

[image: ]




MAIDEN ROCK

BY

MARY LOGUE





[image: ]
a division of F+W Media, Inc.




Far, far below, a depth profound, The lake sends up a murmuring sound, Meet place beneath the cloudless skies, For love’s last solemn sacrifice.



“Legend of Maiden Rock,” anonymous


November 1, 12:01 a.m.

Her face burst into flames. Her skin split along its seams. The earth broke wide open. She looked at the sky and she was the sky. Like she was so powerful she could do anything she thought of doing.

The top of her head lifted off and the whole world swirled into it, batter into a cake pan. Every cell in her body was doing the shimmy.

It was like what she thought sex might be at its very, very best. She stretched out in the field, falling back and back, and back, the night sky opening on top of her. Forever. Stars bloomed.

She’d never seen how deep the sky was, how many millions of layers it had. She’d lived in the country all her life and the sky had always seemed shut as a closet door. She wanted to stay in this moment the rest of her life, counting stars and thinking how big the universe was.

That’s how it felt when she tried it for the first time. A whole new world was born. Her nose stung as if she’d inhaled lighter fluid, but her mind was running on high-octane gasoline a million miles an hour.

The two guys on either side of her were not paying any attention. They were arguing about something, their voices a nasty buzzing in

her ears. She had a million questions to ask them, but couldn’t be bothered to open her mouth. She knew if she did she would never stop talking.

She closed her eyes for a moment, to take it all in. Thoughts spun through her head like orbiting comets. The universe was out there and inside of her. She knew so many things she hadn’t known before. Secret doors were opening.

She knew what the thin man wanted. He was after her. Weird how that happened. The boy she wanted didn’t want her. Still hard for her to believe. It was why she had left the party with these other two guys, just to get away from it all.

She stood and the air lifted her up. How easy it all was. She moved away from the car, from the thin man. Slowly, hoping he wouldn’t notice. She was afraid of him, afraid he might hurt her. She didn’t know him, had never met him before. But he seemed to want something from her.

He came after her. He grabbed her arm, forcing her to look him in the face. He was probably over thirty, his face a landscape with wrinkles for rivers. Skinny as a pole. He was way old.

His face cracked and she realized he was smiling at her.

“You ‘re hot,” he said.

“Get your hands off me.” She jerked away. Without waiting to see if he was following, she ran across the field toward the bluff’s edge. She didn’t want him near her, didn’t want him to touch her.

She ran through the edge of the woods toward the Maiden Rock. It wasn’t imposing at all, just looked like a bump at the edge of the field. But the drop-off the other side was about three hundred feet down. Looking up at it from Highway 35, the Maiden Rock was as tall as a skyscraper.

It had been her idea to come here. She knew this place so well. The Maiden Rock. She had climbed it many times from the highway. There was a steep path that wound up a gulley, then cut across the limestone sides of the bluff. It wasn’t too hard to climb, took about a half hour to get to the top. The rock towered about twenty stories above the road and the river.

Tonight they had driven in through a farmer’s land and were already on top. From here, you couldn’t even tell that the field dropped off to the lake. You couldn’t even see the limestone outcropping that was called Maiden Rock. She always thought of the story of Winona, the Indian maiden, when she was here.

The moon was blastingly

 bright and she could easily see her way. She felt powerful, with that cool night vision where everything was clear, in focus. The heart of the earth pulsed. Everything connected to her, moved through her. There was nothing she couldn’t do.

When she stopped on the other side of the field, she could see the lake. Below her, it had grown into a glittering, gliding creature, alive. Its dark skin shone with as many twinkles as there were stars in the sky.

The thin man came up behind her and put his arms around her. His hands snaked down the neck of her Indian costume, but she stopped him. She needed to get away from him. He was evil. She could see it in his face. She wouldn’t have minded so much if it had been Jared. She tried to wriggle away, but he kept groping her. He was trying to pull off her costume.

She gave in for a moment, then broke away and ran. Behind her, she heard him stumbling along.

She knew where she needed to go. Her feet were so fast they were on fire. The guy was still close behind her, catching up.

She scrambled up onto the limestone ledge, stood on the brink. She was at the edge of the Maiden Rock, the deep well of the forest below her, then the road and the water.

It looked so easy. Like walking through a door.

That whole other world out there.

Hitch came up behind her and tried to grab her.

As she stepped off, she heard him scream. What he didn’t understand, what she had only just realized was …

She could fly.


CHAPTER 1

1:12 a.m.

Claire woke with the full moon pouring in the bedroom window and acute anxiety flooding her body. Meg. The thought jolted her upright. Where is Meg?

Then she remembered. Her daughter was staying with Krista Jorgenson, a friend from school. Lying back, she pulled up the covers. She tried to relax her muscles one by one, but still felt uneasy.

Claire had always known that another sense comes to mothers as soon as they give birth to a child—the often prescient ability to know when that child is in danger, when something bad might be happening to them, a prick of fear in the night.

Next to her, Rich snored gently, sounding like a distant lawn mower. She knew if she nudged him he would turn and the snoring would stop, but often she found the sound reassuring. Claire craned her neck to see the luminescent face of her alarm clock. The numbers rolled. One fifteen. Too late to call the +'. Way too early to get up. But she could tell it would be hard to get back to sleep.

Claire tried to talk herself down. It didn’t help that as a deputy sheriff for the county she knew what trouble country kids could get up to. But Meg would be fine. Krista was a bright kid who

Meg had just started to hang around with. A bit frantic, but full of good energy.

Krista was a year older than Meg but their high school in the next town downriver, Pepin, Wisconsin, was so small—only 23 kids in Meg’s class—that it wasn’t unusual for them to make friends in another grade.

Halloween had fallen on a Friday this year. Since Meg was too old to go trick-or-treating, she had asked permission to go to a party and stay over at Krista’s. Krista had just passed her driver’s test. A big step forward in freedom for a kid in the country. Meg had just turned fifteen and was already bugging Rich to take her out to the farm fields and let her try driving.

After some thought, Claire had said yes, she could stay over at Krista’s. She knew the Jorgensons only slightly. They lived in Pepin and seemed like a fine family. Besides farming, Mr. Jorgenson worked in Wabasha at the hardware store, and Mrs. Jorgenson was a part-time clerk for the township.

Meg had been so excited as she put on her costume that afternoon, saying she wanted to look just like Winona, the Ojibwe maiden. “My skin is too pale. Do you think I should put on some darker make-up?”

Claire watched her daughter in the mirror. Meg’s hair was braided into a single plait down her back. The “costume” was an old brown shift of Claire’s with a beaded necklace that she had bought up north one summer. She had dug back in her closet and come up with an old pair of moccasins. “I think you look perfect.”

“Mom, you always say that.”

“You always do look perfect. Nearly always.”

“Not very sexy.”

“Indian maidens aren’t supposed to look sexy.”

Meg laughed. “No, I suppose not. But they probably didn’t wear bras.”

Claire shot her a look.

“Don’t worry, I’ve got a bra on.”

Meg had developed into a lovely girl and her bra size was coming close to that of her mother’s.

“Who’s going to be at this party?” Claire asked. “The usual.” “Remind me.”

“Me and Krista. Curt and Kenny. You know, the gang from school.”

Claire knew all the kids Meg had mentioned and mostly she liked them. “What about Jared?”

Meg made a face. “I don’t think so. He’s been pretty weird lately. He’s sick a lot. I think he might have mono or something. You should see him. He looks like a scarecrow. His clothes hang on him.”

“That’s too bad.”

Then Krista had honked the horn.

Claire grabbed her red hunting jacket and handed it to her. “You need to take a jacket.”

Meg reluctantly took it and ran out the door. Hardly said goodbye. No kiss.

Lying in bed, Claire wondered how the Halloween party had been. She wondered if there was any drinking going on. She thought of what she had been doing at Meg’s age at those kinds of parties. That really gave her something to worry about. She remembered getting a hickey in the closet of some party and having to wear turtlenecks for at least a week.

Finally she gave up trying to get back to sleep. Her mind was traveling too fast. She rolled out of bed and moved quietly to the

bedroom door. She might as well go downstairs to read so she wouldn’t disturb Rich. His day started early enough as a farmer, feeding the pheasants and take care of the other animals.

Recently she was waking up in the night so often that she left a blanket on the couch to curl up in. She was reading The Lovely Bones, an odd fairy tale of a book, as much about murder as Cinderella is about a relationship. But reading a few pages about the young girl getting abducted just made her more jangly.

The house was quiet. Usually an animal would cry out or an owl would call long and low, but it was still tonight. Not even a train threaded the silence along Lake Pepin. She let the book rest on her chest and closed her eyes.


***


3:05 a.m.

The phone rang and Claire was standing up before she was awake.

Meg?

She ran to the cordless sitting on the counter in the kitchen.

“Claire? I know it’s late.” Emily Jorgenson’s voice whispered. “Are they there? Are they at your house?”

“What do you mean, are they here?” Claire asked. She could hear Rich’s feet hit the floor upstairs.

“The girls.”

“They’re not at your place?”

“No, we’ve been waiting for them to come home. I gave them a midnight curfew. But they haven’t shown up yet.”

Claire didn’t want to be hearing this. “You don’t know where they are? Are they still at the party?”

“We went over to see some friends and when we got home, they weren’t here. I wasn’t worried because it was just a little after midnight. When they didn’t show by one o’clock, I called the Lunds. They said the party was over hours ago. Everyone had gone home.”

“Could their car have broken down?”

“We drove to the Lunds and back. No sign of them. I hated to call you, but I’m getting pretty worried.”

Rich clomped down the stairs in an old t-shirt and a pair of long johns. He sat at the bottom of the stairs and looked at her.

“Hold on.” Claire covered the speaker of the phone and filled Rich in, ending with, “Where do you think they might be?”

Rich shook his head. “Krista just got her license. They probably went for a joy ride.”

“I hope.” She turned back to the phone. “Could they just be out driving around?”

“I suppose. Let’s give them another half hour. If they don’t show, I’ll call you back.” When Claire agreed, Emily hung up.

Claire felt her bones stiffen. This was bad. Meg didn’t do things like this. She was almost too responsible. But it was hard to say what she might do if all the other kids she was with wanted to.

She turned to Rich. “Now what?”

“Take a deep breath.”

“Don’t do that to me,” Claire snapped. “Why did I let Meg go to this party and then stay over?”

“Because she’s a big girl.”

She stared at him, then let her breath out. “You’re right, Rich. I don’t want to be one of those mothers who’s afraid for their daughters to do anything, go anyplace. I don’t want to keep her locked up. But, tonight I wish she were upstairs in her own bed, safe and sound.”

Rich opened his arms and she walked into them. He kissed the top of her head and said, “Me too.”


***


3:30 a.m.

“That’s it. She’s grounded.” Roger Jorgenson stood next to the kitchen window, staring out, watching for the car’s headlights to break the dark. Nothing.

“Roger, maybe there’s a good reason.”

“No good reason for not calling.”

“It would be easier for Krista to call if she had a cell phone.”

“She don’t need a cell phone. When I was a kid we weren’t even allowed to use the phone.” Emily just rolled her eyes.

“It’s that Curt kid.”

“I think he’s a nice boy.”

“You don’t know what boys that age are like.”

She looked at her husband. “I did. I haven’t forgotten.”

What Emily hated about how over-wrought Roger could get was his emotional state didn’t allow any room for her to be upset. She always had to be in control, the steady one. Inside, she was collapsing with worry over their daughter. Krista had turned into

even more of a wild child since her sixteenth birthday, almost as if her hormones had cranked up a notch.

Krista was what the parenting books called a “risk taker.” She loved to be thrilled, to be scared.

Emily had never been like that. She had never ridden on a motorcycle, never been on a Ferris wheel, could hardly stand to go out on a boat on the lake. She hated heights, was afraid of spiders and couldn’t even pick up a worm. So she had watched in astonishment as her oldest daughter had delighted in hanging by her knees from the top bars of the jungle gym, jumped out of the hay loft onto a thin mattress, and carried a garter snake around in her Halloween candy bag one year.

Emily tried to control her fears, tried not to let her children see how afraid she was—but sometimes it leaked out of her.

“Well, she’s certainly not driving the car again for a very long time.” Roger thumped the kitchen table for good measure.

Emily couldn’t stand it. What was he thinking? She could hear her voice had gone high and thin, but she said it anyway. “Roger, stop it. I just want her safe. I’d do anything to just have her here right now.”


***


3:35 a.m.

A plume of gas hit him and Jared felt his face melting. He dropped the metal canister he was siphoning the ammonia into and put his hands to his face. All he felt was wet. His skin had turned to liquid. He couldn’t see, he couldn’t breath. He was dissolving.

Coughs racked his throat and his eyes cried and cried. The world spun in loops around him. Ride it out, he thought.

This had happened to him before. Damn ammonia was tricky stuff. Had to be careful. He hoped it wasn’t too bad this time. He couldn’t afford to go to the hospital. They would know what he had been doing. Hard to say you were fertilizing your fields at three in the morning.

Jared straightened up and walked away from the tank. He took deep breaths and tried to clear his head. Pulling his t-shirt up from his waist, he toweled off his face. His nose was running; his eyes were still watering, but he could see again. He was going to be all right.

He shouldn’t have tried to do this on his own, but Hitch had to go back to the trailer to get ready. They needed to make some more glass. The demand was increasing every day and he needed enough for himself. His demand was going up too. It always seemed to take a little more to get him where he wanted to go.

And he never got there. It was never like the first time. Now he needed meth just to get through the day, not to go crazy. It had become like oxygen, that necessary.

Jared looked across the field to the farmhouse. No lights on. Middle of the night and everyone was sleeping. He went back to the thousand-gallon fertilizer tank and resealed the hose to his canister, then started to fill it again.

He had dropped Hitch off at the trailer to get everything ready to cook up another batch. Jared had scouted out this tank yesterday. Since he knew the area, it was his job to get the ammonia. He had to be careful about it. Somebody told him the cops could arrest him just for having ammonia in his truck—in an improper container. A five-year felony, this guy said. Five years, that was more than a quarter of his life so far.

If he was careful, he could come back and get more ammonia from this same tank. The farmer might never know.

He had to watch what he was doing. The canister was full. Exercising great care, he got the top on without too much leaking out. He hoisted it to his hip and started to walk back to his truck.

His pants were falling down as he walked. None of his clothes fit anymore. He had lost about sixty pounds in the last six months. He had played football last year at the high school, but he didn’t even try out this fall. Hell, he barely went to school anymore. His mom had threatened to kick him out of the house. It didn’t matter. He was hardly ever home.

He jumped into the pickup truck and headed to the trailer Hitch was renting. His skin was starting to crawl. It felt like it was peeling off his face. Someday he’d wake up and he’d be so thin, he’d just walk out of his skin.

He didn’t feel like he existed anymore unless he had just gotten a hit. That seemed to be all he lived for.

Jared wondered what had happened to Winona. That’s what she had insisted on being called tonight, saying she was some kind of Indian maiden. It had felt a little weird to leave her out there at that rock, but she had a car.

Jared had always thought she was cute. He thought of driving back and checking on her, but he really needed to get the next batch made.


CHAPTER 2

4:00 a.m.

Edwin Sandstrom had to pee. It was so hard to leave the warmth of the bed, but once he had the urge, he knew he wouldn’t be able to fall back asleep until he satisfied it. His middle-of-the-night wakings were becoming more frequent. Ella was bugging him to get his prostate checked. He didn’t really want to hear what the doctors might have to say. No sense in fussing around with his old equipment.

As he walked down the hallway, he calculated how much liquid he’d had to drink that evening: milk with dinner, a glass of water after, then a cup of tea with Ella before bed. Maybe he should cut back on his intake.

Then he remembered that it had been Halloween. Maybe it was the candy that did it. They had bought two bags of candy, but only three kids came trick or treating. Not like twenty years ago when a crew would show up. He had eaten quite a few of the Butterfingers, his favorite. Maybe the sugar irritated his bladder, causing him to pee. He thought it as good a theory as any.

After relieving himself, he washed his hands and stooped in close to the bathroom mirror. He wondered, as he often did, who that old man was. Going to be eighty next week. Too old. But since he had married Ella he felt a new lease on life. Maybe

a prostate exam wasn’t a bad idea. Ella was seven years younger than he was and he didn’t intend on leaving her alone at the end of her life.

Before going back to bed, Edwin peered out the bathroom window. That old beater car was still parked out by the Maiden Rock. If he could see better, he’d probably recognize it.

That old rock lured kids to it like bees to honey, always had. When he was growing up his mother had told him the ghost of Winona haunted the rock. She said sometimes at night you could hear her sing. She warned him to stay away from the rock, especially when there was a full moon, when the maiden Winona would be looking for her Indian brave. Of course, as soon as he was big enough to climb out his bedroom window, he would go out at night and sit on the rock. To his great disappointment, he never saw any ghost, but he learned to love that hypnotic view of the river sparkling in the moonlight.

He had heard a couple of cars drive out there earlier this evening. He didn’t care if the local teenagers parked out at the rock for a while, but these young lovers had been at it almost all night. He had half a mind to call the sheriff, but the house was cold and his bed was warm.

Edwin steadied himself by running his hand along the wall as he walked back down the hallway. If the car was still there when he got up in the morning, he’d call. He didn’t want kids camping out there. Too dangerous. The Maiden Rock had been in his family for over a hundred years. He felt like it was his responsibility

Addison Spaulding had purchased one hundred and twenty-six acres of land that included the Maiden Rock from the Indians in 1873. Edwin’s great-grandfather, Gaylord Sandstrom, had bought it seventeen years later, along with forty acres of land.

As far as Edwin knew—since Winona—no one had ever fallen or jumped from the rock. He didn’t want the first accident to be on his watch.


***


4:08 a.m.

Yesterday, Meg had sworn him to secrecy when he picked her up from school. She was bursting with the news that she liked a boy and he liked her. However, she hadn’t said the kid’s name.

Rich hadn’t wanted to promise, but she assured him that she would tell her mom in the immediate future, right after the party. He wondered if he had made a mistake. Could this late night prank have anything to do with Meg’s secret? He didn’t see how.

Rich decided he might as well put on some coffee. Claire had left a few minutes ago to go to the Jorgenson’s, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep. He wasn’t as shaken by Meg staying out late as Claire was, but he didn’t feel easy about it. Meg was one of his favorite people in the world and he certainly didn’t want to think about anything happening to her.

Claire took the cell phone with her. She asked him to call her if he heard anything, although reception was spotty along the bluff.

As far as he was concerned it was about time they gave Meg a cell phone. Then incidents like this would never happen. Although kids can always come up with an excuse for not answering their cell phones when they didn’t feel like it. He hated the contraptions himself; he especially hated the tall blinking

towers they were constructing all along the bluffs on both sides of the river so people could communicate with each other no matter what hollow or hillside they were on.

Was he a bit of a Luddite, or just turning into a crotchety old man? He liked being someplace where no one could reach him. Wasn’t that what the frontier was about? Being out on your own in the wilderness? But there was little wilderness left in this world. By the time he died there might be almost none. Morbid, middle-of-the-night thoughts.

He glanced at the kitchen clock. It was a quarter after four. This time of year, it would get light shortly after six in the morning.

Meg would show up before then, he was sure. She said she would tell her mom today about this potential boyfriend.

“He’s smart. He reads. He likes to talk about books and he notices things.” Meg said when she tried to explain to Rich how great this kid was.

“Sounds like a real scholar.”

“You know, I think he is and that’s unusual these days. I’ve liked him for a couple months, but I never imagined he felt the same way about me.” Meg bounced in the car seat next to him.

“It’s a little complicated,” she explained, “Another girl’s involved. I’m sure it’ll all work out.”

“So’s this guy going to be at the party tonight?” Rich asked.

Meg beamed and nodded. Rich was happy for her. She sounded ecstatic and he remembered for a flash what that burst of young love could feel like. Euphoric. Life-changing. All consuming.

Rich wondered if Meg had decided to stay out all night with this kid, if they had driven down some deserted farm road to make out and gotten stuck. But what about Krista? Maybe the three of them had driven up to the Cities on a lark. Who knew what kids would do these days? Certainly nothing he hadn’t thought of or done when he was their age.

He remembered the first time he stayed out all night. He had been seventeen. Old enough to join the army, but too young to vote or drink. His father was making coffee when Rich walked in the kitchen door. He had barely glanced at Rich. Then he said, “I’m going to Wabasha to get some feed. I’ll talk to you when you wake up.” Rich had wished he would have blown up at him right then. Waiting had made it harder. In the end his father hadn’t even been that mad. Just gave him more chores to do.

Rich was more worried about Claire than he was about Meg. She took these escapades very hard. She saw the world as an evil, dangerous place and her daughter as its primary target. He neither believed in the safety of the home, nor feared the dangers of the larger world. He figured you took care of yourself the best you could and rolled when the punches came.

He had all the confidence in the world that Meg would make her way through the worst of it better than most. She was more than a survivor; she was an adventurer.


***


4:15 a.m.

The moon was falling into the lake as Claire took a last look at it before she turned the squad car up the bluff. She wound her way past a gravel pit, then came out into cornfields, as the

sky lightened in the east. Crows dotted the fields, picking at the remains of the corn. No one else was on the road.

Claire tried to persuade herself that the girls would be at the Jorgenson’s when she arrived. She would be mad and then she would laugh. Kids would be kids, she would say, waiting until Meg came home to give her a piece of her mind. She debated about whether she would take Meg home with her or let her continue the so-called sleepover. She’d play it by ear. See what they had to say for themselves.

She turned in the driveway. Only the Jorgenson’s pickup truck was parked by the house. Her breath caught in her throat; her heart slammed around inside her chest. Where were they?

Claire knocked on the side door and heard a voice tell her to come in. When she stepped into the kitchen, she found Emily Jorgenson sitting at the table, pulling long pieces of wool through fabric stretched over a frame.

Emily was a thick, squat woman with startlingly blue eyes and beautiful curly hair. The few times Claire had talked to her, she had found her to be reserved, with a sense of humor running underneath, but very quiet and steady.

Emily set the work down on the floor behind her chair. “No news,” she said. It was both a question and an answer.

Claire shook her head. “I haven’t heard anything. Rich knows to call here if he hears from them.”

Emily waved her hand up in the air, then explained. “My husband went up to bed. He has to work tomorrow.” Emily looked at the clock over the kitchen sink. “In a few hours.”

“Did Krista say anything to you about wanting to drive into the cities or visit someone?” As the words came out of Claire’s mouth, she realized she was trying to blame Krista for what had happened. Surely her darling daughter Meg would never

have done anything like this if it wasn’t for the bad influence of Krista. She needed to squash those thoughts. She knew Meg was capable of thinking of a myriad of naughty tricks to pull. However, Krista had always struck her as impulsive—quick to jump onto a new idea and run with it, never happy to sit still.

Emily shook her head. “No. She was just excited to have Meg staying over. She planned on making waffles for breakfast. She’s never driven into the Cities alone, or even with me. I hope that isn’t what they’ve done.” Emily jumped up and pushed a chair toward Claire. “Please sit down. Can I get you something?”

Claire sat at the table. “Thanks, I’m fine. What’re you working on?”

“Oh, that’s just my hooking. My mom taught me how to hook and I’m working on a new rug for Krista’s room. She wanted one that was all roses.” Emily pulled out the rug and showed Claire the first few pink and red roses that she had done in the middle of the piece. “It calms me down.”

“I could use a hobby like that.”

“It’s not hard to learn. I could show you.”

“Thanks, maybe I’ll take you up on that. I’ve done quilting.” Claire asked, “What exactly did the Lunds say when you called over there?”

“I talked to Mr. Lund. He didn’t sound too happy about being woken up. I almost expected him to hang up on me. He said the party was over and everyone was gone. He did say some kids had come to it that hadn’t been invited.”

“I wonder who?” Claire latched on to that comment. “We need to talk to the other kids that were at the party. They might know something. Could you write down a list of the kids you know were there?”

Emily gave her an odd smile. “Sure, but it’s too early to talk to any of them. Look at the time. They’re all still sleeping.”

Claire shook herself. She needed to stop being a deputy. “You’re right. Come to that, we probably won’t need to talk to anyone but our daughters when they finally show up.”

Someone pounded on the door and startled them. The two women looked at each other, but Emily said, “It’s not the kids. They wouldn’t knock.” She stood up and pulled open the door.

A tall, thin woman walked in, wearing a handknit Scandinavian sweater. Claire knew she had seen her before, probably at the grocery store or gas station. She had sandy blonde hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She looked tired and worried.

“Is Curt here?” the woman asked.

“Nope, none of the kids are here. Come on in, Lynn. This is the lost mothers gathering. Somehow it makes me feel better that Curt’s with the girls.”

Claire introduced herself and the woman smiled and said, “Oh, you’re the deputy. I’ve seen you around.”

“Your son was at the party at Lund’s?”
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