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Chapter One
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OUR DESTINIES ARE LIKE the air as they can’t be seen, and like water, they are little understood. Each day we take one more step into the unknown. A few little lies, a betrayal, and a misinterpretation of events can send us hurtling in the wrong direction. At eight years old, Adam was at the beginning of this journey, a child full of promise, trusting, and eager to explore and find his place in the world.

***
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THE UNEXPECTED AND unnatural screams drew many villagers from their homes. Adam was the first to rush into his front garden. He watched uneasily and intently as a hysterical woman dashed in and out of the old man’s cottage, three doors down from where he lived in the small village of Hawk’s Rise on the Moor.

Adam loitered, bouncing a small ball on the pavement to avoid appearing nosey. He was close enough to see the fear on the deranged woman’s face at each glance and the exaggerated gestures in her body language. Concerned neighbours hurried towards the house and anxiously orbited the weeping woman. One man Adam recognised as Stan the butcher rushed into the building and quickly returned. Adam then observed him making calls on a landline on a shelf just inside the front door while a younger woman wrapped an arm around his neighbour's shoulders and drew her close. Next, two paramedics arrived, and they similarly entered and exited the building. In gentle voices, they spoke to the woman and then drove away. 

Adam dropped his ball in his pocket and walked towards the garden gate. He climbed onto the bottom rung and gazed out upon the vast expanse of moorland, which rose like a swelling emerald sea all around the village. The afternoon air was warm and still, and he breathed in the scent of the mayflower. White streaks crossed the blue sky, and he watched a kestrel in the distance hovering.

To Adam, the moor was the heart of the Earth. He could feel it pulsating with freedom and life. The extending landscape exuded mystery. There were stone-age hilltop settlements, monuments and deep pits from old mine workings. Herons flew along the rivers, and skylarks and goldfinches danced above the heather. It all called to him and would always be the place that brought him the most happiness.

However, about three fields beyond the ridge of the hills, on the very top of the Moor, stood his grandmother Gladys’s house and a place he hated. It was a dark and foreboding dwelling where he had to be good, and that was something he found hard. Beside her home in the valley below was a deep, dark, ancient wood full of witches and ghosts, where he never ventured. Out of the blackness, gunshots from the local hunters regularly rang out, sending more shivers down Adam’s spine.

Adam’s eyes dropped to the tall church spire pointing to the heavens. The small, rented cottages of Badger Lane, where he lived with his parents, were directly opposite the church. His mother had sternly warned him that it was a place he should never enter. She had told him it wasn’t a place of God but the house of the Devil. A long time ago, witches had been put on trial there, ordinary villagers who were never pardoned by the hard-hearted elders. Instead, they were strung from a tree on the moor, and their bodies were left to rot for all to see. 

On Sunday mornings, Adam would lie in his bed listening to the disturbing ring of the church bells and the unearthly singing of the parishioners. If he were out playing, those who had attended the services, on exiting, would regard him with stern faces and malevolent looks, obviously wishing to cause him harm.

Adam had noticed that every corner and crack of the looming grey stone building was covered in dirty cobwebs and in the permanent shadows of the trees. The windows also gave him the creeps; coal-black eyes covered with strange drawings. However, he enjoyed playing in the overgrown graveyard that was home to many permanently active creatures. Grasshoppers sang in the long grass, delicate winged butterflies fluttered around the buddleia bushes, and tiny birds fell from the sky to peck at the rich soil. 

As Adam glanced back to the continued activity at the cottage, he became preoccupied with a recurring dream haunting him from the previous night. 

He’d walked into the packed church and seen people sitting stiffly in the pews to his left and right. He was alone, and his quest was to find his sister, who had been missing. Adam was distracted and thrilled by the way the light from the morning sun lanced across the stone floor, creating a kaleidoscope of colours. Then with a heavy sense of fear, he’d walked through the gathering, sensing that they were all in imminent danger.

As he moved along the aisle, his attention turned towards a naked female sitting at the end of the front row, appearing frozen in her last action, neither dead nor alive. Her back was turned towards him so that her face wasn’t revealed. 

Adam felt sure the girl was his sister. Keeping his eyes locked on her, he walked over to where she was seated. Once at her side, he noticed her long black hair bouncing down her back as if it had recently been brushed, but when he pressed his palm on her shoulder, her skin felt rubbery and cold, as if she were dead. Worst still, when he withdrew his hand, he saw a burn mark on her back. He stared at his palm, bewildered by his ability to cause so much damage to a person’s skin.

“People beware, the devil sits naked in our midst,” a grave voice boomed out over the congregation.

Adam glanced up and saw a towering figure beside the diminished vicar in his pulpit. Never had he seen anyone so tall and dark. The strange man was pointing in his direction and grinning in a twisted manner.

As always, at this point, Adam awoke, confused and drenched in a liquid fear. As he meditated on his dream, what troubled him most was that he didn’t have a sister and yet had felt such an overwhelming desire to find her. Also, as far as he knew, he had never entered the church.

Adam’s pensive mood flipped to the place he loved most, his nanny Dot’s cottage, situated in the next village. They rarely visited Dot, as his mother despised the woman. An image of his kindly grandmother standing at the gate, waving her hand as he left, popped into his mind. There was also her long back garden, where he could remember playing, full of dazzling light and dappled shade. At the bottom was a sparkling golden stream, and beyond that, a field alive with tall daisies, buttercups, and poppies. Most of all, he recalled how kind and generous she was, always rushing to meet his every need.

***
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ADAM WAS SHAKEN FROM his daydream by the appearance of a black ambulance. He felt delighted, as he had never seen such a vehicle. People drifted back to their homes once the woman, medics, and Stan had disappeared into the cottage. Silence followed, and Adam was left alone.

Climbing from the gate, he bent to tie his shoelaces. He had decided to call on George, his only friend, who lived in a crumbling old farmhouse on the edge of the village. Adam knew that he wouldn’t be permitted to cross the threshold when he arrived. Standing at the front door, he’d frequently sensed the atmosphere of disorder mixed with control and heard George’s alcoholic father berating the inhabitants. 

Adam ran past the gift shop and down the narrow, winding side road to get there. As always, he stopped abruptly at the crossroads and peered over at the mound of earth adorned with flowers. An abundance of foliage and overhanging, thirsty-looking trees surrounded the grave. Adam always stopped briefly to give his respects to Annie, the poor servant girl who sacrificed herself for love. No birds ever sang here; all of nature was still.

Grimly, the grave held his attention. He stood rigidly; he knew nobody would be around for miles, yet he wasn’t alone. He detected movement and slowly turned around to where all four roads met and to where stood a young girl. Her gauzy, dirty pink dress fluttered in a light breeze. She smiled warmly at him, and he returned the gesture.

“Adam, be careful which road you take,” she said softly.

The break in the silence caused him to look more closely, and he noticed something strange about the unnatural angle of the girl’s neck, and a tingling fear shot through his body. He clenched his eyelids for many moments, and when he finally released them, he found she was gone.
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Chapter Two
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THE SCHOOL DOORS OPENED, and children ran in all directions, seeking out the warm greetings of their family and friends. Adam was one of the last to leave the building. Stepping out into the chaos, he felt the warm spring breeze and glaring sky flush his cheeks. He spotted his mother, Mimi, who stood out from the crowd with her almost white hair and gesticulating arms, performing to any parents who would stop and listen. He watched as she turned her head and looked directly at him with no welcoming smile dancing on her face. Instead, her thin lips were taut, and her blue eyes cold as she turned back to her audience, anxious to continue extolling her only child’s virtues.

“Of course, he could read from the age of four – and not just any old books. He’s now top of his class.”

Adam listened to the rattling voices as he approached with his head down, noticing how the weeds, which had grown up through the tarmac, had bloomed. He stopped at his mother’s side and listened.

“Obviously, he’s nothing like his useless father,” his mother said in a vitriolic tone. Adam looked up at the women’s faces, and they all glared back at him with evil looks in their eyes, wanting to punish the child for his mother’s egomania.

“Oh, there you are, Adam,” Mimi said, glancing down. “I was telling our friends how well you are doing in school and how you’re in the local paper after winning that music contest.” The mothers flashed false smiles in Adam’s direction, and to escape them, he returned his gaze to the ground. “He is a virtuoso on the violin. Well, must go, so much to do,” she said dismissively before the other adults could reply.

Mimi grabbed Adam’s hand and marched him out of the gate. The boy sighed with relief at having survived his encounter with the rabid beasts that would have loved tearing him apart. But still, his mother’s rampant snobbery and exploitation of her son continued. 

“On Saturday, a very important man is visiting your school to open the new swimming pool, and I’ve arranged with your headmistress for you to play a recital. You know him as ‘Stan, the butcher,’ but now he’s also our local councillor, and as you know, Mr Blackwell’s a close friend of mine. If it wasn’t for your father, I could have also been high up in politics myself.” She assumed her son was hanging on her every word. “When you are grown up, you should enter politics.”

Adam wasn’t listening. He was hiding safely amongst the memories of his pleasant day and the nature walk with his beloved teacher Miss White.

“Adam, are you listening to me?”

“Yes, Mum.”

“Look, I want you to nip to the butcher’s shop and hand Stan this note.” Adam looked up as the excited woman stopped and rummaged in her oversized handbag. “Here it is,” she said, leaning down and handing her son the folded piece of paper. “Remember, it’s our secret. Don’t tell your dad; you know how cross he can get. Go on, there’s a good boy,” she said, ushering him in the correct direction. “You can have an ice cream when you get home,” she called after as he darted down the street.

Once his mother was out of sight, Adam slowed his pace. A short distance away, he spotted a familiar figure of George walking towards him. Adam’s eyes fastened onto his friend, and they exchanged smiles. George ran towards him up the slope and then stopped, red-faced and gasping for breath.

“Adam, come and see what I found,” he said.

They turned away from the main village street, went down some side turnings and emerged onto farmland. Adam ran with his friend through the golden hayfield under the hot blue afternoon sky. He was at his happiest when swamped by the life-enhancing buzz of nature. A derelict house stood at the centre of the vast landscape like a black spider waiting for innocent victims.

George was a gentle, frail boy, but his kindness towards Adam stirred something close to love in the lonely child. Warmth and a sense of equality radiated between them, along with their shared passion for newts.

“I took them from the pond in the garden of the house. I’ve got loads,” George shouted as their pace began to slow.

Neither of the boys thought anything about racing around to the back of the menacing shell of a building as their minds were fixed firmly on their captured world. They stepped into the shadows, knelt, and gazed into the yellow bucket.

“Wow! You’ve got hundreds,” Adam said as he scrutinised the brightly coloured creatures.

“I’m going to take them home and make my own pond. You can help if you want,” said George, looking up at Adam and smiling proudly. 

Very carefully, Adam scooped the largest of the amphibians from the water and stroked his finger along its back. Then both boys froze as unexpected shouts erupted from nowhere, which grew in intensity.

“Hey, you! Come here!” a rough voice called from the far end of the garden.

Adam and George looked up and saw a group of four older boys outlined against the blue backdrop of the sky. Adam noticed their hostile grins and blazing eyes.

“It’s your brother, George,” Adam said nervously, “and he looks angry.”

“Ratface! Why are you hanging with that wimpy kid?” Sam shouted.

“He’s my friend,” George retorted, brushing the white strip of fringe from his eyes.

“Well, he’d better stop being your mate,” the skinny teenager sneered and began walking forward.  “What’ve you got there?” His towering black shape blocked out the sun.

“Nothing, they’re mine!” George shouted.

Sam snatched the treasured creature from Adam’s hand.

“Look what we have here, a slimy newt.” He held it up by a leg for his friends to examine.

Adam watched the animal struggling to find something to fasten onto and felt a sharp point of dread twist into his heart.

“You’re trespassing. This is our place,” Sam hissed and tossed his straggly, sandy-coloured hair from his face.

The group shouted their agreement in unison, “Yes, cut the little buggers up, Sam,” they laughed.

Adam and George stood petrified, fearing certain death. In astonished horror, they watched as Sam’s pincer fingers released their grip. The newt fell onto the hard ground and attempted to scurry towards darkness but was crushed under a giant foot. Adam stared up into Sam’s eyes to comprehend the cruelty of his actions and flinched at the sight of his intense hatred.

George was retreating backwards, away from the adversaries, while Adam had frozen.

“You killed him,” he said.

“Git, you little brat,” Sam hissed.

Out of the corner of his eye, Adam spotted movement from the group of boys who stood a little way behind their leader. An arm was raised and aiming. Adam turned to run and saw that George was already far ahead. He heard loud voices mocking, jeering, and shouting insults as missiles shot past.

Adam felt something hit the back of his head and heard a crack. Suddenly, the world was swaying, moving unpredictably, and he fell to the ground with a thud. Coldness cast over his back, and a boot kicked at his ribs.

“Move, and don’t ever come back,” Sam’s voice boomed. “Run back to your witch of a mother.”

Adam scrambled to his feet and ran. His fear was palpable. He felt the monsters bearing down on him with each step he took and heard the sounds of fading merriment.

Adam reached safety and burst through the back door, puffing, hot-skinned and red-faced.

“What’s up with you?” his mother whined.

At the sight of the hard eyes, he remembered the note that was still in his pocket, undelivered. The yellow flowery kitchen walls and the loudly bubbling water on the stove bombarded his senses as he floundered, not knowing what to do next. He gnawed at his fingers and groped around his mind for the right words.

“Well, did you give Stan my message? Is there a reply?”

Adam wanted so much to please his mother and make her happy. He could feel her scrutinising eyes and saw that she’d noted the expression of wretchedness in his gaze.

“You didn’t do it, did you?”

Adam remained dumb, unable to stand up to the onslaught. He put his hand on the back of his head and felt the growing lump as though his old pain might defend him from this new sharper attack.

“You’re useless and selfish, just like your father!”

Adam felt another stone hit him, but this time it struck his heart.

“Go back, run, and make sure you’re home before your dad.”

Adam licked away his salty tears as they trickled between his lips. “But, Mum, I can’t. The big boys will get me.”

“Don’t be silly. You’re eight, soon to be nine. You’re a big boy now,” she said impatiently, shoving him back towards the door. “You must toughen up, go on, fly.” 

Adam listened to the rhythm of his feet as he ran in the shimmering heat past the line of cottages. He reached the small group of shops safely enough, stopped, glanced around, and felt a pang of insecurity when he saw that his house had disappeared around the bend in the road.

He passed the familiar white van and approached the disturbing window display. Two dead rabbits came into sharp focus. Adam was transfixed by their stiffness, the beauty of their soft grey-brown fur, and the torment in their stony eyes. Then he remembered his task.

A bell rang as he opened the door, and he nervously crossed the vast gulf between the entrance and the counter with its chopping boards. A tall, stout man reared up before him like a cliff-face, whistling to himself and sporadically wiping his snub nose as he wrapped some meat for a customer. In time, he placed the package into the woman’s outstretched hands, grasped them in his own and held them there for too long. 

“Anything for you, sweet lady,” he said, smiling broadly. 

Once he’d released his grip, Adam watched the thick fingers wipe blood onto the white apron. An untroubled face with small glittering blue eyes, one of which was pointing the wrong way, and ruddy cheeks leaned towards the boy. Adam smelt smoke on the man’s breath. 

“What can I do for you, son?” he said in a gruff but cheery voice.

“My mum told me to give you this.” He stretched his arm up, and the butcher grabbed the paper. He read in silence and then smiled. “We should remove those hills so we can get a phone signal,” he chuckled. “Tell her yes, give her these sausages, and take one for yourself to eat on the way home. They are my finest. Cooked, delicious little fingers,” he laughed and handed Adam a plastic bag full of cocktail sausages. “Go on, off you run. I’m a busy man.” He then turned to his next customer. 

Adam ran home without looking back. He crept into the kitchen, put the package in the fridge and through the beaded curtain, saw his mother and father seated at either end of the table, which stood in the centre of the dreary room. Confident he’d completed his task, he strode boldly towards his parents, sat in his place, and turned to his mother, expecting a look of approval. Instead, he received a stony glare. Adam looked at the salad on his plate, potatoes and cold meat. Then he spotted the book, a gift from his father, Nigel. He held it in both hands, scrutinised the cover, and was certain everything he needed to make his life happier would be found amongst the pages.

“Thanks, Dad, I can’t wait to read it,” he said, turning to face his father, unable to restrain his delight.

The ill, pale face of the man lit up with pleasure. “I popped into the second-hand bookstore on the way home. They have the whole series, but that is the best,” he said in a tired but contented voice. “I’ll buy you the rest on payday.” 

Adam glanced at the first page to check that the book wouldn’t be too difficult, and when he realised it wasn’t, he was even more anxious to be away from the table and reading.

“Look what you’ve done! Now he’s not interested in his tea,” Mimi scolded, picking up her glass of red wine and emptying it in one gulp.

Not wanting to be the cause of any discord, Adam placed the book down. Staring at the meagre meal, he noticed something crawling amongst the lettuce leaves. An army of green flies was massing together – his food was alive, and he felt repulsed.

“Mum, I’m not hungry. My stomach hurts,” he said with a little apprehension.

“Idiot, now look what you’ve done,” the woman shouted and shot her husband a flash of revulsion. “No more excuses. Eat it up!”

“I can’t; it’s moving.”

Rage thumped out into the room. His mother stood up, hurried around to where her son was sitting and pulled him from his chair.

“You will sit alone in the kitchen and not leave until your plate’s empty.”

The boy was heavier than she remembered, and his legs were dragging on the floor. As she tried to manipulate them both through the divide of the beaded curtain, she tripped and lurched forwards. Adam fell headfirst onto the concrete floor. There was a crack, and a startled Adam cried in pain and horror.

With the instant knowledge of her guilt ringing in her brain, Mimi lifted and propped him against the wall. The split on the front of his head was gushing blood.

Nigel was already on the phone, calling an ambulance.

Holding a basin of warm water, Mimi mopped her son’s brow with a damp cloth. “I’m so sorry, Adam, it was an accident – Mummy didn’t mean it. I stumbled.” Tears brimmed in Adam’s eyes. “Please don’t cry,” she said, lacking genuine tenderness or care.

Adam then felt his frail father sweep him up in his arms and carry him to the back door, where he stood covering his cheeks with kisses and embracing him with soothing words. Now, both bumps throbbed, the blood drained from Adam’s face, and he was sick on his father’s shoulder.

And when he opened his eyes, he caught his mother through the haze, washing the blood off the kitchen floor.
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Chapter Three
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MIMI LAVISHED ADAM with false affection and concern for the next few days. Cocooned in the caring atmosphere, Adam began to relax. Then one night, when Adam was snug and soundly sleeping, he was suddenly shaken awake. In the darkness, he listened hard as harsh voices bubbled up through his bedroom floor and popped his serenity. He recognised the sounds of bitter feuding.

“You fool no one,” his father’s voice boomed.

Adam sat up and placed his hands over his ears to block out the deafening sounds of hatred.

“You’re consumed with vanity and cruelty. And don’t pretend you love our son because if you did, you wouldn’t be destroying our family by prostituting yourself in our bed,” Nigel roared.

“At least Stan earns decent money.”

“Marry him then. Or would that upset his plans for a glittering career?” Nigel sniggered. “It wouldn’t look good having a mad woman hanging on his arm.”

Adam felt the rage intensify and then, out of nowhere, heard a loud bang. For a moment, he sat stiffly, waiting before the volcanic hatred exploded. Then he heard missiles fly. He could no longer ignore hell’s fury and so pushed back his duvet, threw his legs over the side of the bed, and crept towards his door.

“You think you’re so respectable, but you’re warped - a penniless seamstress with delusions of grandeur.”

“What am I supposed to do? You’re no fun. You’re always sick, never go out, just hide in your stupid books. At least he makes me happy.”

Cautiously, Adam tiptoed down the stairs and waited in the hall. Behind the barricade, a war was being fought. He advanced, turned the door handle, and saw his mother, tall and blonde, posturing in front of his father. Her right arm was raised, and her fingers curled around a knife. He took a fleeting glance at his father, a diminished man in clothes that hung too loosely upon his small frame. His face was bleached white.

“I hate you! I hate you!” Mimi screamed and rushed at Nigel, stabbing at the air with a rage straight from hell.

Nigel raised his hands in self-defence and then attempted to grab the knife, which sliced through his fingers. Blood squirted and dripped onto the floor.

Adam felt the core of his universe being ripped out. “Stop! Stop!” he screamed until his eardrums hurt and tears flooded his eyes, blurring his vision. 

Mimi immediately gained control, calmly placing the knife on the table and walking over to her son. She bent down and brushed his hair out of his eyes, “It’s okay, everything’s fine. Daddy is just in one of his silly moods.”

Adam saw in the background the figure of his father clutching his wrist and stooping, as ashamed, he made his way towards the kitchen without a word. Adam wished his father would stand up straight and be strong. He felt a pang of sadness as he heard water gushing from the tap, visualising his father alone, tending to his wound.

“Adam, come into my sewing room,” his mother whispered in her sweetest voice. “I have something wonderful to show you.” 

Together they scurried off to the door that led to the back room where his mother kept all the beautiful dresses she made for rich ladies. The room was still and small, crowded but full of moonlight coming from a long window. Adam examined the treasure trove of objects. On the table lay two sewing machines covered in fine dust, around which were strewn paper patterns, shiny needles, and pins. Adam was secretly delighted and amazed by the sumptuous fabrics covering every surface.

His mother stood like a white spider at the centre of her web. Adam looked up at the goddess; her face was relaxed, her cheeks flushed, and her perfect teeth flashed as she talked. Her hands, fluttering continually, caught the boy’s eyes. And he breathed in her heavy perfume as she shot him a half-smile before holding up the most ornately embroidered fabric he had ever seen.

“Isn’t this beautiful?” she said, running her long bony fingers over the surface. “It’s a shame, but I would have to work frantically around the clock to ever make any money at this, and then you wouldn’t be fed.” Her voice was soft, and she smiled at the boy lovingly.

Mimi then swirled around and swept her arm towards a rail on which dresses hung, tightly squeezed together, and covered with plastic.

“These are my gems. Dresses waiting to be worn by wealthy ladies at sparkling balls,” she said, lifting one from the bar and holding it up to the light—the opulent fabric glittered and shimmered, gold, reds, and yellows in a pale blue sea.

Adam was fascinated, enchanted by the painterly images conjured up in his mind. He beamed up at his mother, who, noting his pleasure, hooked it back up and allowed her dexterous fingers to search for another item. 

Proudly, she held up a small suit, complete with a waistcoat.

“This is what I have made for you for your performance on Saturday. Isn’t it wonderful? Made with my own hands. These hands,” she said, placing the suit over her arms and showing Adam her palms as though he might want to expect them for signs of wear and tear.

“Thanks, Mum,” he said weakly, anxious not to reveal his distaste at the sight of the old-fashioned suit. She leaned in and held it against him. He felt like a weed being yanked from the ground, and he could feel the roots tearing.

“Well, I’m sure it will fit. Now, nobody can say I don’t do anything for you.”

Adam felt a sudden and mysterious ache in his head. How he wanted to tell her, he couldn’t wear it - as all the children would laugh. But he just couldn’t.

“One day, you will be honoured by millions for your talent. Now go to your room and practise your violin for an hour; there’s a good boy.” She patted his cheek and smiled with a false tenderness. “Then go to sleep. There will be no more fighting.”

Adam walked towards the door, wondering what to do with all the nightmare scenarios swirling around his overwrought brain.
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Chapter Four
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ON SATURDAY MORNING, Adam felt that Mimi had woken him too early. His first impulse on rising had been to fold his arms across his chest and defiantly refuse to move. He knew this wasn’t an option when he looked up at his mother, standing in the same pose, her arms under her bosom and her face staring down at him with a stern expression. Noting she’d laid the ugly, old-fashioned suit out on his bed, his heart sank. However, not wanting to upset her, he moodily complied with all her demands, though he wondered why he had to perform in front of the school. He loathed the idea, imagining his hostile classmates laughing from the audience. 
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