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Chapter 1

“I’m going to kill Michael’s mother,” I announced. “Quickly, discreetly, and with a minimum of pain and suffering. Out of consideration for Michael. But I am going to kill her.”

“What was that?” Eileen said, looking up and blinking at me.

I glanced over at my best friend and fellow craftswoman. She had already unpacked about an acre of blue-and-white porcelain and arranged it on her side of our booth. I still had several tons of wrought iron to wrestle into place.

I scratched two or three places where my authentic colonial-style linsey-woolsey dress was giving me contact dermatitis. I rolled my ruffled sleeves higher up on my arms, even though I knew they’d flop down again in two minutes; then I hiked my skirts up a foot or so, hoping a stray breeze would cool off my legs.

“I said I’m going to kill Michael’s mother for making us do this craft fair in eighteenth-century costume,” I said. “It’s absolutely crazy in ninety-degree weather.”

“Well, it’s not entirely Mrs. Waterston’s fault,” Eileen said. “Who knew we’d be having weather like this in October?”

I couldn’t think of a reasonable answer, so I turned back to the case I was unpacking and lifted out a pair of wrought-iron candlesticks. Eileen, like me, was flushed from the heat and exertion, not to mention frizzy from the humidity. But with
her blond hair and fair skin, it gave the effect of glowing health. I felt like a disheveled mess.

“This would be so much easier in jeans,” I grumbled, tripping over the hem of my skirt as I walked over to the table to set the candlesticks down.

“People are already showing up,” Eileen said, with a shrug. “You know what a stickler Mrs. Waterston is for authenticity.”

Yes, everyone in Yorktown had long ago figured that out. And Martha Stewart had nothing on Mrs. Waterston for attention to detail. If she’d had her way, we’d have made every single stitch we wore by hand, by candlelight. She’d probably have tried to make us spin the thread and weave the fabric ourselves, not to mention raising and shearing the sheep. And when she finally pushed enough of us over the edge, we’d have to make sure our lynch mob used an authentic colonial-style hemp rope instead of an anachronistic nylon one.

Of course, my fellow craftspeople would probably lynch me, too, while they were at it, since I was her deputy in charge of organizing the craft fair. And in Mrs. Waterston’s eyes, keeping all the participants anachronism-free was my responsibility. When I’d volunteered for the job, I’d thought it a wonderful way to make a good impression on the hypercritical mother of the man I loved. I’d spent the past six months trying not to make Michael an orphan. Speaking of Michael …

“Where’s Michael, anyway?” Eileen asked, echoing my thoughts. “I thought he was going to help you with that.”

“He will when he gets here,” I said. “He’s still getting into costume.”

“He’s going to look so wonderful in colonial dress,” Eileen said.

“Yes,” I said. “Lucky we don’t have a full-length mirror in the tent, or we wouldn’t see him for hours.”


“You know you don’t mean that,” Eileen said, with a frown. “You’re crazy about Michael.”

I let that pass. Yes, I was crazy about Michael, but I was a grown woman in my thirties, not a starry-eyed teenager in the throes of her first crush. And Michael and I had been together a little over a year. Long enough for me to fully appreciate his many good points, but also long enough to notice a few shortcomings. The thing about costumes and mirrors, for example. And the fact that getting dressed to go anywhere took him two or three times as long as it took me.

Not that I complained, usually; the results were always spectacular. But at the moment, I’d have traded spectacular for available to help. I wrestled an eight-foot trellis into position and sat back, panting.

“Maybe I will wait until he gets here to finish this,” I said.

“But Mrs. Waterston wants us all set up by ten!” Eileen said. She rummaged in the wicker basket she was using instead of a purse, then shot a guilty glance back at me before pulling out her wristwatch.

“It’s 9:30 already,” she said, thrusting the watch back out of sight beneath the red- and white-checked fabric lining the basket. Familiar gestures already: the furtive glance to see if anyone who cared—like me, theoretically—was looking before someone pulled out a necessary but forbidden modern object. And then the hasty concealment. Eileen should have figured out by now that as long as nobody else spotted her, I didn’t give a damn.

Then again, we’d found out this morning that Mrs. Waterston had enlisted a dozen assistants, whom she’d dubbed “the Town Watch.” In theory, the watchmen were under my orders, available to help with crowd control and prevent shoplifting. In practice, they were the reason I was running late. I’d spent all morning trying to stop them from harassing various
frantic craftspeople about using modern tools to set up, and keeping them from confiscating various items they’d decided were “not in period.” The crafters had started calling them “the Anachronism Police.”

“I’m nearly finished with my side,” Eileen said. “If you like, I could—”

A loud boom interrupted her, seeming to shake the very ground. Both of us jumped; Eileen shrieked; and her pottery rattled alarmingly. We could hear more shrieks and oaths from nearby booths.

“What on Earth!” Eileen exclaimed, racing over to her table to make sure none of her ethereally delicate cups and vases had broken.

“Oh, Lord,” I muttered. “I thought she was kidding.”

“Kidding about what?” Eileen asked.

“What the hell was that, a sonic boom?” shouted Amanda, the African American weaver in the booth across the aisle.

“The artillery,” I shouted back.

“Artillery?” Eileen echoed.

“The what?” Amanda asked, dropping a braided rug and trotting over to our booth.

“Artillery,” I repeated. “For the Siege of Yorktown. That’s what this whole thing is celebrating, you know—”

“Yeah, I know,” Amanda said. “October 19, 1781. The British finally throw in the towel and surrender to George Washington and the Revolutionary War is over. Whoopty-do. Let freedom ring, except for my people, who had to wait another eighty years. So what’s with the sound effects?”

“Another of Mrs. Waterston’s brainstorms,” I said. “She hired a bunch of guys to fire a replica cannon to add to the authenticity of the event.”

“You mean, like a starter’s gun to open the fair?” Amanda asked.


“Demonstrations for the tourists, maybe,” Eileen suggested.

“Actually …” I said.

Another thunderous boom shook the encampment. This time we heard fewer shrieks and more angry yells.

“Actually,” I began again, “she’s going to have them firing continuously, to simulate the siege. Washington’s troops shelled the British nonstop for a couple of weeks before attacking their entrenchments.”

“She’s going to have them doing that all day?” Eileen asked.

“Probably all night, too, unless someone can find an obscure county ordinance to stop it.” Someone like me, probably. I’d already promised half a dozen townspeople who’d seen the artillery setting up that I’d find a way to silence the cannons at bedtime. Now that the shelling had actually begun, I’d be swamped with complainers any second—and no matter how irate they were, none of them wanted to tackle Mrs. Waterston directly.

“Bunch of loonies,” Amanda muttered.

No argument from me.

“Bad enough I have to dress up like Aunt Jemima,” she said, as she returned to her own booth. “And now this.”

“Oh, but you look … wonderful,” Eileen called. “So authentic!”

Amanda looked down at her homespun dress and snorted. She was right, unfortunately. I’d always envied Amanda’s stylish urban wardrobe, with its vivid colors and offbeat but sophisticated cuts. I’d never before realized how well her chic outfits camouflaged a slightly plump figure. And when you threw in the cultural associations an African American woman raised in Richmond, Virginia, was bound to have with colonial-era clothing …

“Oh, dear,” Eileen murmured. From the sudden crease in
her normally smooth forehead, I could tell that the last point had just dawned on her. “This must be awful for poor Amanda! Do you think we should—”

“Look sharp!” hissed a voice nearby. “Here she comes! Put away your anachronisms!”




Chapter 2

“Oh, dear, Mrs. Waterston will be furious that you’re still unpacking!” Eileen exclaimed.

“I still have fifteen minutes,” I said, turning to see who’d given the warning. Just outside our booth I saw a man, a little shorter than my five-feet ten inches and slightly pudgy, with a receding chin. I had the feeling I’d recognize him if he were in, say, blue jeans instead of a blue colonial-style coat, a white powdered wig, and a black felt hat with the brim turned up in thirds to make it into a triangle—the famed colonial tricorn hat.

“Oh, you look very nice, Horace,” Eileen said.

Horace? I started, and peered more closely.

“Cousin Horace,” I said. “She’s right. You look great in costume. I almost didn’t recognize you.”

Cousin Horace looked down at his coat and sighed. Normally he loved costume parties—in fact, he assumed (or pretended) that every party he attended was a costume party, and would invariably turn up in his beloved gorilla suit. Usually even Mother had a hard time convincing him to take the ape head off for group photos at family weddings. I wondered how Mrs. Waterston had managed to browbeat him into putting on the colonial gear.

“It’s just one of the standard rental costumes from Be-Stitched,”
he said, referring to Mrs. Waterston’s dressmaking shop. “You’ll see dozens just like it before the day is out.”

“Well, it looks very nice on you,” Eileen said.

“Meg, you have to talk to Mrs. Waterston,” he said. “She listens to you.”

News to me; I hadn’t noticed that Mrs. Waterston listened to anyone—except, possibly, Michael. What Horace really meant was that no one but me had enough nerve to tackle Mrs. Waterston.

“Talk to her about what?” I said, feeling suddenly tired. Cannons? Anachronisms? Or had some new problem arisen?

“Now she’s going on about talking authentically,” he added. “Avoiding modern slang. Adopting a colonial accent.”

“Oh, Lord,” exclaimed Amanda from across the aisle. “Who the hell does that witch think she is, anyway?”

Horace glanced at me and skittered off. Eileen looked pained.

“Who died and made her queen?” Amanda continued.

“Great-aunt Agatha,” I said. “Who didn’t actually die; she just decided that at ninety-three, she didn’t have quite enough energy to continue chairing the committee that organizes the annual Yorktown Day celebration. Mrs. Waterston volunteered to take her place.”

“Yeah, she’s got enough energy,” Amanda said. “It’s the common sense she’s lacking.”

“We’ll probably be seeing a lot of Mrs. Waterston,” Eileen said. “She’s Meg’s boyfriend’s mother.”

“Oh,” Amanda said. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize on my account,” I said. “You can’t possibly say anything about her that I haven’t said over the past year. Though not necessarily aloud,” I added, half to myself.

“Take my advice, honey,” Amanda said. “Dump him now. Can you imagine what she’d be like as a mother-in-law?”


Unfortunately, I could. I’d spent a lot of time brooding over that very prospect. But for now, I deliberately pushed the thought away, into the back of my mind, along with all the other things I didn’t have time to worry about until after the fair.

“Oh, but you haven’t met Michael!” Eileen gushed. “Here, look!”

She walked across the aisle to Amanda’s booth, digging into her wicker basket as she went, then pulling out a bulging wallet. She flipped through the wad of plastic photo sleeves and held up one of the photos. Amanda peered at it, her face about three inches from the wallet.

“Not bad,” she said.

“He’s a drama professor at Caerphilly College,” Eileen said. “And a wonderful actor, and we all think he’s just perfect for Meg.”

“If you could lose the mother,” Amanda said. “Is he going to be around today?”

“Of course,” Eileen said. “He and Meg are inseparable!”

Well, as inseparable as a couple can be, living in different towns several hours’ drive apart and trying to juggle two demanding careers that didn’t exactly permit regular nine-to-five hours. Another reminder of problems I was trying to put on hold until the damned craft fair was over and done with.

“Okay, I’ll try not to say anything too nasty when ‘Blue Eyes’ is around,” Amanda said. “If I recognize him. My glasses are banned,” she said, with a disapproving glance at me. “Not in period. Only wire rims allowed.”

“Sorry,” I said; shrugging. “Anyway, Michael’s pretty hard to miss.”

“Everyone’s a blur from two feet away,” Amanda grumbled.

“He’ll be the six-foot-four blur in the white French uniform with violet cuffs and gold lace trim,” I said.


“You’re right,” she said, with a chuckle. “I think I’ll probably manage to pick him out of the crowd.”

“That’s my son Samuel he’s holding,” Eileen said. “It was taken at the christening. Here’s another one we took at the reception afterward.”

“Very nice,” Amanda said. She glanced nervously at Eileen’s wallet, beginning to suspect how much of its bulk came from baby pictures.

“And here’s one of Samuel with his daddy,” Eileen continued, flipping onward. I could see a trapped look cross Amanda’s face.

“Not in period,” I sang, clapping my hands for attention as our first-grade teacher used to do. And when Eileen turned with a hurt look, I added, “Come on. Help me out. We’re supposed to be setting a good example for the others.”

Eileen sighed, stowed her anachronisms, and returned to our booth. I don’t know why I bothered. She’d pull the photos out the minute my back was turned. Amanda would have to fend for herself if she wanted to dodge Eileen’s hour-by-hour photographic chronicle of the first two months of young Samuel’s life.

Don’t get me wrong; I’ve got nothing against kids. I love my sister Pam’s brood, all six of them—although I prefer them one at a time. As young Samuel’s godmother, I was perfectly willing to agree with his parents’ most extravagant boasts about his winsome charm and preternatural intelligence. I could even see that producing an offspring or two might be something I’d be interested in doing eventually, under the right circumstances and with the right collaborator.

But, I’d already seen Eileen’s pictures several dozen times. At least she’d left the infant prodigy himself home with a sitter. I was getting very, very tired of having people dump babies into my arms and warble to the immediate world what
a natural mother I was. Especially when they did it in front of Michael. Or his mother.

Speaking of Mrs. Waterston, if Horace was right, I probably would need to straighten her out about the accent problem, before she browbeat all the crafters into mute terror. But at least I could postpone the ordeal until she dropped by my booth. I peered outside to see how close she was, and breathed a sigh of relief. She was still a good way off, standing in front of her tent, in the middle of our temporary, fictional town square.

We’d set up all the tents and booths of the fair like the streets of a small town, its aisles marked with little street signs painted in tasteful, conservative, Williamsburg colors, with names taken from Yorktown and Virginia history, like “Jefferson Lane” and “Rue de Rochambeau.” Thirty-four street signs, to be precise—I knew, because I’d had to think up all the names, arrange for Eileen’s cabinetmaker husband to make the signboards, and then forge the wrought-iron posts and brackets myself.

In the center we had what Mrs. Waterston called “the town square,” complete with a fake well and a working set of stocks that I was afraid she had every intention of using on minor malefactors. Not to mention her headquarters tent, which she’d decorated to match some museum’s rather ornate recreation of how General Washington’s tent would have looked.

Mrs. Waterston turned to look our way, and I winced. She wasn’t dressed, like the rest of us, in workday gowns of wool, cotton, or linsey-woolsey. She wore a colonial ball gown. The white powdered wig added at least a foot to her height.

“What the hell is she wearing on her hips?” Amanda said from her vantage point across the aisle.

“Panniers,” I said, referring to the semicircular hoops that held out Mrs. Waterston’s dress for at least a foot on either
side of her body. “Don’t the historical-society folks ever wear panniers up in Richmond?”

“Not anyplace I’ve ever seen,” she answered. “Remember, Richmond didn’t do too much worth bragging about in the Revolution. They’re all running around in hoop skirts, fixated on the 1860s and St. Robert E. Lee. And I thought Scarlet O’Hara looked foolish,” she added, shaking her head. “She must be three feet wide, and no more than a foot deep.”

“That was the style back then,” I said. “Like Marie Antoinette.”

“Looks like a paper doll,” Amanda said. “How’s she going to get up if she ever falls down?”

“You could trip her and we could find out,” I suggested.

“Don’t tempt me,” Amanda said, with a chuckle.

Mrs. Waterston still stood in the town square, turning slowly, surveying her domain. A frown creased her forehead.

“Oh, Lord,” I muttered. “Now what?”

“What’s wrong?” Eileen asked.

“Mrs. Waterston’s upset about something.”

“Mrs. Waterston’s always upset about something,” Eileen said. “Don’t worry. I’m sure it’s not your problem.”

Probably not, but that wouldn’t stop Mrs. Waterston from making it my problem. I’d worked like a dog to make the craft fair successful. I’d twisted crafters’ arms to participate. Begged, browbeaten, or blackmailed friends and relatives to show up and shop. Harassed the local papers for publicity.

And it worked. We’d gotten a solid number of artists, and their quality was far better than we had any right to expect for a fair with no track record, especially considering the requirement for colonial costume. Most of the best crafters were old friends, some of whom had passed up prestigious, juried shows to help out. I hoped Mrs. Waterston understood the craft scene well enough to appreciate that without my efforts,
she’d have nothing but amateurs selling dried flower arrangements and crocheted toilet paper covers.

And wonder of wonders, with a little last-minute help from Be-Stitched, they were all wearing some semblance of authentic colonial costume. And by the time the barriers opened and the crowd already milling around outside began pouring in, I’d have all the anachronisms put away, if I had to do it myself.

So why was Mrs. Waterston frowning?

“Miss me?” came a familiar voice in my ear, accompanied by a pair of arms slipping around my waist.

“Always,” I said, turning around to greet Michael more properly. I ignored Eileen, who had developed a maddening habit of sighing and murmuring “Aren’t they sweet?” whenever she saw us together.

“So, shall I set the rest of this stuff up?” Michael asked, eventually.

“Please,” I said, and stood back to give him room. Maybe I’d be set up on time after all, and could take a last run around the grounds to make sure everything was shipshape.

I caught Amanda sneaking a pair of glasses out from under her apron and shook my finger at her, in imitation of Mrs. Waterston. She stuck out her tongue at me, put the glasses on, and watched with interest while Michael shed his ornate, gold-trimmed coat, rolled up the flowing sleeves of his linen shirt, and began hauling iron. Then she looked over at me and gave me a thumbs-up.

“What on Earth is that!”

Mrs. Waterston’s voice. And much closer than I expected. Though not, thank goodness, quite in our booth. Not yet, anyway. Still, I started; Amanda ripped her glasses off so fast that she dropped them; and Eileen began nervously picking at her dress and hair.

Michael alone seemed unaffected. I wondered, not for the
first time, if he was really as oblivious to his mother’s tirades as he seemed. Maybe it was just good acting. Or should I have his hearing tested?

“Put that thing away immediately!”

Eileen and Amanda both looked around, startled, to see what they should put away. Michael continued calmly trying to match up half a dozen pairs of andirons on the ground at the front of the booth. I peered around the corner to see who or what had incurred Mrs. Waterston’s displeasure.

“Oh, no,” I groaned.

“What’s wrong?” Michael said, putting down an andiron to hurry to my side.

“Wesley Hatcher, that’s what,” I said.

“Who’s that?” he asked.

“The world’s sneakiest reporter,” I said, “And living proof that neither a brain nor a backbone are prerequisites for a career as a muckraking journalist. Wesley,” I called out, as a jeans-clad figure retreated into our booth, hastily stuffing a small tape recorder into his pocket. “If you’re trying to hide, find someplace else.”

Wesley turned around, wearing what I’m sure he meant as an ingratiating smile.

“Oh, hi, Meg!” he said. “Long time no see.”

Actually, he’d seen me less than two hours previously, when he’d tried to get me to say something misquotable for a snide story on how craftspeople overcharged and exploited their customers. With any other reporter, I’d have seized the opportunity to give him the real scoop on the insecure and underpaid lives so many craftspeople led. But I knew better than to talk to Wesley. I’d made the mistake of talking off the record to him years ago, when he was earning his journalistic reputation as the York Town Crier’s most incompetent cub reporter in three centuries. Like the rest of the county, I’d been puzzled but
relieved when he’d abandoned our small weekly paper, first for a staff job with the Virginia Commercial Intelligence, a reputable state-business journal, and then, returning to character, for the sleazy but no doubt highly paid world of the Super Snooper, a third-rate tabloid. Why couldn’t he have waited until Thanksgiving to come home and visit his parents?

“So, got any juicy stories for me?” Wesley asked.

“Get lost, Wesley,” I said.

“Aw, come on,” he whined. “Is that any way treat your own cousin?”

“He’s your cousin?” Michael asked.

“No,” I said.

“Yes,” Wesley said, at the same time.

“Only a distant cousin, and about to become a little more distant—right, Wesley?” I said, picking up a set of andirons as I spoke. It wasn’t meant to be a physical threat, but if Wesley chose to misinterpret it as one … .

“I’ll stay out of your way; just ignore me,” Wesley said, sidling a little farther off.

Which meant, no doubt, that Wesley thought he could pick up some dirt hanging around my booth. Or possibly that he knew about the orders my mother had given me to “find poor Wesley a nice story that will keep his editor happy.” Wesley was a big boy; why was helping him keep his job suddenly my responsibility? I’d taken him on a VIP tour of the festival last night, hoping he’d find something harmless to write about. I’d even shown him the stocks and let him take some pictures of me in them, pictures I knew he’d find a way to misuse sooner or later. What more was I supposed to do? And what had he done to upset Mrs. Waterston?

I peered out again. To my relief, Mrs. Waterston had returned to the town square. Her head was moving slowly, as if she were scanning the lane of booths leading up to ours.
And she was frowning. Maybe she saw something unsatisfactory about our entire row of booths—but no, that was unlikely. This row and the adjoining one were the showplaces, closest to the entrance, where I’d put the best craftspeople with the most authentic colonial costumes and merchandise. I’d kept the weirder stuff toward the back of the fair. More likely she was watching someone walking down the row. Someone who was about to pass my booth, or maybe even enter it … .

“Hi, Meg! Has anyone asked for me?”

My brother, Rob.

“No, not yet,” I said, eyeing him. I couldn’t see anything wrong. His blue jacket, waistcoat, and knee breeches fit nicely; his ruffled shirt and long stockings were gleaming white; both his shoes and the buckles on them were freshly polished; his hair was neatly tied back with a black velvet ribbon, and a tricorn hat perched atop his head at a jaunty but far from rakish angle. Not for the first time, I envied the fact that he’d inherited our mother’s aristocratic blond beauty.

“Meg?” he asked. “Is there something wrong? Don’t I look okay?”

“You look fine,” I said. “Help Michael with some of my ironwork.”

“I’m supposed to be meeting someone on business, you know,” he announced, for about the twentieth time today. “I don’t want to get all sweaty.”

“Well, work slowly if you like, but try to look busy.”

“Why?” he asked, shoving his hands in his pockets.

“Because Mrs. Waterston is coming this way,” I said, glancing over my shoulder. “Would you rather help me out or do whatever chore she has in mind for you?”

“Where do you want these?” Rob asked, snatching up a pair of candlesticks.


“I’ve got nearly everything out of the crates and boxes,” Michael said. “I should probably go check on the rest of my regiment.”

“Fine,” I said. “Rob can help me finish.”

“I’ll bring back some lunch,” he said, leaning down to kiss me. “You’ll be here, right?”

“Actually, I’ll probably be running up and down all day, keeping the crafters and ‘the Anachronism Police’ from killing each other,” I said. “And if things get slow, I need to go down to Faulk’s booth for a while.”

“Can’t Faulk mind his own booth?” Michael said, frowning.

“I’m sure he can,” I said. “But he’s supposed to inspect my dagger.”

“Oh, have you finished the dagger?” Eileen exclaimed. “The one with the falcon handle? Let me see it!”




Chapter 3

So, now, of course, I had to show Eileen the dagger. Not that she had to twist my arm too hard—I admit, I was proud of the dagger. Eight months ago, Faulk, the friend who’d introduced me to ironworking when we were in college together, had come back to Virginia after working for the last several years with a world-renowned swordsmith in California. He’d been burning to share what he’d learned about making weapons, and, I confess, I’d caught the bug.

The last couple of months, I’d been working on a dagger, with an intricate ornamental handle and a highly functional steel blade. I’d finished it—at least I hoped it was ready for prime time. But Faulk was the expert. I’d been looking forward for weeks to showing him the dagger.

Eileen oohed and aahed over the dagger so loudly that Amanda came over to see what was going on. Michael, I noticed, was standing aloof, still frowning. I realized, suddenly, that this wasn’t the first time over the last few months that he’d shown a certain coolness, even irritation, whenever I’d mentioned my dagger. What was the matter with him, anyway? He didn’t seem to feel threatened by my blacksmithing; what was so different about making swords?

I turned my attention back to the dagger in time to grab Amanda’s hand before she touched the blade.


“Careful!” I said. “It’s razor sharp; you could slice your finger off.”

“You get much call for working daggers?” Amanda asked.

“There’s a growing market for period weapons,” I said. “Renaissance fairs, Society for Creative Anachronism folks—you’d be surprised.”

“They let people run around at Renaissance fairs with sharpened swords?”

“No, but this is a test piece,” I said. “Proof that I’ve learned the first stages of what Faulk’s been teaching me about the swordsmithing craft. I had to handforge the steel for the blade, just the way they would have in the 1300s, and sharpen it to perfection.”

“Can’t you just buy the blades somewhere these days?” Rob asked. “From Japan or something? That’d be a lot easier.”

“Yes, and you can get them pretty reasonably from India and Japan, and most people couldn’t afford a handforged steel blade. But even if you’re usually going to buy your blades and just make the handles, Faulk says it’s important to learn how they’re made the traditional way, so you really understand the steel. You’re much better able to choose a good blade if you know how they’re made.”

Michael frowned again when I mentioned Faulk’s name. Aha! Maybe it wasn’t swords that bothered him—maybe it was Faulk. As I realized that, he smiled—was it a genuine smile, or was he just making an effort?—and disappeared into the crowd with a slight wave.

“Mr. Right not keen on the swordsmithing project?” Amanda asked.

I shrugged. Damn, she had sharp eyes. I’d only just picked up on it myself.

“Well, you seem to be in good shape,” boomed a voice from outside the booth.


Mrs. Waterston. We all whirled, and Rob, who had been testing the blade of my dagger, yelped as he cut himself slightly.

“I told you to be careful,” I said, taking the dagger back as Rob sucked his finger with a martyred air.

Mrs. Waterston fixed her gaze on Rob. And frowned.

“Haven’t you got anything useful to do?” she asked. She was, I noticed, speaking with an accent that might be mistaken for British, but only by someone who’d never heard the real thing.

Rob looked uncomfortable, and tugged at the ruffled neck of his shirt.

I found myself resenting Mrs. Waterston’s immediate assumption that Rob was loitering about with nothing to do. Irrational, since that’s just what he would have been doing if I hadn’t scared him into action. But then, he was my brother. I might disapprove of his character in private, but I wasn’t about to give Mrs. Waterston the privilege.

“He’s been helping me unpack,” I said. “Put the stand for the dagger right in the middle of the table, Rob.”

“Besides, I’m meeting someone here,” Rob said. “A business meeting.”

“A representative of one of the software companies that’s interested in buying Lawyers from Hell,” I added. “You know, the computerized version of the role-playing game he invented.”

“Oh. I see,” Mrs. Waterston said. “By the way, I’ve been meaning to speak to you about people’s accents.”

“Don’t worry; I’ve already given orders about that,” I improvised. “Since the fair’s located behind American lines, we’re going to represent colonial crafters, not British ones. The Town Watch has orders to arrest anyone speaking in a British accent and put them in the stocks, as suspected Tories.”


“I see,” Mrs. Waterston said, blinking. “Well, then, carry on,” she added, in something closer to her normal accent.

She scrutinized Rob once more, as if she still hadn’t quite gotten used to the notion of him as capable of inventing something for which grown-ups would pay good money. Then she turned and sailed off, though not without difficulty. The lane had grown more crowded, and she had to turn sideways every few feet to squeeze her panniers through the crowd. Instead of a galleon in full sail, she looked like a barge being towed through a crowded harbor.

“Wow,” Cousin Horace said, peering around the edge of the booth. “That was great.”

“So go tell the Town Watch about arresting Tories,” I said. Horace disappeared.

“Thanks,” Rob murmured, his eyes still on Mrs. Waterston’s retreating form.

“No problem,” I said. “I thought the guy wasn’t supposed to come till noon, though.”

“I didn’t want to miss him if he came early,” Rob said.

Two hours early? Well, it was important to Rob.

“You’re welcome to stay as long as you keep out of the customers’ way. Or, better yet, make yourself useful. Bring some more stuff out from the back.”

“Of course,” Rob said, nodding vigorously, and disappeared behind the curtain concealing the storage area in the back of our booth.

“Are you really meeting the software-company guy here?” Eileen asked.

“Yes,” Rob said, dragging out one of my metal storage boxes. “It solves the problem of what to wear.”

Eileen looked puzzled.

“The first time Rob met with a software company, he got
all dressed up in a three-piece suit,” I elaborated. “They all showed up in jeans and T-shirts.”

“And sandals,” Rob said. “I felt like an idiot. So the next time, I showed up in jeans and a T-shirt.”

“And I bet they were in three-piece suits,” Eileen said.

“Bingo,” I said. “So when we heard the latest guy was coming today, while the fair was on, I told Rob to meet him at my booth. He can scope out what the guy’s wearing, suggest that they meet at someplace less crowded in half an hour, and change into the uniform of the day, whatever that turns out to be.”

“What if he shows up in costume, too?” Rob asked.

“Then drive him up to Colonial Williamsburg and eat at one of the taverns,” I said.

“That might work,” Rob said. “Thanks. Where should I put these?”

I turned to see him holding up a pink wrought-iron flamingo.

“Back in the box, quick,” I said.

“Why?” he said. He was holding the flamingo out at arms length, inspecting it.

“Put it away, now,” I said, dropping a set of fireplace tongs to race over to the box. “Mrs. Waterston will explode if she sees it.”

“I don’t see why,” he said, as I snatched the flamingo from his hands. “It’s kind of cool in a weird way. I like it.”

“You would,” I said, opening the case to shove the flamingo inside. “It’s a complete anachronism and—”

“And you’ve got a lot of them,” Rob said, peering into the case. “Any chance you’d give me—”

“Meg!”

Mrs. Waterston was back. I slammed the lid of the case
closed and sat on it, hard, for good measure, ignoring the yelp of pain from Rob, who didn’t quite move his hand fast enough to avoid getting nipped by the closing lid. And the small crash to my left, where a customer had dropped one of Eileen’s vases and was now cowering against the curtain at the back of our booth.

“Yes?” I said, ignoring Rob, who was grimacing and shaking his injured hand. “What’s wrong, Mrs. Waterston?” I couldn’t quite manage a smile, but I think I achieved a polite, interested expression.

“These people you brought are impossible!” she exclaimed.

“Which one in particular?” I asked. Eileen had gone to the customer’s side and was making reassuring noises, I noted. I stood up from the chest, warning Rob, with a glance, not to open it again.

“That female glassblower,” she said. “She’s wearing men’s clothes.”

“Merry’s giving glassblowing demonstrations at noon, two, and four” I said. “She can’t wear skirts for that.”

“Why on Earth not?”

“Because it would be a serious fire hazard,” I said. “Burning was one of the leading causes of death for women in the colonial or any other historical era when cooking and heating methods involved open flames. One good spark and these skirts could go up like so much kindling,” I said, shaking my own skirts with resentment. “So, unless you really like the possibility of Merry reenacting the death of Joan of Arc in front of all the tourists, I suggest you overlook her gender for the time being.”

“She could at least wear proper clothes when she’s not demonstrating.”

“I’ll see if that’s possible,” I said.

“Why wouldn’t it be possible?”


“She may not have brought another costume, and it might be hard for her to make any sales at all if she’s spending all her time either demonstrating or changing in and out of costume.”

“That’s no excuse,” Mrs. Waterston fumed. “Don’t these people realize we’re trying for authenticity here? Don’t they understand—”

Doesn’t she realize that these people are trying to make a living, I thought; and I was opening my mouth to say so, and no doubt precipitate the argument I’d been avoiding for so long, when I realized that Mrs. Waterston was staring, openmouthed, at something behind my back.

What now, I wondered.




Chapter 4

I turned to see what had stopped Mrs. Waterston in midtirade: a slender, twenty-something black man, wearing a turquoise velvet coat, a peach brocade waistcoat, tight black-velvet pants, and enough lace cascading at the throat and sleeves to decorate a bridal gown. From the ornate silver buckles on his shoes to the powdered wig on his head, he was a walking fashion plate from the late eighteenth century. He leaned with one hand on an elegant silver-trimmed black cane, inspecting a pair of my candlesticks through a quizzing glass, with a supercilious look on his face.

“Oh my,” Mrs. Waterston murmured.

“Tad!” I shouted, and rushed over to hug the new arrival.

“Meg, dear,” Tad said, with more than the usual hint of a British accent. “You look divine!”

“You don’t have to sound so surprised,” I said. “I do clean up well when I try. You’re looking rather presentable yourself.”

Tad replied with a graceful bow, and twirled so I could see his outfit from all sides.

“That color’s great on you,” I said. “And the wig’s such a good touch.”

A rather necessary touch. Mrs. Waterston would never approve of the dreadlocks hidden underneath.


“Mrs. Waterston,” I said, turning to her. “May I present my friend Thaddeus Jackson?”

“How do you do,” Tad said, with another bow.

“What a lovely costume,” Mrs. Waterston said. “But are you sure it’s quite … authentic?”

“Oh, completely,” Tad said, and began pointing out some of the finer details of his clothes, while I struggled to keep a straight face. I didn’t think Mrs. Waterston would dare come right out and say what she really meant—that however accurate Tad’s outfit was for the period, you’d have a hard time finding many African American men in colonial times wearing that much silk, velvet, and lace.

I caught Tad’s eye, pointed to Mrs. Waterston, and made a little shooing gesture. Without missing a beat, he offered her his arm and, still talking, gently eased her out of my booth and sent her on her way with another sweeping bow.

“I should have worn the other costume,” he said, reentering the booth.

“Other costume?” Eileen asked.

“Tad was originally going to come as a runaway slave, in homespun rags and leg irons” I said. “I talked him out of it.”

“Oh, you should have done it, Tad,” Eileen said. “It would have done so much to raise people’s consciousness about the oppression and injustice of the times.”

“Don’t start that again,” I said. I had noticed that Tad wasn’t his usual buoyant self. Was the subject upsetting him, or was it something else? “Tad, what’s wrong?”

He shrugged.

“I brought you something,” he said.

He glanced around, then reached inside his coat and took a small, square, paper envelope from an inside pocket. A CD, I realized; I could see the luminous silver disk through the round cellophane window in the front of the envelope.


“Better put this away before the Anachronism Police see it,” he said.

“Right,” I said. I stuck the CD in my purse—not my modern purse, of course, which I’d hidden behind the curtain at the back of the booth, with all the other anachronisms, but the white linen haversack slung over my shoulder. “What is it, anyway?”

“A patch for CraftWorks,” Tad said. “Nothing major. Don’t try to install it during the fair. Wait till you get home. It should work fine, but you want to do a full backup first. It’s all in the read-me file.”

“What’s CraftWorks?” Rob asked.

“The program I use to run my business, remember?” I said.

“Run your business?” Rob said. “I thought the whole point was that you made everything the old-fashioned way, with hammers and stuff.”

“Not the ironworking, all the financial and organizing stuff,” I said. “Keeping my books, ordering supplies, managing inventory, tracking stuff that’s in shops on consignment, paying bills, sending bills, applying to shows, and keeping my schedule—everything.”

Normally Tad would have beamed to hear me give what amounted to a glowing testimonial for CraftWorks. Today he didn’t even smile.

“Tad, that reminds me—I had this idea for something to expand CraftWorks,” I said. “Maybe you could put up a Web page where people could go to download updates and check out show schedules and—Tad? Earth to Tad?”

“Sorry, I was zoning out,” he said, with a forced smile. “Look, maybe I should level with you about something.”

“Okay,” I said. But before he could continue, Michael showed up, along with three other pseudo-French soldiers from his unit.


“Ma chérie!” Michael exclaimed, and proceeded to introduce me to his comrades in a mixture of French and French-accented English.

Michael’s fellow officers all kissed my hand, and said polite things in French. At least I assumed they were polite things. I’d taken French in school but somehow it never quite took, and I was notorious for having spent two weeks in Paris without once eating anything that even faintly resembled what I thought I’d ordered.

Michael, on the other hand, spoke French fluently, with an accent so perfect it caused native speakers to swoon with national pride and ecstasy. That was supposedly the reason he’d joined a French regiment, although before he decided the French had cooler uniforms, he’d been well on his way to developing an intense sympathy for the losing British side.

At any rate, he didn’t seem to object to the polite Gallic nothings his friends were murmuring to my knuckles, so I assumed they weren’t actually propositioning me. I replied “enchanté” or “merci” to whatever they said and smiled a lot. I wished Tad would rescue me, but he smiled, waved, and disappeared into the crowd.

Well, with any luck the French forces would drift off sooner or later. They were glancing at the portion of our booth they could see—Eileen’s side, actually—with polite uninterest.

“Ah, they are yours, these potteries? Très jolies,” one said, in the offhand tone of someone who actually thought pottery was très boring but wanted to be polite to the demoiselle sharing a tent with his brother-in-arms.

“No, my friend Eileen does the potteries,” I said. “I do the hardwares.”

I stepped aside so the French could see my side of the booth.

“You’re a blacksmith?” he exclaimed. His eyes widened, and
he dropped both the blase air and his French accent. “Cool! Can you mend things?”

“Metal things, yeah,” I said. “Do it all the time.”

“Like bayonets?”

“Sure,” I said.

“You made this?” another of the soldiers asked, indicating my dagger.

“Yes,” I said. “The blade, too; not just the hilt.”

“Do you take commissions?”

And so, for the next half hour, the faux French soldiers milled about my booth, examining my ironwork—especially the dagger—and apparently finding it to their satisfaction, as they grew more and more enthusiastic about commissioning me to mend or make various bits of weaponry and equipment.

I confess, I was less than enthusiastic at first. Call me mercenary, and I won’t argue with you; I work iron for a living, not a hobby. And while I wasn’t exactly starving, I had long ago learned that I couldn’t pay the rent if I gave attractive discounts to everyone who was related to me, lived in my neighborhood, had gone to kindergarten with me, or, in this case, happened to share a hobby with my boyfriend. So when they asked me what I’d charge to make things, I gave them accurate estimates, possibly a bit on the high side, since in some cases I’d have to do quite a bit of research on top of the actual blacksmithing.

I found myself warming to them when I realized they didn’t even blink at the prices I’d quoted. In fact, they all took my cards (including a stack to distribute to the rest of the regiment), kissed my hand several times each, clapped Michael on the back, and marched off in obvious high spirits, singing “Au près de ma blonde.”

“You’ve made quite a hit with the guys,” Michael said, beaming. “You’ll have to come to all the events after this.”


“Events after this?” Michael had only joined the group so he could participate in the reenactment of the Battle of Yorktown and help make his mother’s event a success. Or so he’d said. Was he really planning to keep on doing reenactment stuff? Since when had he and the guys become such buddies? Perhaps this was only a temporary burst of enthusiasm, sparked by how much he enjoyed running around in his French uniform. Maybe he’d lose interest again when he remembered that the National Park Service wouldn’t let reenactors pretend to be wounded or killed, even without the stage blood he’d offered to bring.

“I think there’s a skirmish next month,” Michael said, taking a piece of parchment-colored paper out of an inside pocket. “Yes. Around Thanksgiving.”

“I think both our families are expecting us for Thanksgiving,” I said.

“Great; that’s perfect—I’m sure your dad would love to come, too. He’s been having a great time; all the guys love his booth. I’ll go ask him, shall I?”

He ran off, clutching his parchment, without waiting for an answer.

“Oh, Lord,” I muttered.




Chapter 5

“What’s wrong, honey?” Amanda asked, dodging a stroller as she crossed the aisle to my booth. “You seem upset about something.”

“Michael’s having much too good a time doing this reenactment stuff,” I said.

“Isn’t it sweet?” Eileen said. “They never really grow up, do they?”

“No, they don’t,” Amanda grumbled.

“He’s talking about keeping on with it after this weekend,” I said.

“Well, that’s nice,” Eileen said. “It’s something you can do together, isn’t it?”

“It involves camping out in ruggedly authentic colonial conditions,” I said. “I’m not very keen on camping out under any conditions.”

“I’m a city girl; I know just how you feel,” Amanda said, looking around as if the nearby trees scared her more than muggers. “And my idea of camping out is staying at a hotel without a four-star restaurant.”

“You wouldn’t like these outings,” I said. “The one I went to, they served salt beef and hardtack.”

“Is that stuff even edible?” Amanda asked, wrinkling her nose.

“Theoretically, I suppose; although if you ask me, they almost make starving to death sound like a sensible lifestyle
option,” I said. “I couldn’t wait to get to a McDonald’s afterwards. For that matter, neither could Michael.”

“Maybe he’s not serious about keeping on with it, then,” Amanda said.

“Sounded serious to me,” I said. “He’s gone off to Dad’s booth to enlist him, too.”

“I didn’t know your dad had a booth,” Eileen said. “What on Earth is he selling?”

“Band-Aids and cheap thrills,” I said, rolling my eyes.

“What?” Amanda asked.

“He volunteered to organize the first-aid station,” I explained. “Somehow he convinced Michael’s mother that it would be a good idea to have it serve as an educational tool, too.”

“What a wonderful idea,” Eileen said.

“So he’s done up a replica of a what an army medical tent would look like in 1781, authentic down to the last gory detail.”

“Oh, gross,” Amanda said.

“Don’t let Dad hear you say that,” I said. “It’s one of his hobbies, collecting antique medical equipment. He’s absolutely tickled at having a chance to show it all off. Although all of the surgical instruments are reproductions that he had me make. You don’t find that many genuine eighteenth-century scalpels and surgical saws floating around, and if you do, you don’t take them out in humidity like this.”

“He’s not actually getting any patients, is he?”

“He had a few people earlier who thought they had heat exhaustion, but the authentic colonial operating table seems to have marvelous healing powers. None of them felt the need to lie down on one of the camp beds after seeing that exhibit.”

“Imagine that,” Amanda said, chuckling. “Oops—got a customer back at the booth; catch you later.”


Eileen and I had customers of our own, and for the next hour or so, my mood improved considerably as great numbers of sightseers and a smaller but satisfactory number of buyers wandered through the booth. The day stopped feeling like a ghastly mistake and more like a pretty normal first day at the craft fair.

Well, maybe not completely normal. In addition to a reasonable number of tourists and shoppers in modern dress, the aisles thronged with soldiers—redcoats sweating under bearskin hats; the occasional French soldier, scanning the ground for mud that might sully his spotless white uniform and hordes of blue-coated Continental soldiers, most with the red cuffs and lapels that indicated a Virginia regiment, but some with the white, buff, or pale blue trim representing other parts of the country. And occasionally unusual uniforms—a kilted Highlander; men in green whose waxed mustaches seemed to suggest Hessians; or a brace of frontiersman, ambling along in buckskins with long rifles over their shoulders.

And women in long skirts, most wearing corsets. Although they corrected anyone who actually said “corset.” The proper term was either “stays” or “jumps,” and apparently there was a distinct difference between the two, though not one I could understand. They all looked the same to me, their upper bodies rising from their full skirts rather like ice cream cones and spilling out over the top to a greater or lesser extent, depending on personal preference or body type.

I assumed they’d look down their noses at my less-authentic natural figure, but apparently, running around uncorseted merely labeled me as “slatternly.” They saved their most scornful glances for the women—usually very young—wearing neither sleeves nor caps.

“Hmph!” one exclaimed when a bare-armed teenager ran by, looking more like a character from a Pre-Raphaelite painting
than a proper eighteenth-century lady. “Ought to run that strumpet out of camp!”

I deduced, from looking at the speaker’s outfit, that a respectable colonial lady could display almost any amount of bosom as long as she kept her arms covered and wore a mob cap or a wide, flat straw hat to preserve her dignity.

At any rate, the colonial era was a great time to be a blacksmith. I’d brought a much larger than usual stock of small bits of hardware—hooks, tripods, trivets, and other old-fashioned oddments that people might find useful for cooking over an open fire, camping in an old-fashioned tent, and living generally under the eyes of the Authenticity Police. I was doing a decent business already, and I had a feeling things would improve after some of the shoppers went back to the colonial encampment and figured out what tools they’d forgotten to pack and how much more useful some of my hardware would be than whatever they had brought. Not to mention the large number of colonial dames and gentlemen I saw returning for a second or third time to study larger pieces with the sort of acquisitive look that crossed centuries. If even a tenth of them gave in to temptation before the end of the weekend …

Rob hung around underfoot, pretending to help out, while lying in wait for opportunities to pull out one of the flamingos and wave it around. I’d turn around to find a flamingo head peeking out through the opening in the back curtains or peering around the side of the booth. Once, when I left to run an errand, I came back to find Rob working on a ventriloquism routine, using the flamingo as the dummy.

“You need to switch roles,” I snapped at him. “And you get to pay the fine if the Anachronism Police show up and catch you doing that.”

And they did show up, with alarming frequency. The fair
had only been open an hour or so, and I’d already had to settle a dozen arguments between the Town Watch and the crafters about so-called anachronisms. After I’d officially pronounced a host of items historically acceptable—including glass bottles, leather shoelaces, iron skillets, corkscrews, potpourri, and an antique-looking abacus—the Town Watch had grown considerably more tolerant. Or at least more wary of bothering me. Although I wished I could shake the suspicion that they were down at the history section of the local library, looking for grounds to overturn some of my rulings.

And sooner or later, I was going to have to tackle Mrs. Waterston on the subject of the fines the Town Watch levied on anyone caught with an anachronism that even I couldn’t explain away. I’d managed a temporary truce by decreeing that no one had to pay any fines until the end of the fair, which gave me until 2:00 P.M. Sunday to talk Mrs. Waterston into rescinding the fines.

But I’d worry about that later. For now, it was a beautiful day. I actually stopped feeling self-conscious about saying “Good morrow, mistress.” I no longer gaped when I saw whole families in period costume, down to the toddlers and infants. I rejoiced when someone pulled out a book, pointed to some bit of antique hardware, and asked, eagerly, if I could possibly make something like it.

I was writing up the details of one such commission when I felt someone hovering at my elbow.

“I’ll be with you in a moment, sir,” I said over my shoulder.

“Promises, promises,” came Michael’s voice. “I was looking for Rob, actually.”

“Rob?” I said, turning around. “I caught him trying to do a puppet show with a couple of my flamingos and chased him out to run errands.”


“Flamingos?” Michael said, and his puzzled look reminded me that I’d so far avoided telling him about the ghastly birds. “What flamingos?”

“I’ll fill you in later,” I said, wincing. “What did you need Rob for, anyway?”

“This is Roger Benson,” Michael said, introducing a middle-aged man, about my height, wearing modern clothes and a bemused look. “The software-company guy. He’s been wandering around seeing the sights. I ran into him over in the encampment, asking directions to your booth.”

“Quite a shindig you have here,” Benson said, glancing around. “Very profitable, I suppose.”

“Well, I hope the crafters are going to do well,” I said. “I don’t think the organizing committee is looking for a profit—they’re not charging admission, of course, and any proceeds from the concessions are going to the local historical society.”

“Still, it promotes tourism, doesn’t it,” he said. “Big industry around here.”

Yes, it was, but he’d struck a sour note somehow. Of course I was hoping to make a tidy profit for the weekend. But still, how could someone walk from an encampment straight out of a history book, and through the picturesque streets of the craft fair, passing so many incredibly believable costumed reenactors, and only think about how profitable it must be?

Cool it, I told myself, forcing a smile. You don’t have to like him. If he buys Rob’s game and makes it a hit, who cares how mercenary he is? In fact, maybe mercenary is a good thing under the circumstances.

Still, as I introduced him to Rob, who was just returning with two authentic pewter mugs—discreetly filled, thank goodness, with the dual anachronisms of ice and Diet Coke—I
cast a glance over at Michael. A British grenadier and a buckskin-clad frontiersman were in the lane just outside, giving an impromptu lesson on the differences between a musket and a rifle to half a dozen boys. Michael was watching, too. Then he noticed a freckled little girl clinging to her mother’s hand, but trailing behind, taking in the sights with wide eyes. He bowed deeply to her, the white ribbon cockade on his hat nearly touching the ground, and she broke into a wide smile. Then she and her mother disappeared into the crowd and Michael returned to watching the gunnery demonstration.

Okay, I thought, as I turned back to Rob and Roger Benson. If he likes all this, we’ll go to more reenactments. It’s not that bad.

“Quite an outfit,” Benson was saying, looking at Rob’s costume.

“Well, I wanted to fit in,” Rob said, looking sheepish.

“Oh, I understand,” Benson said. “When in Rome. Wish you’d warned me it was going to be like this; I could have gotten a costume myself.”

“Oh, you can rent one, very inexpensively,” Eileen put in. “Mrs. Waterston, the festival organizer, had her dress shop run up dozens, so people who get here and want to join in the fun can do just that.”

“Really,” Benson said. Why did I suspect he wasn’t all that thrilled at the idea of renting a costume?

“Yes, what a good idea,” I said. “Rob, why don’t you take him along to the costume rental shop?”

“Uh … yes, thanks,” Benson said, looking resigned. “I’ll do that. Before we do, Rob, I just wanted to ask—”

“How is it going, anyway?” Michael said, drawing me aside.

“Not bad,” I said. “Getting a lot of commissions, assuming they don’t all fall through.”


“I doubt that,” he said. “My unit alone wants enough ironwork to keep you busy for a couple of months. Bayonets, swords, buckles, things I don’t even know the names of.”

“I could get to like your unit,” I said. “If someone in it would learn to cook edible period food, I could love it.”

“I had no idea you knew how to make all that reproduction hardware—I mean you do, don’t you?”

“Most of it, yes; or I can figure it out,” I said. “I’ve already done a lot of period medical instruments for dad, you know. And if I need help, I can always ask Faulk. If he doesn’t know how, he’ll know who does.”

“Faulk again,” Michael said, his good mood evaporating. “I’m sorry, but I’m really getting tired of hearing about Faulk all the time.”
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