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GET A SNEAK PEEK OF 

Slumbering (The Starlight Chronicles, #1): The Graphic Novel

here

––––––––
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“ ... For to whom much is given,

much shall be required ... ”

Jesus of Nazareth

☼Prologue☼
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THE WINTER WINDS WERE cold and harsh, laced with particles of hail and snow. The air was dry, the sun was hidden, and just from looking at it, I could tell Lake Erie was in the freezing temperatures. Apollo City, along with the rest of northern Ohio, was covered in a blanket of gray-white snow/slush, but city inhabitants were still trying to go about their humdrum lives with as little interruption as possible.

I had to say, the eela—shadow monster—rampaging all around the city wasn’t helping. Not in the least, if you can imagine it.

As he hovered in midair, today’s choice of monster giggled as he began attacking another crowd of people. He’d shown up a few times this past week, but this was the first time I’d gotten close to killing him without breaking curfew or skipping class. 

Not that I minded those things, of course; I just minded getting in trouble for them.

This sinister-ling is Daikan. He “specializes” in cruel humor, but not the kind I liked or agreed with; some of his material was really lame. He’d been nicknamed “The Jester” by the local press—anything to get sales up without infringing on Batman’s legal rights.

While he certainly reminded me of some kind of ex-con carny, there was a villainous twinkle in his eye all too reminiscent of his many demon predecessors and his fearless Sinister leaders. Not to mention there was the same cringe-worthy delusion laced in his laughter.

“Ha-ha, I told you I would have you rolling with delight sooner or later,” he cried out mockingly, as indeed, the crowds rolled over, though in pain. “Daikan always has a trick up his sleeve!”

Who knew who he thought he was talking to? Some people were snapping photos, while others were running away screaming. All of this chaos was happening, of course, while I was attempting to destroy him.

Unfortunately, this was nothing out of the ordinary. It was just a typical day in the life of the superhero known as “Wingdinger.” Me.

My fingers gave an icy snap as I clenched my fists. “No one’s laughing down here,” I retorted angrily.

Just so you know, I had a right to be angry. Daikan had largely ignored me that day, and only paid attention long enough to laugh at me. And the third-person referencing was getting old.

“Watch your back, kid,” Elysian, my “pet” changeling dragon, thundered at me. He swooped down and curled protectively around me just as Daikan slashed out his attack. 

Spindles of power trickled through the sky, swiping over us as Elysian ducked and I dodged. There was a sudden break as a nearby tree fell and I heard something—probably one of the old city park buildings—crumbling behind us.

“Let’s go,” Elysian muttered, ignoring the glare I gave him as he leaned down to let me up on his back. But I, reluctantly, climbed on. 

I wanted nothing more than to fly on my own two, irritatingly useless, wings.  

As Elysian took flight, the wind bit at my face, matching the bite in my tone. “Look who’s laughing now!” I taunted, tackling the laughing trickster right out of the air. Something puffy and squishy gooped through my gloves as I no doubt punched through a lung, knocking the wind (along with other substances) out of his body.

“Ugh ... Gross.” If only this were some kind of video game, I thought ruefully. Me and the guys would be all over it.

A split second later, I was thrust back into the fight. Several events blurred through my mind as the end of the battle became eminent.

Flinging the pus off of my fist ...

Elysian’s brief approving sneer ... 

Falling from the sky, tangled up with the demon body ...

Ah, the welcoming rush of adrenaline. I’d become quite the junkie since this started.  

I grinned to myself; I liked this trick. After several months of fighting off these monsters, I no longer had any fear of falling.

Instead of freaking out like I used to, I clawed my way on top of the evil eela, forcing my enemy down even more as we slammed into the ground.

Jolted but still standing, I victoriously wiped a spray of dirt off my face. “Ha. Got you!”

Elysian scuttled over. “Good work, kid. I think we did great today.”

We? I rolled my eyes.

Elysian had spoken too soon. Or maybe he jinxed me, because the next moment, Daikan propelled himself upright with more power than I’d thought possible, sending me flying back through the air as he roared angrily. 

“Ugh.” Of all the places to land, it had to be in a pile of frozen dog poo. “Gross.” Why did I always have to land in something completely revolting?!

I looked up just in time to see Elysian unleash an attack of his own. My dragon’s bright celestial fire hit its mark as I stood up and hurriedly tried to clean myself up. Being a superhero is not as important as looking like one, in my opinion.  

“Augh!” Daikan cried, the dragon fire slowly eating away at his colorful clothes and sizzling into his wrinkly skin. Even though I love my barbeque, it was a gruesome sight to watch him flap and burn. It probably would have been more enjoyable if he was dead. And plucked.

“Finish him!” Elysian called out.

“No one defeats me,” I murmured, letting myself smile. For once, we are going to get along all right without—

A hot, blazing arrow of light suddenly soared out of nowhere. It struck the demonic creature in the head, unleashing a small bright explosion and bombing out brain residue. I jumped back and shielded my face. When I peeked over seconds later, Daikan was gone.

I groaned. I’d thought too soon. She’s here.

Following the trajectory of the arrow, I looked up. And there she was.  

Starry Knight, skillfully perched in the trees, was looking down on me, both literally and figuratively. “I told you to stay away from this business,” she called out in a disdainful greeting, as was her per usual.

“Oh, just go away,” I stomped my way over to my supposed counterpart. “I was doing just fine until you showed up. And I was here earlier than you.”

“You are just getting in the way.” She glared back, tightening her lips, obviously irritated. “It’s clear you still don’t know much about them, do you, Wingdinger?”

Since I was pretty sure she was making fun of me in addition to insulting me, I bit my bottom lip angrily, raging for blood. That was just like her, to disregard all the effort I’d espoused trying to learn more about the different demons suddenly plaguing our city. Believe me, between the eelas, the tenwaleisks, and the bakreels, I’d had more than enough outer dimensional demon instruction.

But even so, who really cared if I didn’t know that much yet? All I really knew for sure was that I had to fight them. That had to count for a lot of it—over half of it, really. And the other stuff, well, I’d figure it out later, when I had the time and/or the inkling to care.

Starry Knight jumped down from the heights of the tree. “Since you appeared, I’ve had to save you more than I’ve had to defeat these monsters.”

“Hey! I got some of them, too,” I protested. At least two or three, anyway ... out of ten or twenty or ... Who’s really counting here anyway? “I would’ve had this one, too, if you hadn’t stolen my chance!”

“I’m sure you wouldn’t have been able to do it,” Starry Knight replied, waving me off. “You haven’t gotten any stronger in the last weeks. Just give up and leave this to me. Oh, and I’d make sure to get some stain remover on your clothes.” She flipped her long hair over her shoulder before she flew off, her stark white wings beating gracefully.

The embarrassment and anger burned, steaming hot. I thrust my fingers into my “wingdings” at the sides of my head, for which I was named, and tried not to scream. The pain of tearing at my feather-crown didn’t help.

And neither did Elysian, of course. (He never does, trust me.)

“Don’t worry about it, kid,” Elysian told me. “You’ll get the next one.”  

“What if I don’t?” I asked sharply. “What then?”

“Don’t do this to yourself. She’s not worth it.” Elysian transformed. As a changeling dragon, he had the ability to transform into any reptile, but he often just pushed back his wings, sucked in his big dragon belly, and shrunk down to the size of a small lizard or chameleon. It was handy for travel purposes, I had to admit, but more often than not it meant he was nearby. And I didn’t really like that. 

“Maybe she’s got a point. She seems to be getting more powerful.” I doubted Elysian had noticed the increasing intensity of Starry Knight’s arrows in the past few weeks. I also doubted he’d be able to refrain from making some irritating comment about it if I brought it up.

“Don’t forget, we don’t know much about her,” Elysian said, honestly and exasperatedly. “If you really think she’s getting more powerful, it could be a problem.”

“You think?” I snorted distastefully. Of course she is a problem! She’d been a problem since day one. “How do you think she does it? How do you think I can get strong enough to beat her?”

“You’re supposed to be concerned with the demons, so forget about her.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Frankly, I agree with Starry Knight; it’s your own fault you’re not getting more powerful.”

“What?!” My gaze blazed into Elysian’s, and he (wisely) shuffled back a few feet. “How can you say that? You’re the one who’s supposed to be ‘mentoring me’ or however you put it.”

“I cannot teach a know-it-all!” Elysian glared at me. “Look, you’ve accepted the task of defending the world from the Sinisters, but you’re still as arrogant and self-centered as you always were. And it’s worse since you’ve been given the powers. You still rely mostly on your guesswork to get the job done.”

I motioned to my uniform, my transformed self. “Selfish? How can you say that? Do you know what I’d rather be doing while I’m fighting off the forces supposedly bent on destroying the world? I could be on a date!”

“Ugh! You make this so hard!” Elysian sighed. “You might have accepted the truth of your destiny, but there’s more to believing than just accepting the truth. There’s more to power than strength.”

I muttered out a string of curses, probably a bit too loudly for Elysian’s taste, because he chastised me a moment later. “You could get a lot more powerful if you just had some self-control.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I mean you can’t even control your language, or your anger, or your actions. No wonder the demons laugh at you! You’ll bring about your own destruction soon enough with that kind of attitude.”

Before I could respond, the large clock tower in the city chimed, and I had another reason to hate my life. “Aw, great! It’s after my curfew! Cheryl and Mark are going to be upset. Can tonight get any worse?”

Almost as soon as the words were out of my mouth, Elysian piped up with a half-smug, “Here comes the press.”  

And right on cue, a desperate-looking journalist hopped out of some nearby bushes, followed by several more of his camera-wielding posse. “Excuse me, Mr. Wingdinger, sir, can we get a couple of questions?”

I immediately ran for cover. 

“Stop! We need to talk to you!”

“Come back, we want to make a deal! You’ll be rich!”

“Where’s Starry Knight?”

Anyone could tell you I was not usually shy in front of the camera. But the last thing I wanted was to do was to take financial responsibility for all the buildings and vehicles and other stuff that had been damaged in the previous months, and the blame for all of the people I hadn’t saved. These were the major reasons I ran away from the press and cringed at the thought of interviews.

“Come on, Elysian,” I said quietly. “Fly us away from these soul-suckers.”

Elysian cocked an eyebrow at the irony and smothered a laugh, transforming once more. Moments later, we were safe and out of reach.

*☼*

How did this all happen? How did I manage to get drafted into humanity’s last defense in an interdimensional war?

Truth be told, I wasn’t exactly sure how it all began. All I really know was the day this mess exploded into my life, I’d been thinking about much more important matters. Much, much more important matters ... 

☼1☼
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Three Months Before

I WAS THINKING ABOUT the intricacies of life, and how simple it was to control them, if handled with efficiency and precision, how there could be no surprises, no mistakes.

But I knew there wouldn’t be any mistakes; after all, there was no true right and wrong. Everything was relative, and relativity only called for adaptation. I knew this as sure as I knew the sky was blue, and Taco Tuesday at my school cafeteria was invented by cannibals. It was as real as the game device in my hands, or the air in my lungs. 

Anticipation mounted, and my heart started to skip. The last piece of the puzzle was seconds from touchdown when—

“Dinger! Put that game away!”

I nearly flew out of my seat at the sudden interruption of my Tetris game. I luckily (skillfully) remained cool, merely snapping my eyes up to meet the discerning stare of my tenth grade AP American History teacher, Mrs. Smithe.

I had to grin, because her darkened eyes were burning over the top of her thick, black-framed glasses, and I knew she was annoyed. This was not the first time, today or otherwise, she had stopped, mid-lecture, to remind me to pay attention. In her world, no matter how addictive the game was, it was supposed to come second to her teaching. “Supposed to” being the operative phrase.

“Aw, but I’m so close to beating this level.” I smirked good-naturedly.

The silent, deadly expression I received told me it was clearly not one of her good days, so I shrugged carelessly, smiled brilliantly, and tucked away my Game Pac. I even decided to graciously wait ten more minutes before pulling it out again. Mrs. Smithe seemed reassured by this illusion of obedience, and went back to teaching. She was always a bit of a control freak, but I’ve never really met a good teacher who wasn’t.

And for all her trouble, Mrs. Smithe—Martha—was probably my favorite teacher at Apollo Central High School. She was middle-aged, with short curly hair that almost stood on end when her teacher-senses were tingling. I supposed it was her glasses that really gave her an authoritative demeanor, since her short height and tiny bone structure did not. And she always had coffee nearby. I once figured out while I was bored in her class that she could support a small company stock all by herself. You have to admit that’s impressive. If I had any problems with her, it was that she just didn’t seem to understand that Tetris was the ultimate meaning in my life.

I’d played the game for years, and it was the key to unlocking the secrets of all life—that we were all just players, some of us winners, a lot more of us losers. That there was nothing more to life than filling it with fun, and working to fit all of the pieces together cohesively, in order to claim glory and the right to brag. It was a beautiful, meaningless thing, the epitome of my preferred existence.

Plus having the title of Tetris King was a nice touch—I’d thought “Tetris Emperor” was a bit much.

“Psst, Dinger.”

I turned toward my friend, Evan von Ponce—whom I nicknamed “Poncey” awhile back and everyone, of course, universally accepted—to see he was wearing a pair of glasses he’d no doubt pilfered from a nearby nerd. “What is it, Poncey?” I grinned. I knew what was coming.

“Put that game away—now!” Poncey mimicked Martha almost exactly, with his own bit of dramatic flair added for effect.

I attempted to keep my chuckles in, but to no avail. A matter of seconds later, the inevitable reprimand came.

“Dinger! Ponce! Do I need to separate you?” Martha scowled at us, reminding me of a time when my mother actually used to act like a mother to me. All the other students in the class glanced over at us, and I played it cool, but the tension was thick. A few of my classmates wore smiles of smug superiority, while others tried not to be the next ones to giggle.

It was really nothing different from the norm. Every day it was something else. Class stopped because of someone talking or playing games, and the intellectual lecture was traded in for a behavioral one.

But there was never a day when Martha punished me or any of my friends with a detention. Which, in all fairness, she was supposed to do. She’d always been fond of me and my cronies.

Despite that, however, Martha tightened her lips in irritation; she had to put on some show of authority. “May I continue?”

“Sure, Mrs. Smithe,” I assured her, though my laughter was still trying to poke its way out of my mouth. “What was that about the American colonies?”

“That was ten minutes ago. We’re discussing the new country disputes now. Pay attention, Hamilton Dinger!”  

Ugh. I hated it—and still hate it—when people use my full name. Or even my first. Trust my parents to come up with the weirdest name in all of history and give it to me. I was a victim of bad parenting and awkward social trends. My name said it all.

Martha turned with a militaristic air toward the front of the room, continuing with her presentation. “Okay, then ... In his farewell address, President Washington clearly advocated for the unification of political parties and a policy of isolationism ... ”

Her words faded as I fell back into boredom in record time. I thought about pulling out my Game Pac again as I’d essentially blown off the lecture. I was not worried; I would read the chapter later, and then I would ace the test. That’s how it was. That’s how it always was.

Not that I’d complain. Being the class genius was fun. And being popular was, too. It was nice to be a regular on the “Apollo Central High School Hot List” organized by the cheerleaders of the so-called “Social Elite.” Which was basically just the cheerleaders.

It was nice that I had more than my share of charisma, and probably more than my share of good looks, too. I was voted “Best Eyes” in the last two yearbooks.

It was great that I was, at sixteen, famous for my high school career as a football player on the Apollo Central Falcons. (I’m sure you can look up my world record.) But what I was most well-known for was my trademark smirk, the one with the power to transform me from teacher’s pet to troublemaker, to instantly irritate a saint or charm a viper.

There were some who didn’t appreciate my commentary, my skills, or my presence. That happens a lot when you’re popular. Someone is always ugly, or jealous, or both, and they take out their insecurity on you. But I figured someone had to be popular, and I had to say I was very good at it. So it was my duty, my curse and blessing, to be so. And frankly, that’s the way I liked it.

“Yo, Dinger.”

I turned to see Jason Harbor, a member of my inner circle of friends. Jason was on the football team like me, and one of my most competitive rivals for MVP each year. But considering I’ve been playing sports practically forever, that really wasn’t as much of a compliment as it seemed. “Yeah?”

“You coming to the Falcons’ party tonight?”

I nodded. “Sure am. Still gotta tell Mark and Cheryl though.  Supposedly, she’ll be home early tonight, but I’m not going to hold my breath or anything.”

I honestly can’t remember how long I’d been on a first-name basis with my parents. It wasn’t that I didn’t love them or anything, because I supposed I did (sort of). It’s just that their years of parenting, the parts which didn’t come with a bill or some kind of other payment attached to them, were well over with.

“Sweet.” Jason cautiously glanced back at Martha before telling me, “Poncey’s coming over early to help set up. You wanna come? Simon can pick you up.”

“Nah, it’s okay. It’s not too far to your new house.”

I’d lived across the street from Jason nearly all my life, ever since I moved to Apollo City with my parents. But Jason’s dad had recently lost his job, so Jason and his family moved away from our ritzy, upscale neighborhood to the northern slums of the city, where it is considered “more cost-effective to live.” (That means it’s for poor people, but I wasn’t going to make discriminating judgments like that on a friend; I was content to save those for other people at school.)  

Because of the awkward subject, I focused on a more substantial concern. “I still can’t believe Cheryl and Mark aren’t letting me get my license until I’m eighteen.”

“Well, you were caught trying to break into your own house at two in the morning,” Jason reminded me with a smile.  

If you knew the story, you’d think my parents should have been turned over to social services for excessive punishment. But after it was told so many times and exaggerated in so many ways (to legendary status), I was quite bored by it. “I forgot my key at Poncey’s. It was a simple mistake.”

“Breaking down the back door and setting off the indoor sprinkler system was a simple mistake? I’m still trying to figure out how you managed that.”

“Ah, shut up,” I said, glaring. I must’ve had this rage-fueled look on my face, because when Poncey interrupted the conversation, Jason’s expression involuntarily looked relieved. (It’s well known people who argued with me usually ended up being hated in some form or another; whether I encouraged it or not was another matter, of course.)

“Did I hear you’re coming to the party, Dinger?” Poncey asked, his expression pathetically eager.

It was always endearing to me to know my friends depended on me as immediately as they did food and water, so I humored them. “Sure am.”  

“I hear Gwen’s going to be there.”

At the sound of her name, I felt my heart give a happy jolt. I’d never thought, at that point in my life, that there was only one true love for me. It seemed like people who thought there was only one person for them out there were narrow-minded, and kind of shallow. Or really picky.

I really just wanted someone who would love me and fit well into my life. And I didn’t think this would be too hard for me to get. (I never had a problem getting them—it was always getting rid of them that was the problem.)

I was Hamilton Dinger, after all. I was smart, strong, and hot. Who wouldn’t love me? Who wouldn’t change her whole life around to fit into my world?

But I was sublimely happy, nonetheless, at the thought of Gwen. There was no girl in the world who could compare with Gwen Kessler, in my own humble opinion. I’d searched and compared enough girls to know she was the perfect girlfriend for me. She was cute, and smart, and athletic, and she agreed with me on mostly all the right things. She had been the one who had nicknamed me “Hammy,” saying it went well with my “cocky, devil-may-care attitude.”

And on top of all things, I was more than happy to ask her out. I contentedly leaned back in my chair. “Cool.”

Mrs. Smithe effectively ruined the chance for my friends to rag on me about Gwen; I was able to tell by their expressions they were looking forward to it, too. I didn’t blame them. Let’s face it, it wasn’t often they got to do it.

“Okay, class. Before we go, our first history exam is coming soon,” she announced.

Everyone groaned. Immediately, whispers and concerns were voiced without appreciation. I refrained, but only because I knew I’d pass it without a hitch.  

Mrs. Smithe ignored the complaints. “It’s on everything covered in the book, lectures, and notes I’ve given you. It’s worth fifteen percent of your grade this marking period.” Then she looked down her nose at all of us, eyes narrowed. “And this exam is not curved, so bribing Dinger to stay home will not help you.”

Half of the kids in the class rolled their eyes, while the other half snickered. Hoshi Tokugawa, the exchange student from Japan, groaned. “Darn, I was saving my money for that, too.”

All of this happened while I basked in a sea of my own satisfaction. It was well known that I had the highest grade in the class.

“Hey, Jase,” Drew McGill spoke up. “What time are you going to be ready for the party?”

“Around seven. Don’t forget to bring your video games, okay?” Jason sat back, relaxed. “After all the arguing over which ones to bring, you can’t forget them. I don’t want to have to kill you.”

“Yeah,” Poncey agreed. “Nothing says, ‘Let’s go Apollo Falcons’ like a stack of pizza, buckets of ice cream, and hours of playing Death Raiders III: Alien Slayer.”

“Parties, girls, and school-wide fame. Ah, I’m glad to be a football player,” Drew sighed happily.

“Not to mention all the trophies we get,” I added, trying not to sound too smug.

“You mean you get,” Jason shot back. “You’re the best player on the team. The rest of us suck, man.”

I knew that, but I liked to hear it as often as possible. “Well, there’s no denying I can smoke you guys on the field. But I’m not as good as all of you at other things. Even though I can’t really think of anything at the moment.” Attempting to be humble was hard, due to my insincere tone and the large smirk on my face. “Still, football’s fun.”

“Very true,” Evan agreed. “And it’s cool to watch the cheerleaders. Some of them are pretty fast, if you know what I mean.”  

Before we could laugh, a classmate of ours, Guy Fitch, butted into our conversation. He was tall and lanky with glasses, and hung out with uncool people a lot. I couldn’t help but pity him sometimes. Fitch tried so hard to be popular, it’s really a shame how bad he was at it. I sighed inwardly, preparing for the usual misplaced Fitch comment.  

It came as expected. Fitch smiled. “Yeah, I’ll say. One time, I saw this girl start running down the track, trying to tackle this kid who’d stolen her hot dog.”

The guys and I gave him a weird look before laughing awkwardly. It was clear Fitch didn’t understand Evan’s statement. Really, it’s no surprise, I thought pityingly. Fitch didn’t seem to get anything. I sometimes wondered if he just acted stupid, or if he really was that dimwitted.

Oh well. Either way, it didn’t really matter. He’d never be popular like me, so I didn’t have to worry about him.

The bell rang, and everyone headed out of the room. 

“Dinger!” Mrs. Smithe called. “Come over here a moment.”

I walked over to her desk, pausing for a moment to wave to my friends. I watched as Evan waved back. His elbow hit Brittany Taylor in the process, causing her books to go flying all over the floor as she fell. Evan was too busy laughing to help her pick up her things.

I had to literally choke down a chuckle at the scene. Mrs. Smithe wasn’t a good person to go to happy, when you were pretty sure a reprimand was coming. And I was pretty sure it was coming. “Yes, Mrs. Smithe?” I put on a charming, eager face, wide-eyed with innocence. “Do you need me to run an errand for you?”

“Dinger, I understand you aren’t impressed with my class.” Her tone had some bite to it, so I knew I needed to tread carefully.

“That’s not true,” I argued. Not completely true.

“Put your lips in park, Dinger,” she snapped lightly. “I know you’re capable of learning. You have the shortest attention span, yet the highest grades. You must’ve been born under a lucky star.”

I grinned. “Thanks.”

“You know that’s not a compliment,” she replied. “Luck and miracles can’t get you through life unless you die young. I can’t have you being a distraction in my class. You want more work?”

“No.”

“Fine.” She paused here momentarily. I saw the hardness on her face leave as genuine concern replaced it. “Your mind is a gift,” she told me. “But if you don’t start to use it, you’re going to lose it.”

“I thought I was,” I replied in my best non-confrontational voice. It was good that I was an exceptional student, because otherwise I don’t think she would’ve bought it.  

“Not in the way of common sense,” Mrs. Smithe huffed. She scrunched up her nose and added, almost as an afterthought, “Or manners, come to that.”

I smiled shyly, giving her the goody-goody face. “I understand, Mrs. Smithe. I’ll be a better example.”

“Good. I’ll hold you to that.”

“Cool. Well, I got to go. See you later!” I waved good-bye, closed the door, and a victorious sneer crawled across my face. Another one bites the dust!

Semantics are wonderful. It wasn’t for nothing was my mother one of the most influential lawyers of Apollo City—probably the whole state of Ohio, too.

I’d set a better example, all right—next year, when time just seemed to be more convenient than it was at the moment. After all, my life was absolutely perfect—except for a few minor things, like my parents, and my brother, and all the unpopular people who thought I was just awful so they could sleep better at night. Why bother risking a change?
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