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      Melody Johnson rocked in her wooden rocking chair and stared into the flames of her stone fireplace. A half-eaten slice of bread lay forgotten in a plate on the small table next to her chair.

      Other than the wood crackling and the hound dog, Tuscaloosa – named after her hometown, snoring at her feet, it was quiet.

      Too quiet.

      She missed the happy sounds of her husband’s fiddle in the evenings.

      But he wasn’t coming back. The deadly battle of Antietam had stolen that from them.

      Some widows would have packed up and moved to town. In fact the preacher had assumed she would do just that. More than once he’d offered to round up some people to help her.

      But Melody loved the little log cabin she and her husband had built together. It had taken them a year of hard back-breaking work, but they’d been young. Their whole lives had been ahead of them. Now at just twenty-two years old, she found herself looking back more than forward.

      The heat created a little bubble of warmth near the hearth, but she shrugged deeper into her shawl.

      Outside, the snow fell like a steady rain. Already, it was banked a couple of inches on the window sill.

      Her hands lay idle in her lap, yarn twined loosely around her fingers. She’d started knitting this scarf months ago. The yarn was a beautiful silky gray that would have matched her husband’s uniform perfectly.

      She didn’t know why she didn’t just put it away. Maybe it was her way of keeping him close.

      The only family she had was in Alabama. She’d left her parents and three siblings and moved to the wilds of northern Arkansas. For three years, until the war came, life had been everything she’d hoped for.

      Tuscaloosa’s ears twitched and he lifted his head.

      Melody looked toward the door. The latch was securely bolted. She’d never been afraid out here. Certainly not with her husband, but not even since he’d left for the war.

      She liked the solitude for the most part. Besides, there was so much to do, it was only in the evenings that she had the luxury of feeling lonely.

      Tuscaloosa growled deep in his throat, but didn’t move.

      “What’s wrong, boy?” Her voice sounded strange to her own ears. Sometimes she went days without a word.

      Then someone would show up at her door. Her elderly neighbor, Barbara, or the preacher.

      But this was the week before Christmas. Barbara would be with her husband. The preacher would be preparing for next week’s church activities. Not out checking on a lonely widow. Besides, no one in their right mind would be out in this snow storm.

      It was her first Christmas as a widow. Not her first alone though. Last Christmas, her husband had been at war and she hadn’t seen him since the day he rode off. That was March 25, 1861. She’d been proud of him and devastated at the same time.

      He’d promised it would take no time at all to whup them Yankees.

      She could go outside and cut down a small tree. She even had a little box of decorations she’d collected over the years that she could put on it.

      But if she didn’t think too much about it, the Christmas season would just slide past unnoticed and she’d do what she needed to do to survive until Spring.

      She gasped when someone rapped three times on the door.

      Sitting frozen, her mind raced. That was definitely a person. Not a bear or a raccoon or any other wild animal. Animals didn’t knock three times.

      She and Tuscaloosa stood up at the same time. Her shawl dropped to the chair.

      Another knock.

      “Who’s there?” she asked.

      The only answer was scuffling on the front porch.

      Tuscaloosa barked once.

      Melody headed toward the bedroom where she kept her pistol. But a voice stopped her.

      “Help me.”

      A man’s voice. Weak. She barely heard it.

      Her husband’s face flashed through her mind. If he was injured and hurt on someone’s porch, she’d pray that the person inside would help him.

      She tiptoed to the door, and stopped, keeping one hand on Tuscaloosa’s neck. With her other hand, she reached out and touched the thick wooden door.

      And for the first time since she’d moved here to the wilds of Arkansas, she felt a streak of fear shoot up her spine.

      “Hello?” She called, her voice breathy to her own ears. She cleared her throat. And waited.

      “Please,” the man pleaded from the other side of the door.

      She went to the front window and looked outside. All she could see was snow.

      She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t leave a man outside to freeze in the snow, especially not a man who may be injured.

      She reached for the door latch, then stopped. She needed to be smart about this. Both Barbara and the preacher had warned her too many times about the dangers of a woman living alone in the woods.

      She dropped her hand from the door, dashed to her bedroom, and came back with her gun tucked inside her skirt pocket.

      Taking a deep breath, she put her hand on the door latch and flipped it open.
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      Major Christopher White woke in an unfamiliar bed. He immediately knew that he wasn’t lying on the ground and he was covered with heavy blankets up to his chin.

      He shifted to turn on his side, but a stab of pain shot through him, sending him back flat on his back.

      “You probably shouldn’t move.” It was the voice of an angel.

      He turned his eyes and looked at that angel standing over him. The lamplight behind her gave her an ethereal appearance.

      Long silky hair framed her face and she wore a white nightgown.

      Perhaps he’d died and gone to Heaven.

      No, he corrected himself, with the pain he was feeling in his side, it was definitely Hell.

      “How do you feel?” she asked, sitting down in a chair next to the bed. She squeezed water out of a cloth and placed it on his forehead.

      “I’ve felt better.” He relaxed a bit with the coolness of the cloth on his skin.

      Her lips curved into a soft smile. Now that she was closer, he saw that she was beautiful.

      He contemplated for a moment how an angel had ended up in Hell, then gave up and closed his eyes.

      Maybe it was all a dream.

      The last thing he remembered, he was riding his horse down a gentle slope somewhere in Arkansas. Having sent his men to camp before dark, he’d been alone, heading back to camp alone after a meeting with General James Blunt.

      At first he’d enjoyed the snow. It wasn’t every day a boy from Mississippi got to ride his horse in a snow storm. He was imagining the stories he would have to tell his mother and sisters when he got home.

      Then things had gotten a bit slippery on the trail. He’d been concentrating on guiding his horse safely when a single shot had slammed into his saddle, knocking the horse off balance. The next shot had been for him.

      The last thing he remembered was being impressed, not the first time, at the skill of southern riflemen.

      He’d obviously been left for dead. When he woke covered in snow who knew how much later, probably hours, he could barely see in the dark, blinding snow.

      All he knew was that he needed to get to a safe place.

      He shrugged under the blankets and took a quick glance around the room. The two walls he could see each had a little square window with light cotton curtains. The walls of what looked like the log cabin were unadorned.

      He turned his eyes back toward the girl, but she wasn’t there.

      Perhaps she had been a dream, then. An apparition.

      He felt himself fading, but he didn’t have the energy to fight it.
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      The sun was shining today, reflecting off the smooth layer of snow that covered everything. Melody was still in awe at the beauty that followed fresh snow.

      She could tell the moment she woke after it had snowed the night before. There was a hush over the earth. Like a soft blanket that muted all the normal sounds.

      She’d propped open a window just enough to let a little fresh air into the house. She’d have to close it soon or it’d be hard for the house to recover from the chill.

      She carefully folded the blue wool frock coat and laid it in the trunk where she kept her clothes.

      She’d repaired the jagged hole in the side while she kept vigil next to the man it belonged to.

      Her enemy.

      She laid his blue cap on top of the coat and closed the trunk lid.

      Stepping close to the bed, her bed, she studied the Yankee. He was young. About her husband’s age. A couple of years older than she was.

      He was a handsome man. And without his uniform, he looked like a normal man, not a soldier to be feared.

      She laughed at herself. Of course he was only a man.

      A soldier was a man first. She remembered the first time she’d seen her husband in his uniform. She’d been so proud.

      She knew this stranger’s name. His name was Christopher White. A Major in the Union army. She knew this from papers in his coat pockets. Other than his coat, he hadn’t had any belongings. He must have lost everything when he was shot.

      Christopher had been awake for only a few minutes at the time. She was beginning to think he wasn’t going to wake up at all.

      She closed the window and went back into the main room. After stoking the fire, she sat in her rocker and picked up her knitting. She wrapped the yarn loosely around her fingers, not bothering to pick up her knitting needles.

      Tuscaloosa was asleep in his bed in the corner. He’d be up soon and she’d let him outside.

      She ticked off the days in her head.

      Tonight was Christmas Eve.

      The most magical day of the year.

      She’d tried not to think about it. And with the Yankee soldier in her house, it was easier than she’d thought it would be.

      And at the same time, it was harder. She’d prepared herself to be alone. She hadn’t planned on having someone to take care of.

      She also hadn’t planned on sleeping on the little couch every night.

      But it wasn’t so bad. It was closer to the fireplace.

      Something crashed in her bedroom.

      She jumped up from her rocker and dashed to the bedroom door. Tuscaloosa was at her heels.

      The soldier – Christopher White – was trying to lever himself back onto the bed.

      She rushed toward him, grabbing his arm to help him up. “What are you trying to do?” she asked.

      Breathing hard, he sat on the edge of the bed. Then slowly, with her help, laid back down.

      She stood in front of him, one hand on her waist. “You’re gonna pull out your stitches.”

      “No,” he said, his breath labored.

      “Let me see.” She stepped toward him.

      “Let you see what?” He shifted backwards, but the effort left his face contorted in pain.

      “Your stitches. Let me see.” She lifted his shirt and removed the white bandage.

      “You did this?” He looked down, watching as she examined the stitches she’d put into his side.

      Her gaze darted briefly to his. “There aren’t exactly any doctors around here.”

      “I guess not,” he said, letting his head fall back against the pillow.

      “It looks all right.” She picked up a fresh bandage from the nightstand and proceeded to wrap it around his waist.

      “I didn’t die then,” he said.

      Her hands stilled as she looked up at him. His eyes were closed, his dark lashes smudges on his pale skin.

      He was afraid.

      The thought surprised her.

      And again she was reminded that his uniform didn’t change the fact that he was only a man.

      “No,” she said softly. “You didn’t die. Though you were hurt very badly. Whoever shot you didn’t intend for you to live.”

      “Rebels,” he said.

      She finished tying up his bandage, maybe a tad bit too tightly. “Try not to tear out your stitches.” She scolded.

      “You took me into your home,” he said.

      She sat back, reminding herself that he didn’t know where he was. “I had no choice. You would have died out there.”

      “Thank you.” His eyes were open now, studying her.

      His words brought a flush to her face. She pulled her gaze away from his light blue eyes. Eyes that matched his uniform.

      That moment of connection with a handsome man had her a little disconcerted.

      It had so very long since she’d looked into a man’s eyes and felt any kind of connection.

      Feeling a little lightheaded, she took a step back until her knees hit the edge of her chair and she dropped into it.

      “Please,” he said. “Tell me how long I’ve been here and where I am.”

      She pulled herself together, leaned forward a bit, and filled in the gaps for him as best she could.

      When she finished, he ran a hand through his hair and pressed his hand against his forehead. “I’ll be presumed dead.” He spoke to himself. Then he turned his gaze back to her. “What’s your name?”

      “Melody.”

      “Melody, I’m Christopher.”

      She fisted her hands in her skirt. “I know,” she said, with a little smile. At his look of surprise, she told him. “You had papers in your coat.”

      He blew out a sigh of relief. “Thank God they didn’t fall into enemy hands.”

      They were silent a few minutes. She darted her gaze away from him and stared out the window at the pristine snow.

      “You still have them, right? I mean you’re not a spy or anything?”

      She shook her head with a sad little smile. “No. I’m not a spy.”

      He looked at her curiously. “That’s a good thing.”

      Something outside pulled her attention back to the window. A little white rabbit hopped across the snow leaving a trail of footprints behind it.

      She giggled, then put a hand over her mouth.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s a rabbit.” She smiled into his eyes. “In the snow.”

      “Yeah?”

      “My grandmother used to say that seeing a rabbit hopping in the snow on Christmas Eve would bring a Christmas Eve gift. Something of good fortune.”

      He turned toward the window, but couldn’t see anything from his position in the bed. “I’ve never heard that before.”

      She shrugged. “You wouldn’t. She was part Indian.”

      “Wait. Is it Christmas Eve?”

      She nodded and went to stand at the window. The rabbit had stopped to nibble on the leaves of a low hanging branch.

      “I could use some good fortune.”

      “You have to actually see it,” she said over her shoulder.

      He groaned. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      She turned, both hands on the window ledge behind her. This man could indeed use some good fortune. What the heck.

      “Come on,” she said, going to the bed and holding out her hand. “I’ll help you.”
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      Christopher stood at the window of Melody’s little log cabin. He leaned as much weight as possible against the edge of the window to avoid putting any weight on her small frame.

      He didn’t want her to know it though because he was enjoying standing next to her too much. It was quite a balancing act.

      He was charmed by the petite brunette who’d saved his life in the middle of a snowstorm after he’d been shot by the enemy.

      It didn’t even matter that she was a southerner. Besides, in his experience, there were exceptions, of course, but it was all about where a person grew up that determined which side of the war they were on.

      It was nothing more than the insanity of war. Sides had nothing to do with anything other than geographic location.

      Except for him.

      He was the exception.

      As they watched, the little bunny went on alert, then it must have heard them, because it took off bounding toward the woods.

      “It’s a good thing Tuscaloosa didn’t see him,” she said.

      He looked at her sideways. “Tuscaloosa, huh?”

      “My dog.” She glanced up at him, her cheeks flushing prettily.

      “I’d like to stay up awhile,” he said. “Since it’s Christmas Eve and all.”

      Her face lit up. “I have a fire in the hearth.”

      Together, they hobbled their way through the bedroom to the main room. He supposed it was the sitting room. The little cabin appeared to only have the two rooms.

      It was such a stark contrast from his family’s home with eight bedrooms, study, library, parlor, and outside kitchen, that he didn’t quite know how to frame it.

      But sitting on the little couch watching Melody in the kitchen peeling potatoes, putting soup in a boiler on the stove, he was content.
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      The heat in Melody’s cheeks wasn’t from the stove.

      It was from the way Christopher watched her from the couch. Though he faced the crackling fire in the hearth, she felt his eyes on her. He was stretched out with his feet on it, and she’d tucked a wool blanket around him.

      Using a long wooden spoon, she slowly stirred the tomato soup in a pot on the stove. The aroma filled the little cabin, and she realized how hungry she was. She also realized that she’d missed having someone to cook for. To care for.

      While the soup simmered, she went to the hearth and tossed another log on the fire. She was still using firewood her husband had left for her, but soon it would be out and she’d have to either chop some herself or take everyone’s advice and move into town.

      Perhaps she should even consider moving back to Tuscaloosa. She’d think about penning a letter to her mother tomorrow.

      But today was Christmas Eve and she was determined to make the most of it. Especially after they had seen the bunny hopping in the snow.

      “Keep me company for a minute?” Christopher asked, pulling his feet up to give her room to sit.

      She straightened and shrugged. “Sure.”

      “Tell me about yourself,” he said as she sat on the end of the couch near his feet.

      She told him where she was from. She told him about her husband. But she didn’t tell him about the loneliness that she hadn’t noticed creeping into her bones until now.

      After they ate soup from her little bowls, he told her about himself.

      He told her that he was from Mississippi.

      That he’d joined the union army after spending two years at West Point.

      “I’m not sure what I believe anymore,” he said. “At least not when it comes to this war.”

      “I’m not sure anyone knows what to think. It was supposed to be over by now and everyone was supposed to come home.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “But I’m not sorry I met you.”

      She lowered her lashes. “Me either.”

      “If you think it would be all right with you, I’d like to stay here a bit after I’m healed. To do some things to repay you for saving my life.”

      “What kinds of things?”

      “Anything you need. Chop firewood. Haul water. Fix the roof.”

      She glanced up toward the ceiling. “I don’t think the roof leaks.”

      When he didn’t say anything else, she turned to him with a little smile. “But I am almost out of firewood.”

      He smiled back. “Firewood it is.”

      Melody felt the magic of Christmas Eve settle over her like a balm.

      Maybe her grandmother had been right. Maybe seeing a bunny in the snow on Christmas Eve had indeed brought her a Christmas Eve gift.

      And she knew, that at least for a little while, she wouldn’t have to be lonely.

      And perhaps it was time to see what life brought next.
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      This had to be the worst date since… well… ever. Who took a girl to the casino on the first date for hot dogs? She was twenty-seven years old. An attorney.

      She glanced about …

      She had a reputation to uphold. With any luck, she would be the youngest in history to make partner at the Brockmann, Schmidt, and Silverberg law firm. She had to keep her head down and her nose clean. She’d deleted her Facebook account. Had a profile on Linkedin, but never used social media.

      Audrey Miller kept her hands in the pockets of her black trench coat. She didn’t want Lucas trying to grab her hand. Even though they were in the crowded halls of the Caesars Palace Forum Shops in Las Vegas, a world away from her Los Angeles office, the risk was too high.

      It was cold outside, but here, inside the mall, it was muggy. As they passed a candle store, the rich scent of vanilla, peppermint, and pine filled the air.

      This was the last time she let her mother cajole her into going on a date with the neighbor’s grandson or anyone else her mother decided to set her up with.

      He’s in from out of town. He doesn’t know anybody. He’s lonely. Her mother’s words had caught her in a weak moment.

      Her law office was closed for the two weeks of Christmas. And truthfully, after four long days of baking cookies, pies, and a variety of other sweets that her mother associated with Christmas, Audrey had needed to get out of her mother’s house before she went stir crazy. Besides, she didn’t even eat sweets. Just the scent of so much sugar was beginning to make her nauseated.

      “Look at this,” Lucas said, clutching her elbow.

      She cringed and turned to slip out of his grasp, but there, right in the middle of the mall, stood four white Clydesdale horses adorned with red plumage and silver Christmas ball wreaths. They towered above the tourists, larger than life, their legs as tall as the people standing in front of them.

      Her eyes glued to the horses, Audrey side-stepped a group of teens giggling loudly at their own amusements, giving her a clear view of the display. The horses were harnessed to a large white Cinderella-style carriage.

      As she stepped closer, the horse nearest her neighed, turning his head down to face her.

      She lifted her hand to stroke his neck but before her fingers could touch his fur, Lucas spoke, interrupting her trance.

      “You like horses?” He asked.

      Audrey tore her gaze from the horse to look at Lucas. She shrugged. She’d never been around horses. “I’m not sure,” she said.

      “It’s kinda big.”

      She shrugged and turned back to the horses.

      The horses that were statues.

      A sharp ringing shot through her ears.

      She clutched at Lucas, grabbing his sleeve to keep from falling, all the while keeping her eyes on the horse.

      The horse statue that had turned his head and neighed at her.
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        Two miles away

        Las Vegas penthouse

      

      

      “Mamma,” little Mary Anne Spurlock pleaded with her mother. “Please. Read it one more time.”

      Mary Anne’s mother, Becky, sighed and blew out the cinnamon candle on her daughter’s nightstand. If she’d read Cinderella to her six-year-old daughter, she’d read it a hundred times.

      She shoved back the pink comforter on her daughter’s white four-poster bed and snuggled in beside her beneath the warm fleece blanket. She wrapped one arm around Mary Anne and kissed her on the top of her head. She smelled like baby shampoo, instantly reminding Becky of a simpler time.

      A time when her husband was still alive and they were a happy little family. But that had been before Afghanistan. Before Bo had been taken away from them. They’d said it was an enemy sniper.

      “Once upon a time,” Becky began. Reading Cinderella was a much welcome distraction from thinking about Bo. Missing Bo. Raising a child by herself.

      

      Mary Anne snuggled close to her mother. Mama was soft and smelled like baby powder. Their bathroom was coated with the white powder.

      Mary Anne didn’t mind. She wanted her mother to be happy.

      Cinderella was her favorite book. Especially this version. Out of sixteen different versions of the fairy tale, this one was bigger and had popups.

      As her mother turned the page and a pumpkin popped up, Mary Anne reached out and ran a finger along the edge of the orange circle. As her mother read animatedly through the words Mary Anne had memorized, she touched the magic wand.

      A little bolt of electricity stung her finger. She gasped and jerked her hand back.

      Her mother didn’t seem to notice. She yawned and turned to the next page. Now there was a carriage where the pumpkin had been.  A carriage and four horses.

      She put a finger on one of the horse’s noses and it neighed as it turned its head toward her.

      Mary Anne glanced at her mother. This was something new. Something the book had never done before.

      Wide awake now, she stared intently at the images in the book. “Mama?”

      Her mother paused. “What is it sweetie?”

      “The story is real.”

      “Of course, it’s real.” Her mother kissed the top of her head. “A story is as real as you want it to be.”

      Mary Anne frowned. Her mother didn’t seem to understand. Or maybe she did. “The story is really happening then? Somewhere?” Mary Anne’s heart rate increased. If the story was real, she could step through the pages and be a part of that world.

      A world where fathers always came home and everyone lived happily ever after.
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      Audrey pulled away from Lucas and ducked beneath the little red velvet rope that surrounded the horse and carriage.

      “Hey,” Lucas said. Audrey heard his voice, but he was far away now. “I don’t think you’re supposed to…”

      She put a hand on the carriage door and climbed in.

      It was quiet inside. Like she’d stepped into a sound proof room. And it smelled vaguely like pumpkins.

      The carriage jerked and she fell back onto the soft bench seat. She grabbed hold of the velvet cushion beneath her with both hands.

      She looked out the window. They were moving quickly now – the carriage that smelled like a pumpkin and the four super large horses.

      The lights of the mall were no more than a blur. It looked like someone had their camera speed on the slowest setting.

      Though the horses’s hooves clomped heavily against the pavement, Audrey felt more like she was flying in a plane than riding in a carriage on the road.

      Moments later, the view outside changed. The lights faded away, leaving only darkness. The horses’s hooves now fell heavily against bare ground. Yet, still, she had the sensation of floating.

      She closed her eyes, squeezing them tightly. She swayed with the movement of the carriage.

      She opened her eyes and saw that she was wearing a pale pink ball gown. Yards and yards of silk.

      It should have seemed strange. But it didn’t. Instead, it felt… right.

      She pressed a hand against her forehead.

      Audrey was one of the most practical people she knew. She kept files on her family and friends, noting items they mentioned throughout the year that they would like to have. So she always had her shopping done far before the Christmas season even started.

      Even more, she’d had her life planned since senior year of high school. She’d known down to the year and month when she would graduate college, where she would go to law school, and where she would go to work.

      Well, maybe not exactly. She’d had a couple of contingencies built into her plan. Nonetheless, her diligence had paid off and everything had fallen into place. She’d hit all her first choices.

      And everything had gotten her where she was today.

      Even with her head in a daze, there was one thought that made its way to the forefront of her mind. I must have lost my mind.
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      When Becky Spurlock’s cell phone rang, Mary Anne knew that it was her uncle. She knew by the Silver Bells ring tone. She also knew that her mother would be on the phone for the next hour. Her mother would have a glass of wine and the two of them would talk into the night.

      Mary Anne was supposed to be asleep by eight o’clock, but she rarely was.

      As Becky answered the phone, she put the Cinderella book in Mary Anne’s hands. Mary Anne had never been allowed to hold this book. It was heavy in her hands. Not like the other children’s books on her bookshelf.

      As her mother left her alone, distractedly not noticing that she left the special book with her daughter, Mary Anne held her breath, then turned onto her stomach, the book on the bed in front of her.

      Mary Anne didn’t know for sure how they’d come to be in possession of this book. She had a feeling it had something to do with her father, but it was a mystery.

      Mary Anne turned the page. This was her favorite pop up. This was the one with Cinderella in the pink dress ready to go to the ball where she would meet the prince.

      She wasn’t supposed to touch the popups, but who could resist? When her little finger touched the glass slipper on Cinderella’s foot, fairy dust filled the air around her.

      Maybe this was why she wasn’t supposed to touch the popups. Her mother had said that the book was really old and fragile.

      Unable to resist, she turned to the next page and a new set of popups. The handsome prince held out his hand to Cinderella. Mary Anne sighed.

      Her mother’s voice drifted from the next room along with the scent of popcorn. Her mother was settling in one of those long talks with her brother.

      Mary Anne lay her head down against the edge of the book and closed her eyes, heavy with sleep. With one arm wrapped beneath the covers of the book, she pressed her cheek against Cinderella’s skirt.

      And imagined how it would be to meet the handsome prince and fall in love.
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