden. She bent down and reluctantly patted him on the head, like he was a giant slug. ‘Thanks, Larry. You’re a real talent.’

A folded letter fell from the pocket of her pyjama top. Linden picked it up and held it flat between his palms. ‘So, are you ready for the party?’

‘As ready as I’ll ever be.’ Max’s lack of enthusiasm for parties could be linked to the fact that, at some point, she would end up wearing some of the menu. Usually the slimier parts. ‘It’ll be strange going to Spyforce without having a mission to complete.’

‘As long as Irene’s doing the cooking, I can handle not being faced with any life-threatening situations.’

When Linden unfolded the letter, heat-sensitive ink swirled across the page.



Mr Reginald Harrison,
 Chief of Spyforce,
 requests the pleasure of


Max Remy’s


company to celebrate


The 50th Anniversary of Spyforce


Location: Spyforce Headquarters


Date: This Saturday


What to Bring: Yourself and a preparedness to enjoy
 Irene’s delicious food in the company of the world’s
 finest secret agents



As the heat from the invitation dwindled, the words disappeared, leaving a very formal, very blank piece of paper.

‘Did you have a hard time getting away from your mum?’

‘It was actually easy,’ Max said. ‘She left yesterday on a tour around the country to launch a TV show.’ She put on her mother’s publicity voice. ‘And to show off the hottest new stars of tomorrow.’

Max’s mum was the head of publicity at a major TV network. A job that her mother loved but often made Max’s head want to explode.


‘And she won’t call you here?’

‘I’ve told her we’re going camping and she wouldn’t be able to reach us. And your dad?’

‘He’s away at a high school reunion.’

‘I thought he didn’t like crowds.’

‘He’s avoided them since Mum died,’ Linden said, ‘but I told him it was time he started mixing with people again.’

‘What did he think of that?’

‘He agreed, but he still gets this look that I know means he’s thinking about her.’ Linden looked across the paddocks to the neighbouring farm where he lived with his dad. ‘He’s quiet, but he’s better than he used to be.’

A slight sad lilt washed across his face. ‘We both get like that sometimes.’

Max looked around her, as if she was searching for something soft to wipe the look away, when a booming tuneless song blurted out of the house.

‘Ben’s up.’ Linden’s face snapped into its regular smile. ‘Which means it’s time for breakfast.’

‘You just had toast and an apple.’

He handed back the invitation.

‘That was a warm-up. Now it’s time for the real thing.’


Linden sprang up the stairs, followed by Ralph, and stopped at the door with a lingering smile.

‘What’s wrong now?’ Max looked over her shoulder and checked that her pyjama top hadn’t come unbuttoned.

‘Nothing.’ Linden shrugged. ‘It just feels like everything’s in its place when you’re here.’ He ruffled Ralph’s furry head. ‘Come on, fella. There might not be any breakfast left if we don’t go in now.’

Ralph scrambled in first and the door swung shut behind them, leaving Max in the wake of Linden’s words, her cheeks glowing red. Linden could do that. With a few words he could change a whole morning, which this time meant driving away the dream about Mr Blue.

When she first met Linden she thought he was a country bumpkin with uncontrollable hair who was no more interesting than slow-growing grass. Since then, they’d been on nine spy missions together; outwitted criminals in exotic countries; catapulted over the edge of waterfalls; survived plane crashes, faulty Personal Flying Devices, leeches, worms, tarantulas, pulverising cells and nightmare vortexes. And every moment was governed by Linden’s pact that they always be there for each other.


Larry stared up at her and snorted.

‘What?’

He nudged his nose into his newly made heart before flicking his snout towards the back door of the house.

‘Linden and I are friends and spy partners, that’s all.’ Max laughed at herself. ‘Why am I explaining this to a pig?’

Larry let out a few more snorts.

‘An intelligent pig, of course.’ Max patted him again, this time with a little less slug-factor.

She lifted the ribbon around her neck that held her Spyforce Medallion. She ran her thumb over the engraved insignia that sat above the words, ‘May the Force Be with You’.

She tucked it back into her pyjama top and looked around.

There was no other place that made her feel at home like the farm did. She stood surrounded by its early-morning sun, Larry’s homemade heart and Amelia jumping off a fence post onto a hay bale with Geraldine looking proudly on.

‘Everything in its place.’ Max’s face lifted into a wide grin before she raced up the stairs to join the others.
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In the secret lab beneath the house, Ben and Linden had sunk into oversized beanbags and munched simultaneously into large toasted egg and bacon sandwiches, while Max and Eleanor waited for them to finish.

‘The sausages, toast and baked beans weren’t enough for breakfast?’ Max eyed off the two feasters.

‘The party’s not for hours,’ Ben mumbled through a mouthful of sandwich.

Linden swallowed and added, ‘There’s no point risking going hungry.’

Max raised her eyebrows. ‘I don’t think there’s any danger of that happening.’

Ben and Linden shared a love of food that even in the most dangerous of situations would never leave them.

The lab had the usual Ben chaos about it, with piles of books, newspapers, goggles, boxes, tubes and shabbily discarded labcoats strewn wherever he’d let them fall. Above polished white floors stood humming lab equipment, whole shelves of drawers, cupboards and benches covered with drawings, plans and scribbled notes. Ben’s favourite part was the lounge area with its drop-down projection screen, fluffy rug, beanbags and jars of lollies, nuts and biscuits for food emergencies. And in the middle of the lab, on a large round platform gently shrouded in dim light, was a glass cabinet cradling the Time and Space Machine.

‘Maybe we’ll get started while the hungry ones finish filling their stomachs,’ Eleanor said. ‘Care to join me?’

Max sighed. ‘Love to.’

On the platform, Eleanor opened the cabinet and lifted the Time and Space Machine from its nestled position. ‘It’s come a long way from our first thoughts of making this happen, but I think we’ve done okay?’

Max loved her uncle and aunt, but they had this annoying habit of understating their brilliance.

‘Okay?’ Max asked. ‘You, Ben and Francis are responsible for creating one of the most technologically magnificent inventions ever. It’s helped save the world and me from otherwise completely devastating ends.’

Eleanor smiled. ‘It is pretty good when you put it like that.’

‘Let’s get this party started.’ Ben jumped up from his beanbag, wiped his face on his sleeve and reached into the biscuit tin for a final morsel of sustenance. He handed a chocolate chip biscuit to Linden, and the two of them joined Eleanor and Max.


‘Nice of you and your stomach to join us,’ Max said to Linden.

‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world.’ He flashed one of his best smiles.

Each of the four spies slipped on their special-issue backpack from Spyforce that doubled as a Personal Flying Device, a bottomless satchel and even had camouflage capabilities. When you opened out the bag it could be draped over you and mimic the colour of your surroundings so that you were perfectly discreet. They were also fingerprint sensitive, so they could only be opened by the official owner.

Eleanor entered the coordinates of Spyforce Headquarters into the machine.

‘Is Francis coming?’ Max asked Ben.

‘Nah,’ Ben answered. ‘My brother had to choose between going to Spyforce’s party and being in New York to study the boosting of the nuclei of gold and uranium atoms to colossal energies and then colliding them head-on in a heavy-ion accelerator. He chose the accelerator, of course.’

‘Of course.’ Max had no idea what her uncle just said. ‘Now can you tell me in English what he’s doing?’

‘He’s experimenting with new technologies to create a greater and safer energy supply for going back and forward in time using the Time and Space Machine.’ He looked at his watch. ‘But for now, this baby is ready to deliver us to London so we can party like it’s 1999.’

Ben began to jerk around like a spider had run up his trousers and sang an out-of-tune song dug up from the murky depths of his tragic musical past.

‘Ben’s been practising singing with Larry,’ Linden whispered to Max, ‘but Larry’s the only one who has improved.’

Eleanor took Ben’s hand. ‘Maybe that’s enough partying for now. You don’t want to wear yourself out before we get there.’

Her finger hovered above the transport button of the machine while Max, Linden and Ben held hands.

‘All aboard for the Time and Space Machine Express from Mindawarra, Australia, to London,’ Ben announced.

Eleanor pressed transport and the four spies disappeared from the lab in a green flash of light and a quiet fffttt.

Fifteen seconds later in a back alley in London, a burst of fluorescent light fireworked in the air and tiny sparks of colour fell like a freak shower of light. The spies materialised in the centre and hung suspended for a few moments before they floated slowly to the ground.

At least Ben, Eleanor and Linden did. Max was nowhere to be seen, while in the distance there was a muffled hubbub of surprised voices.

‘My guess is, she’s that way.’ Linden led them to the end of the alley, which opened into a grand square bordered by stately museums, churches and giant stone archways. In a large fountain, edged with water-spurting mermen, fish and dolphins, Max bubbled in the centre while several people leaned in and offered to help her out.

‘Looks like she’s made friends already.’ Linden smiled until he caught Max’s eye. ‘Or not,’ he mumbled.

They hurried to the fountain as Max’s head became the new perch for a cooing pigeon. Ben and Linden excused themselves as they made their way through the crowd and climbed into the fountain. They grabbed hold of Max and helped her to her now very soggy feet.

‘Lucky Quimby made that backpack waterproof.’ Linden tried to erase the look of bristling annoyance on Max’s face.

It didn’t work.


‘Where did you land?’ Max asked, her voice flat and unimpressed.

‘Over there.’ Linden pointed behind him to a very dry, very discreet alleyway.

Max eyed her uncle with a less-than-happy stare as he hoisted her over the edge of the fountain onto dry land. ‘I thought you’d sorted out the problem with the landings.’

‘Sorry, Max,’ Ben said. ‘The machine’s been acting a little strange lately.’ He flung his hands around the square. ‘But I could think of less magnificent places to land.’

‘I agree.’ Eleanor marvelled. ‘It never fails to excite me being here.’

‘It’s pretty special,’ Linden added.

‘She came out of nowhere,’ a voice said behind them. ‘I saw her. One minute she wasn’t there, then she was!’

‘I hate to interrupt your lovely sightseeing moment,’ Max whispered, ‘but I think it’s time to get out of here.’

Linden took hold of Max’s arm and addressed the crowd. ‘If we told her once we told her a million times. She’s too clumsy to be walking along the edge of fountains. I guess we can’t stop the adventurer in her. Come on, little sis.’


Max grit her teeth as she was fussed and bundled away from the fountain. It wasn’t until they stood before the hotel that her tightly crossed arms loosened and her spirits became less soggy.

‘You never told us we were going to slum it.’ Linden’s eyes widened at the arched stone hotel entrance that bustled with porters, valets and hotel staff, opening doors on luxury cars and gently handling expensive-looking luggage.

‘Only the best will do for such an important occasion as Spyforce’s anniversary.’ Ben sniffed. ‘In fact, when I think of it …’ he sniffed again. ‘It makes me want to …’ Sniff. ‘I think I’d like to …’

Ben had a tendency to become emotional at important moments, and Max was keen to get inside before he burst into tears. And she also wanted to put on some dry clothes.

‘Shouldn’t we go in? We need to start getting ready.’

‘Yes, yes.’ Ben sniffed a final time and held his head high.

They stepped onto a red carpet that led them past two imposing marble sculptures of lions and to the polished gold-handled doors of the hotel. A doorman wearing a tuxedo, top hat and immaculately white gloves bowed low and welcomed them into a gleaming and luxurious foyer.

Giant palm fronds waved gently beneath chandeliers that seemed to float in the air like jewelled swans. Busts of important-looking men and women sat on sidetables and plinths like people frozen from history. Finely dressed men and women held their pinkies out as they took high tea with scones and cream. A woman in a long red evening gown serenaded them all, accompanied by a pianist whose slender fingers danced over the ivory keys of a grand piano.

Max marvelled at the opulent scene until another white-gloved man handed her a towel.

‘Madam is dripping on the nineteenth-century Persian rug.’ He scowled.

‘Sorry.’ Max took the towel. ‘I don’t usually drip on things that old.’

Linden only just managed to smother a laugh.

‘I mean …’ Max began, but the white-gloved man raised an irritated eyebrow, turned on his polished heel and left with a barely concealed humph.

‘I meant I’m clumsy over all things, not just ones from the nineteenth century,’ Max explained to Linden. She slumped. ‘I may even get over it one day.’

‘Mum used to say we all have qualities that make us unique,’ Linden said.

‘What would your mum have thought of my unique quality?’

A smile crept into Linden’s lips. ‘She would have told you to always have a hanky nearby.’

Max dabbed her hair with the towel. ‘And then she would have moved away from me so I didn’t slime her with my clumsiness.’

‘Nah. She would have liked you. She would have thought you were …’

Linden stopped as if the words had jammed in his mouth. His smile faded. Max moved to touch his hand just as Linden saw Ben waving from the reception desk. ‘Looks like we’ve been checked in.’

Another gloved man bowed and operated the elevator. Ben and Eleanor chatted about being in London and looking forward to seeing old friends. Max snuck a look at Linden, who didn’t seem to be listening.

Their rooms were in every way as plush as the foyer, except they had faraway views over London and its ancient museums, lush green parks and regally appointed cathedrals and palaces.


Linden ran his eyes over it all and said to Max, ‘Remember the first time we came to London?’

Ben stepped behind them and feigned an annoyed look. ‘I believe it was when you took someone’s Matter Transporter without their permission.’

‘You forgot the next part,’ Eleanor added. ‘About being reunited with your brother so that the Time and Space Machine could finally be finished.’3

‘Yes, there was that,’ Ben agreed.

‘Even though I thought your idea was crazy,’ Linden whispered, ‘it’ll always be one of the best times of my life.’

‘Aaah!’ Max yelled.

‘Maybe you don’t feel the same way.’

‘No.’ Max reached into her pocket. ‘My palm computer vibrated.’ She sat on the lounge and opened the connection. ‘Steinberger, it’s good to see you.’

‘Ah, Max, there you are. Our satellite system told us you and your fellow agents are in London. I trust you all arrived safely?’

‘Mmm, safely. Not sure I’d describe it that way.’ Max raised an eyebrow.


Ben plonked himself on the lounge beside her. ‘Steinby, you old devil. Good to see you. How’s the party shaping up?’

Steinberger’s eyes lit up. ‘Almost there. The final touches are being made even as we speak, and we have a few surprises in store that we think are going to make this a night to remember for a very long time.’

Eleanor and Linden joined them on the now very squished lounge.

‘There isn’t anything wrong, is there?’ Max asked.

‘Oh no.’ He laughed. ‘In fact the world seems much less inclined to crime in the last few weeks than usual. We thought that since you’re in London, it’d be a good opportunity to send you and Linden on another training exercise. What do you think?’

‘Brilliant,’ Linden chimed in. ‘Where would you like us to go?’

‘To a forest not far from London. The exercise should only take a few hours, but we feel we should always take the time to sharpen our agents’ skills.’

‘When do we start?’ Max asked.

‘Tomorrow. While you do your training, we thought Ben and Eleanor would like the day to catch up with old friends.’


‘Now there’s a man with a plan,’ Ben said.

‘And the really exciting news is,’ Steinberger continued, ‘you’ll have the pleasure of trying out Quimby’s latest gadget.’ Steinberger almost slipped off his chair in excitement.

‘A new gadget?’ Linden’s day just got better.

‘Life doesn’t get much more exciting than that.’ Max’s didn’t.

‘Oh Max, I know you’ve had a little trouble in the past becoming acquainted with Quimby’s gadgets, but you’re going to love this one,’ Steinberger assured her.

Max raised an unconvinced eyebrow. ‘Don’t count on it.’

‘But for now, you have a party to prepare for. I will send a car to pick you up in an hour.’ Steinberger disappeared from the screen.

Ben clapped his hands. ‘Everyone to their rooms. We rendezvous in the foyer in one hour precisely, looking our brand-spankingest. And don’t forget, Linden, Toby will be sharing your room after the party, so don’t get too comfortable on your own.’

The hour seemed to fly past. It felt as if only minutes after Steinberger’s call Max’s time was up. No matter what clothes she put on, how she arranged her hair or what shoes she wore, nothing seemed to work. Finally, she decided she couldn’t do any more, turned away from the mirror and went to meet the others.

Stepping out of the elevator, Max found them leaning over an indoor pond teeming with giant goldfish.

‘Sorry I’m late, I …’

Ben, Eleanor and Linden stood upright and stared, mouths falling open. None of them said anything.

‘What’s wrong?’ Max checked that the straps of her dress hadn’t slipped down her shoulders or one of the layers of her red silk skirt had been tucked into her underwear.

Eleanor and Ben became teary.

‘Okay, now you’re freaking me out. What’s wrong? Is it Steinberger? Larry? Has something happened to Mum?’

Eleanor rushed forward and wrapped Max in her quivering arms and long silk shawl. ‘You look so beautiful.’

Ben sniffed and hugged them both. ‘Like an angel.’

‘Oh boy,’ Max mumbled. She feared she may well pass out from lack of oxygen until a white-gloved man announced the arrival of their car.


‘Oh. Okay.’ Sniff. Ben let go. ‘I guess we better pull ourselves together.’

‘That’d be good.’ Max breathed in deeply, now that she could, and followed with Linden. ‘One of these days I may not survive one of their emotional outbursts.’

‘It’s true,’ Linden said quietly. ‘You look really pretty.’

Normally, a comment like this sent Max’s face into a girlish puce and made her want to run – do anything – to take the attention off her. But instead of running she said, ‘You look pretty good too.’

‘Thanks. Mum always said I had the face that could carry off casual or formal.’ He tugged at the lapels of his suit. ‘Shall we?’

Outside the hotel, Max and Linden faced their ride.

‘A limo. Nice touch,’ Linden said admiringly.

As Max bent down to step into the car, she stopped. A woman across the street in a long coat and dark glasses seemed to be staring at her. She held Max’s gaze for only a second before lifting her hand in the air and hailing a cab.

‘Linden, did you …?’

‘Max? Linden?’ Ben sat in the limo holding up two juices decorated with mini umbrellas. ‘You should see what else is in the fridge. That Steinberger thinks of everything, doesn’t he?’

When Max looked back up, the woman had disappeared into the thick London traffic.

‘Did I what?’ Linden asked.

‘Nothing.’

Max shrugged and climbed inside the car. She sipped on her juice and tried to think of where she’d seen the woman before. There was something about how she stood and the way she stared that Max knew they’d met before. No matter how much she tried to recall where, the memory remained scratchy – but she had the creeping feeling their meeting hadn’t been very pleasant.
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