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				ONE

				I sit on the edge of the bed waiting, the day I’ve feared for months finally here. I look around the room, only there’s not much to distract me. Everything is white: white walls, white curtains, white stone fireplace, even the furniture – bed, wardrobe, and a small dressing table set below a looking glass. On cloudy days, this lack of colour is soothing. But on the rare sunny winter day, such as today, the brightness is overwhelming.

				There’s a gentle rapping on the door.

				‘Come in,’ I call.

				The door squeaks open on its hinges and there’s John, standing in the doorway. He leans against the frame and watches me a moment, his brows creased in a frown.

				‘Are you ready?’ he finally asks.

				‘Would it matter if I’m not?’

				John crosses the room to sit beside me, somewhat gingerly. He’s dressed well today, in stiff blue trousers and matching blue coat, and a white shirt that somehow isn’t wrinkled. Hair that manages to be curly but not unruly. He looks like he could be going to a masque or a ball, someplace festive. Not where we’re really going.

				‘You’re going to be fine,’ he says. ‘We’re going to be fine. And if they make you leave, well’ – he smiles then, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes – ‘Iberia is beautiful, even this time of year. Think of the fun we’ll have.’

				I shake my head, feeling a rush of guilt at his being forced to make light of what’s about to happen: the council hearing. To face my crimes, to answer to the charge of treason against Harrow.

				When I was first summoned to attend, it was the week after Blackwell’s masque, after John and Peter brought me to their home. After we’d learned of Blackwell’s plan to steal the throne, to turn the hundreds of witches and wizards I helped capture into his army; after I gave John my stigma – the inky-black, elegantly scrawled XIII on my abdomen, the mark that healed me and gave me strength – and nearly died myself.

				I wasn’t conscious then, nor was I conscious when I received the second summons, nor the third. I received a total of six before I even opened my eyes, six more before I could take a step unassisted. They were coming at a rate of one or two a week before Nicholas put an end to it, assuring the council I would meet with them when I was ready.

				It took two months.

				And for two months, I’ve lived in the shadow of this hearing, wondering what will become of me. It’s unlikely the council will allow me to remain living here, not without a price attached. Becoming their assassin is Peter’s guess; their spy, John’s. But mine is exile: given an hour to collect my things, then an escort to the boundaries of Harrow, ordered never to return.

				‘If they make me leave, you’re not coming with me,’ I say. ‘Fifer, your father, your patients…you can’t leave them.’

				John stands up. ‘We talked about this.’

				Actually, John did all the talking; I did all the protesting.

				‘I don’t want to leave them, but I refuse to leave you,’ he continues. ‘And anyway, it won’t come to that. Nicholas won’t allow it.’ He takes my hand, gives it a gentle tug. ‘Come on. Let’s get this over with.’

				I get to my feet, reluctant. I’m dressed well, too, today, in a gown Fifer gave me. Shimmery, pale blue silk skirt, the bodice a darker blue brocade, trimmed with silver thread and white seed pearls. It’s the prettiest gown I’ve ever owned. It’s the only gown I’ve ever owned. Fifer even plaited my hair, pulling it into an elaborate rope that falls over my shoulder. I wanted to wear it down, like I usually do. But she insisted.

				‘With your hair like this, you look about fourteen,’ she said. ‘The younger you look, the more innocent you look. It’ll make the council think twice about exiling a child.’

				John reaches forward and gently grasps my plait, running his fingers down the length of it. I close my eyes against the sensation, against the feel of him standing so near. When I open them, he’s watching me carefully, and I know I’m looking back the same way.

				The sound of someone clearing his throat in the hallway breaks the spell. John steps away just as Peter appears at the door, concern etched into every line on his weathered face. Like John, he doesn’t quite look himself today. Dark curly hair, carefully combed. Dark beard, closely cropped. He’s clean, ironed, and starched, and if it weren’t for the sword at his side – broad, curved handle, a pirate’s blade – I might not recognise him.

				He gives us a quick once-over.

				‘Good, good. You both look good. Proper but not prim. Well groomed but not overly so.’ Peter leans in closer, taking in whatever he sees on our faces. ‘Mind, you might want to try and look a bit more sombre. Save the celebration for after, hmm?’

				I step back, away from John, but he only laughs and rolls his eyes.

				‘We should start out,’ Peter continues. ‘Best to be there early. We don’t know what kind of crowd we might run into.’

				At the word crowd, my stomach seizes into a knot. It’s something else I’ve feared since I was summoned to this hearing. Facing the people of Harrow, hearing their stories. Learning how I, or someone I know, have killed someone close to them; how I, or someone I know, have ruined their lives.

				Downstairs, John helps me into my coat. Long, made of blue wool and lined in rabbit fur – another gift from Fifer – and the three of us slip from the cottage into the bitter late-February air, the wind biting our faces and numbing our cheeks.

				John and Peter’s home, nicknamed Mill Cottage for the enormous waterwheel built into the attached barn, lies outside the village of Whetstone in northern Harrow, tucked at the end of a narrow dirt road that runs alongside a slow-moving river. It’s peaceful here, and quiet today as usual. Nothing but the sound of the water mill splashing softly in the banks and a pair of mallards swimming along the edge, squawking at us for food.

				Mill Cottage is a funny, charming little place, once three separate smaller homes that, over time, Peter combined into one larger one. It still maintains a rather haphazard look: The front house is long and low, brown stone with a weathered blue door and large, blue-paned windows. The middle house is red brick and the tallest of the three, the façade lined with small windows and a brick-columned smokestack. And the back house, where my bedroom is, dark grey brick with a thatched roof, surrounded by John’s lush physic gardens. He says they’ll be full of birds come spring, building nests and hatching chicks; nearly unliveable for all the noise.

				Not for the first time, I wonder: Will I still be here come spring? Will Mill Cottage? Will Harrow?

				It’s just over an hour’s walk from Whetstone to Hatch End, where the hearing will be. Peter says it’s tradition for every council meeting to be held at the residence of the head councilman – no longer Nicholas, not after his illness kept him from performing his duties, but a man named Gareth Fish. I met him once, at Nicholas’s home after I’d first arrived: tall and cadaverous in black, taking dictation. Peter said he’s a fair man, if a bit ardent; John and Fifer said nothing, their silence telling me all I needed to know.

				Our path runs across sloping, grassy terrain, marked occasionally by weather-logged signposts with arrows that point to the nearby hamlets that make up Harrow’s settlement: THEYDON BOIS, 3.2 MILES. MUDCHUTE, 17 MILES. HATCH END, 3.7 MILES. The sign reading UPMINSTER, 62 MILES has been crossed out and now reads in untidy scrawl beneath it: Hell lies this way.

				Winter has settled in everywhere I look. The grasses in the meadows and distant rolling hills brown and dotted with unmelted snow; the trees barren and lifeless. Farmhouses dot the landscape, smoke from fireplaces seeping from chimneys, sheep and cows and horses huddled in quiet, shivering masses under the brightness of the heatless sun. The scene is peaceful but with an underlying current of tension: a village lying in wait.

				‘Nicholas will be there already, along with Fifer.’ Peter’s voice breaks the frigid silence. ‘We debated whether Schuyler should come, but decided it was too much of a risk. We don’t want to draw any comparisons between his somewhat…capricious past and yours.’

				Schuyler. A revenant, lifeless and immortal but with almost unimaginable strength and power. He saved Nicholas’s life by helping me break the curse tablet that Blackwell used to try to kill Nicholas; he saved all our lives by pulling us out of Blackwell’s palace and onto Peter’s ship, bound for safety. But for all that, he’s still a thief and a liar, a goad and a miscreant, and despite Peter’s delicacy what he really means to say is that Schuyler’s past was violent, unpredictable, and untrustworthy. Just like mine.

				‘As for George,’ Peter says, ‘he wrote a lovely letter, which will be entered into evidence on your side.’

				In the days that followed Blackwell’s usurpation of the throne and Malcolm’s subsequent imprisonment, and before Blackwell closed Anglia’s borders, George – a spy once in the guise of the king’s fool – took a ship bound for Gaul. He was to meet with their king in a bid for troops and supplies, knowing that sooner or later, probably sooner, Blackwell would attack Harrow. There are too many people here who have the power to oppose him. And as long as Harrow exists, it will be a threat to him: an unsteady king on an unsteady throne.

				‘Then there’s Nicholas,’ Peter continues. ‘While it’s true he’s a bit diminished, politically speaking, after everything that’s happened’ – he waves his hand vaguely, but it’s clear he means me – ‘he’s still influential among the older Reformists. Of course, there are some in the council who argue that Nicholas is complicit in Blackwell’s takeover. That if he hadn’t been intent on helping you, on making sure your life was spared’ – a glance at John, who scowls – ‘we could have somehow stopped him.’

				The idea, it’s so absurd I almost laugh.

				‘Blackwell has been planning this for years,’ I say. ‘Decades, even. Since he started that plague that killed the king and queen. My parents. Half the country.’

				Peter holds his hands up, a conciliatory gesture. But I go on.

				‘Even if you’d known, you couldn’t have stopped it. I would have said that even before I knew he was a wizard.’ I think of the man I knew – the man I thought I knew. The man who was once Inquisitor, devoting his life to rooting out and destroying magic. Who spent his life plotting in secret and lying in attendance; who used me, Caleb and the rest of his witch hunters to capture witches and wizards so he could build an army, overthrow the king – his own nephew – and take over the country. ‘You don’t know Blackwell the way I do. You don’t know what he’s capable of.’

				I’ve stopped walking, and now instead of shivering I’m sweating beneath all this rabbit fur. John gives my hand a slight squeeze, and only then do I realise I was shouting.

				‘I do know,’ Peter says. ‘And the council needs to know, too. What Blackwell’s done, everything he’s done. With any luck, it will tell us something about what he plans to do next.’

				We’ve been over this strategy countless times. Nicholas wants to put me on the stand and have me tell them what I told him, things I’ve never told anyone else before. About my training, about how I became a witch hunter, about Caleb.

				Caleb.

				My stomach twists into a tight, painful knot the way it does every time I think of him. And I think about him often – too often. The way I raised my sword to try to kill Blackwell, the way Caleb threw himself in front of him. The way I killed Caleb instead.

				He needed me out of the way, I know that now. He saw me as an obstacle, as something keeping him from the ambition he so desperately needed to reach. But knowing that is still not enough to quell the guilt that eats at me, that has eaten at me every single day in the two months since his death.

				‘…and that’s it,’ Peter finishes. ‘That’s all you have to say. I realise we’ve been over it a hundred times. But it’s important to be prepared.’ I nod again, even though I didn’t hear a word he said. I never do. Every time he starts to talk about it, my thoughts drift to Caleb and I don’t hear anything else.

				We travel the rest of the way in relative silence. I’m too nervous to talk, Peter too tense, John too worried. John walks alongside me, brows furrowed, running a hand through his hair until his once-neat curls are nearly standing on end. It makes him seem boyish, younger than his nineteen years.

				The path before me begins to narrow, passing through a squeeze of trees lining the road. The trunks are high and twisted, their leafless branches curling and intertwining like fingers, forming a dense canopy to throw shade on the damp dirt beneath our feet and obscuring the view ahead.

				‘Mind your step.’ Peter points to the felled trunk blocking our path in the centre of the road. ‘These trees, they’re quite lovely in summer. But after the first of the winter rains, it seems as if half of them come down, quite a pain in the – God’s blood.’

				I hear John’s sharp intake of breath, and I look up and see them. Hundreds, maybe even a thousand people, lining the road to Gareth’s. For a moment, we stand there, the three of us rooted to the ground, staring at the faces of the men and women before us, who wear expressions ranging from curiosity to disgust to hatred.

				We push past them, shivering beneath wool cloaks and hats and scarves and gloves. I don’t recognise any of them but I recognise the look they give me, the way their eyes sweep over my too-fine gown and too-fine coat, and all at once the effort Fifer put into making me look respectable, into making me look innocent, all of it seems at best a farce, at worst an insult. I don’t belong here, and they all know it.

				‘Head up,’ Peter whispers. ‘You look hangdog. Worse, you look guilty.’

				‘I feel guilty,’ I say. ‘I do feel guilt.’

				‘Feeling guilt and looking guilty are two very different things,’ Peter says. ‘Now look, there’s Gareth ahead. He’ll lead us inside.’

				The endless sea of people ends at the low stone wall surrounding Gareth’s home. Sand-coloured brick two stories high, surrounded by an expanse of manicured gardens, trimmed low for winter. It’s bordered by a hill on one side, thick with dark, winter-hardy trees, and on the other, a cathedral. Separate from the home but built from the same sand-coloured brick, it’s fenced by a tall iron gate and fronted by a crumbled cemetery, full of irregularly planted slabs and crosses, mossy and weatherworn.

				Gareth, dressed in black council robes, the red-and-orange badge of the Reformists emblazoned on the front, strides toward us. He’s as I remember him: spindly and grey, pale blue eyes flashing behind wire-rimmed spectacles. He offers his hand to Peter and then to John, who shakes it without enthusiasm.

				‘I trust you found your way here without incident?’ Gareth says.

				‘We’re here, aren’t we?’ John mutters.

				Peter throws him a sharp look; John ignores it.

				‘No incident,’ Peter replies. ‘Though that’s down to luck more than intent, I reckon. I seem to recall your wanting to keep this a private affair? Looks like half the northern hamlets showed up.’

				Gareth offers a thin smile, a glint of an apology. ‘News travels fast in Harrow, you know that. Especially news of this magnitude.’ He looks to the crowd, now pressed in so close they’re nearly surrounding us. They’ve fallen silent, those in the back craning their heads, trying to hear him speak. ‘For many, this was the first they’d heard of Nicholas’s illness. It’s natural for them to be concerned for his well-being. He is a popular figure, of course.’ Gareth’s smile wavers just a bit. ‘I’m sure many here are grateful to Elizabeth for sparing his life.’

				‘She didn’t spare it, she saved it.’ John’s voice is sharp, irritated. Peter lays a hand on his shoulder but John ignores that, too. ‘And if people are so grateful to her, then why are we having this hearing at all?’

				‘I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way.’ Gareth spreads his hands, as if he himself is helpless to the machinations of the council, as if he himself is not the head of it. ‘The council calls the hearings, not the populace. Although I am sure the vote will bring their gratitude into consideration.’

				Of all the looks levelled in my direction, not one could pass for gratitude.

				‘In any event, the council is convened inside, waiting for your arrival. Shall we?’ Gareth gestures not at his home but at the neighbouring cathedral. ‘With the crowd such as it is, we had to move the hearing there. I assume there are no objections?’

				‘Would it matter if there were?’ John snaps.

				‘None at all,’ Peter says cheerfully. ‘Shall we?’

				Gareth leads us down the short path to the cathedral’s gate, the crowd pressing close behind. He opens it and waves us inside, striding quickly toward the front door, black cloak billowing behind him like a storm cloud. Peter steps through but I hesitate, feeling a sudden shiver of foreboding at my surroundings. The gates: like those at Ravenscourt, tall and forbidding. The crowd: like the one that protested in front of them, angry and demanding. The spire atop the cathedral: a judge pointing an accusatory finger. The tumble of tombstones: a jury waiting to pass sentence.

				‘It will all be over soon,’ John whispers in my ear, his hand steady on my back.

				I turn to him and that’s when I see it: a split second of movement, a man in a blur of black, and that familiar sound, the creaking of wood, the sound yew makes when strung with hemp; a bow with an arrow nocked and ready to fly.

				The scream tears out of my mouth just as the arrow tears through the neck of the man standing right beside John.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				TWO

				The man’s mouth opens wide, in shock as much as horror. Blood fountains from the wound in his neck, saturating his shirt even before he drops to the ground with a heavy thump, like an overstuffed sack of turnips.

				The crowd around us erupts in screams. Another arrow, two, zing through the air. Another man goes down, then a woman.

				Peter yanks his sword from the scabbard with one hand, points toward the cathedral with the other. ‘Go! Get inside. Both of you. Now.’ He charges past us, back out the gate, and disappears into the crowd.

				John grabs my arm, vicelike, and pushes me down the path ahead of the people who push and scream behind us. He shoves open the cathedral door and Fifer stands on the threshold, pale and pretty in an emerald velvet gown, her hair pulled back tightly from her face.

				‘What’s happening?’ Her normally gravelly voice is thin with fear. ‘I heard screams—’

				‘We’re under attack.’ John thrusts me through the door. Throngs of people crowd behind him, push around him, come between us. He’s released me and is now disappearing from sight, back out the door again. ‘Stay inside,’ I hear him call. ‘Don’t come out, no matter what.’

				‘John!’

				‘Don’t come out!’ he repeats. I hear his voice but I don’t see him. I call his name again, but he’s gone.

				I skirt along the back wall of the cathedral and down the side aisle toward the transept, Fifer on my heels. People crowd the nave, fill the pews, all of them screaming and pushing.

				‘Where’s Nicholas?’ I shout.

				‘With the rest of the council,’ she shouts back. ‘They convene in the crypt before hearings; they hadn’t come up because you weren’t here yet.’

				I stop before a tall arched window overlooking the graveyard. A dozen or so men, John and Peter among them, stand huddled beyond the gates. Peter presses a sword in John’s hand and before I can make sense of what’s happening, before I can reconcile the sight of John holding a weapon, they scatter.

				I slip off my rabbit coat, let it slide to the ground. Lift up the outer skirt of my gown, tear off the kirtle underneath.

				Fifer’s mouth drops open in horror. ‘What are you doing?’

				‘What does it look like?’ I kick the fabric aside. ‘I’m going to help.’

				‘I see that,’ Fifer snaps. ‘I meant, what are you doing to that gown?’

				I shoot her a look.

				‘You can’t go out there.’ She changes tack. ‘You could get hurt.’ She casts a furtive glance around, but the people crushed around us aren’t paying attention; even if they were, they couldn’t hear us above the fray. ‘You could die.’

				‘Which is why I need weapons,’ I say. ‘Some of the men here must be armed. A sword, or knives, preferably, but I’ll take anything.’

				Fifer hesitates, scowling. Finally she picks up the hem of her heavy velvet skirt and pushes into the crowd. I turn back to the window. Arrows fly indiscriminately; men – I can’t see who – dart behind trees, hedges, headstones. There’s shouting inside, shouting outside; I can’t make sense of anything. Moments later, Fifer reappears behind me, carrying a handful of silver-handled knives. She passes them to me one by one, handle first.

				‘I don’t know if they’re what you want,’ she says, ‘but I had to steal them, so I don’t want a word of complaint.’

				A grin slides across my face at the feel of their cool, comforting weight. I pick up my discarded kirtle, slice off a strip with one of the knives, tie it around my waist into a makeshift belt. Shove the rest of my weapons inside, then step to the small door beside the window and unbolt the latch.

				‘Lock it after I leave,’ I tell her. ‘Don’t open it again, not for anyone.’

				‘Don’t do anything stupid,’ she replies before shutting the door and sliding the heavy bolt back into place.

				Before me, the cemetery and the surrounding gates. Beyond that, trees, and then an expanse of brown rolling hills. To my right, men fighting and shouting, Peter among them. I don’t see John but I do see two others, not archers in black but townsmen in simple winter robes, lying face-up in the grass, arrows lodged in their chests. Dead.

				I edge my way toward the front of the cathedral. I don’t make more than a few feet before an arrow sings by me, lodging itself in a crack in the stone. It’s followed by another, then another. They arrange themselves in a neat little row, not six inches in front of my face. The aim is not a mistake, it’s a warning. I crash to the ground. Crawl on my stomach across the dirt and grass, take refuge behind a crumbled slab pocked with lichen and moss. Arrange my thoughts, as neatly as the arrows messaged before me.

				First, find the shooter. The arrows came in high, landed low; somewhere in the trees, then. Second, kill the shooter. I slide a knife from my belt and dart from behind the headstone to another, my eyes on the shadowed branches above me, inviting him to show himself.

				Where are you? I think.

				A reply comes in the form of yet another arrow, this one skimming the space between my third and fourth fingers, wrapped around the corner of the stone. I jerk my hand away, the smallest yelp escaping my lips as a stream of blood runs down my fingers, a crimson streak against pale skin. Out of habit, I wait for it, but it doesn’t come. Not the flash of heat in my abdomen, not the sharp, prickling sensation. Because out of habit, I forget I no longer have my stigma.

				I duck behind the slab again and assess. I’m bleeding, I’m cornered. I’m armed but not as much as I’d like, and I can’t spot my attacker. I have no advantage. But I didn’t survive two years of witch-hunter training without knowing how to make the most of a disadvantage. Unbidden, Blackwell’s voice rings through my head: In order to regain lost advantage, you must always do the unexpected.

				So I do the one thing I shouldn’t do when surrounded by a hidden enemy: I stand up. I hear it then, the tiniest sound – a ruffle of leaves, a barely suppressed grunt of surprise. It’s enough. I spot him perched in a low branch of an oak tree, camouflaged by the boughs of a nearby evergreen. I slide one of the heavy silver knives from my belt. Pull back my arm, take aim, throw.

				And I miss.

				Damnation.

				A short, derisive laugh; the soft thud of feet hitting ground. Whoever was in the tree is out of it now, and he’s coming for me. Footsteps. The rustle of fingers on fletching, the drawing back of an arrow. So I do the only other thing I can do when surrounded by a hidden enemy:

				I turn. And I run.

				The arrow whistles over my head, just barely and by mistake – my foot gets tangled in the hem of my gown and I tumble to the ground. Roll to my back, scrabble for another knife, but it’s too late: The archer is standing over me. Dark hair, stocky build, early twenties. I don’t know him, but he seems to know me. He regards me with a half-suppressed smirk, a shake of his head.

				‘From everything I’ve heard about you, I’d hoped for a better fight than this.’

				‘Who are you?’ I ask.

				The archer doesn’t bother to reply. He pulls another arrow from his quiver, slowly nocks it in place, never taking his eyes from mine.

				‘I like a good sport,’ he says. ‘Blackwell assured me you’d be one. He’ll be disappointed to hear he was wrong.’ He cocks his head to the side, considering. ‘Perhaps not that disappointed.’

				I shuffle back and away from him, from the arrow now aimed directly at my face. I don’t get far, backing into another headstone, the rough surface digging into my spine.

				The archer swings his bow back and forth, slowly, as if taking inventory of my features. ‘You have pretty eyes,’ he says. ‘Seems a shame to shoot you there, but it’s the best place, you know. It’ll only hurt for a moment.’

				I notice it then: the badge stitched on the front of his black wool cloak. It’s a grotesque thing: a red rose strangled by its own thorny green stem and pierced through the top with a green-hilted sword. I’ve never seen it before now, but I know exactly what it is: Blackwell’s new emblem.

				‘He won’t win,’ I whisper. They’re my last words; I should make them count. ‘Blackwell. He thinks he’ll win. But he won’t.’

				A shrug. ‘He already has.’

				I don’t reply; I only wait. For the arrow to pierce my skull, my brain; wait for death. I close my eyes, as if it will hurt less that way.

				Then, in the space between one moment and the next, it happens. A footfall, the tread of boots on the soft grass, the snap of a twig. My eyes fly open as the archer whirls around but not in time, not before the blade lands hard across his neck and down his back, nearly slicing him in two.

				His dark eyes go blank. A spray of blood spurts from his mouth onto my face, my arms, my dress. The archer sways once, twice, then topples to the forest floor like a felled tree. Behind him is John, his blue jacket and trousers no longer stiff but wrinkled and torn, his white shirt no longer white but red with blood.

				He drops to his knees beside me. ‘Are you all right?’ He cups my face in his hands, turns it gently from side to side. ‘He didn’t get you, did he?’

				My eyes dart from the downed archer, his blood spattered all over the tombstones and pooling crimson beneath him, to the sword in John’s hand, also dripping blood.

				‘Elizabeth.’ John tilts my head toward his with a finger on my chin.

				‘He got my hand,’ I finally reply. ‘But I’m fine.’

				John swipes his thumb over the still-bleeding cut. ‘It’s not deep, but I should take a closer look at it later anyway.’ He pulls me to my feet. ‘I saw him watching you. He was in the tree, firing at us, then he stopped as soon as you stepped from the cathedral. Why did you do that? I told you to stay inside. You could have been killed.’

				A look passes between us, and in it is the unspoken realisation of how different things are now. I am not the person I was when we met, not the person I was three months ago. A witch hunter then, invincible; bearer of a stigma and the subject of a prophecy: the most wanted person in Anglia.

				I don’t know who I am now.

				‘You shouldn’t be out here,’ he goes on. ‘It’s too dangerous. You’re not well enough, and you’re not…’ He stops himself, but I seize on his words anyway.

				‘I’m not what?’ I pull away from him. ‘Not strong? Not useful? That I’m not able to fight anymore so I should just stay away since I’m not wanted anyway?’ The words pour out of me before I can think better of them.

				‘That’s not what I meant and you know it.’

				‘I’m sorry,’ I reply quickly, because I do know it. ‘I shouldn’t have said that, and –’ I fall silent as it hits me then, what John has done. He used a weapon, and he killed someone. The boy who has done nothing but save lives has now gone and taken one. ‘You killed him.’ I glance at the archer at our feet.

				‘Yes,’ John agrees. ‘But I’m not sorry for it. I would do it again if I had to, if it meant protecting you, or anyone else.’

				I blink at the sudden vehemence in his voice.

				‘I don’t want you to do that,’ I say. ‘That’s not what you do.’

				‘I think we’re all going to do things we don’t want to before this is all over,’ he says. ‘Let’s go. We got them all, at least I think we did. But we’ll want to do a head count inside, make sure everyone’s accounted for.’

				We thread through the cemetery to the front of the cathedral where a huddle of men gather – Peter, Gareth, a handful of others I don’t recognise. They stand beside a line of bodies, a trail of blood leading up to and soaking the ground beside them.

				‘How many?’ I ask. ‘I saw one man down when I came out, one of ours. Did they get anyone else? Did we get any more of theirs?’

				‘Five.’ John shoots me a grim look. ‘Four men, one woman, all of them ours. Of theirs, we only got the one. The others – we counted four more – disappeared as soon as we gave chase.’

				Harrow is a ten-mile-long stretch of land surrounded by a magical protective barrier, allowing in only those who reside here or, like me, are accompanied by those who reside here. But with Blackwell’s claim to the throne, and the revelation that he, too, possesses magical ability, Harrow has become exposed and vulnerable. With hundreds of witches and wizards missing since the Inquisition began four years ago, there’s no telling who are dead and who may have turned traitor, either by choice or by force. But someone has, and now they’re letting Blackwell’s men inside Harrow.

				The first breach happened a month ago. A single man – he was thought to be a spy or scout – was caught in the village of More-on-the-Marsh, about halfway between John’s house in Whetstone and Gareth’s in Hatch End. He was discovered quite by accident: He fell out of the tree he’d been sleeping in, frightening a pair of wizards fishing in a nearby pond at dawn, and ran away before they could catch him.

				The second breach was more sinister. Three men were caught creeping through the Mudchute, a desolate area full of patchwork fields that stretch south from the populated settlements in northern Harrow, to the border. They weren’t after anything, they weren’t armed, and they didn’t run away when they were caught. They simply disappeared into thin air.

				Despite the fear running through Harrow that Blackwell’s men are being allowed through, there’s a contrary undercurrent of hope. Because for many, the idea that someone they love, someone they thought was dead but is instead traitorous and alive, is a seductive one. But since John watched his own mother and sister burn to death on the stake in front of him, it’s not one he can indulge in.

				Over a year on, he still struggles with it. Although I may not be responsible for their capture, I am complicit. And I know he struggles with that, too.

				‘Where did you learn how to use a sword?’ I ask.

				‘I’ve known how to use a sword since before I could walk,’ John replies, a wan smile on his face. ‘A benefit of having a pirate for a father, I suppose.’

				‘You use it well,’ I say cautiously.

				He nods, noncommittal. ‘I’ve never had much use for it, but I’m glad for it now. Especially after today.’

				I want to tell him to be careful. I want to tell him how it goes. That first you kill for a reason, then you kill for an excuse. Then you kill for neither, and bit by bit the lives you take begin to steal from your own. I saw it happen to Caleb just as I felt it happen to me. I can’t watch it happen to John.

				But before I can say this, before I can get out a word, Nicholas rounds into sight. I feel a rush of relief to see him alive, unharmed, but that relief quickly turns to dread the moment he joins the other men, all of them pointing at me, at the cathedral, Gareth nodding, adamant.

				Peter breaks away as we approach, Nicholas following close behind. Peter grasps John in a tight embrace before turning to me and doing the same. Nicholas regards me closely, his clear, dark-eyed gaze moving from the blood on my clothes to the blood on my hand. We both say nothing as the others descend upon us, still in rapid conversation.

				‘What’s going on?’ John says.

				‘I wanted to gather the women and children into small groups, escort them back to their homes,’ Peter replies. ‘Set up a revolving perimeter, armed men to patrol the barrier around Harrow day and night to ensure no further breaches.’

				‘To which I agreed,’ Nicholas says. ‘I also agreed that the hearing can wait. With what’s happened today, we have more important matters to attend to.’

				I breathe a sigh of relief at this stay of execution, that I can have a few more days, a week, perhaps, to prepare. Until Gareth says, ‘On the contrary. I think now is the perfect time to hold the hearing.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				THREE

				John steps in front of me, as if to shield me from the idea. ‘No. We don’t have to hold the hearing today. It can be postponed.’

				‘Unfortunately, that isn’t how it works,’ Gareth says. ‘The council has been convened, the font to tally the votes has been readied. Neither can be adjourned until a resolution is met.’ He looks to Nicholas. ‘These were the rules you yourself instated, when you set up the council.’

				‘The rules were put in place to prevent treachery within the jury, as you well know,’ Nicholas replies. ‘It’s to prevent threats from within the council, not without.’

				‘Precisely,’ Gareth says. ‘Which is why they do not apply. The people in Harrow came today for answers. That is what they will get.’

				‘They came for answers, but instead they got an assault,’ Peter says. ‘They’re frightened. Let them go home.’

				‘If you’re asking me to reconvene the council in order to give our enemies yet another chance to attack us en masse, I must decline,’ Gareth says. ‘It’s no coincidence the attack happened today, that it happened here. Blackwell’s men knew where we would be. Where she would be.’ He glances at me, whatever ease he felt toward me earlier now gone. ‘They’re looking for her, there is no doubt about that. And we need to decide what to do about that. Today.

				‘However, I will not stop you from leaving if you feel you need to,’ Gareth continues, looking to Nicholas. ‘Bylaws state that the head of the council can enter in a vote for an absentee member. I would be more than happy to do that for you.’

				Nicholas doesn’t reply, but the anger in his dark eyes speaks for him.

				The first time I saw Gareth, I thought he was a clerk. That night, Peter told me he was actually a member of the council, and now he’s the head of it. Something about that reminds me of Blackwell, gaining advantage at the expense of someone else’s disadvantage. And that’s when I decide. While it might be to my benefit to put the hearing off until another time, I don’t want Harrow to suffer.

				‘Gareth is right.’ I turn to Nicholas. ‘We should have the hearing today. There’s no sense in putting it off any longer.’

				Perhaps Nicholas expected I would say this, perhaps he hoped I would; either way, his only response is a crisp nod.

				‘Excellent.’ Gareth claps his hands, then gestures back toward the cathedral. ‘Shall we?’

				‘Can she change clothes, at the very least?’ John says. ‘She’s covered in blood. There’s no need for anyone to see her like this.’ He doesn’t say it but he doesn’t have to – all the effort Fifer went through to dress me and make me look like a young girl, an innocent girl, it’s undone, and now I’ll stand in front of the council looking like the very thing they’re trying to hide.

				A killer.

				‘I’m afraid that’s not possible.’ It’s Nicholas who replies this time. ‘If the council has been called to session and the subject of that session is physically within the grounds, they may not leave until it has been adjourned.’

				Gareth nods. ‘Those are indeed the rules.’

				John throws me a quick glance, then peels off his jacket and drapes it around my shoulders. My once-beautiful blue silk-and-brocade gown is now ripped and stained with dirt and grass and blood, my once-carefully plaited hair tumbles in disarray over my shoulders. John’s coat covers some of it. But more than what it covers is what it uncovers: my reliance on him, his allegiance to me, our connection to each other that hurts him as much as it helps me.

				The doors creak heavily on their hinges as Gareth pushes them open. Inside, in the relative calm, I see things I didn’t before. A font of water in an elaborate stone vessel standing in the narthex, the water swirling around of its own accord. Rows of shining oak pews, blood-red kneeling cushions hanging from tiny hooks along the back. The red, blue, and white Anglian flag draping from the timbered ceilings alongside the Reformist flag in black, red, and orange. The entire space smells sharply of incense – frankincense, benzoin, myrrh. Soothing scents, though not today.

				As before, the pews are filled with people, so many that they spill into the aisles, along the back and the sides. And they’re all looking at me.

				Maybe it’s the dim, kaleidoscopic light, maybe it’s the chill inside the cathedral, maybe it’s fear, but the edges of my vision go dark and I’m seized with an urge to run. Out these doors, through that tree-felled tunnel, across the sloping meadows and past the borders of Harrow. But where would I go? It’s been a constant question ever since those herbs spilled from my pocket, branded me a witch and landed me in jail, turned me into a traitor and changed my life forever.

				A hand grasps my shoulder, spins me around. Nicholas steps in close, his tall, dark figure towering above me.

				‘You’ll be tempted, but do not lie.’ His voice is low. ‘They will ask you questions you will not want to answer but if you do not tell the truth, they will know it. Tell them what you know, how you know it, just the way you told me. The rest,’ he adds, ‘will take care of itself.’

				The rest will take care of itself. Everything else will follow. These words, these catechisms, they continue to demand an audience of me. First Nicholas asked me to allow someone else’s prophecy to be my guide, now he asks me to let someone else’s judgment be my fate. His faith is meant to be encouraging, I know. But this same faith is asking me to put my life in someone else’s hands, and so far, experience has shown me that’s the worst place for it to be.

				Gareth steps forward and takes my arm. John releases me and reluctantly, I walk up the aisle with Gareth. Everyone else remains seated as I pass. I can feel their eyes on me, hear their whispers. I feel like a bride, in the most ill-conceived, ill-fated marriage ever imagined.

				We reach the pulpit, scrolled and elaborate and painted gold, the stand carved into the shape of a raven: a messenger of truth but also a symbol of misfortune and deception. Lined up before it is a row of chairs, all of them plain but for the one in the centre. It’s large and uncomfortable-looking, all sharp angles and battered wood, the back spiked to a point. All four of the fat wooden legs are carved into the shape of a lion.

				A door behind the altar opens. Out walk a line of men, all dressed identically to Gareth and Nicholas. Plain, floor-length robes, hooded and velvety black, adorned with the Reformist herald: a small sun surrounded by a square, then a triangle, then another circle, a snake devouring its own tail: an Ouroboros. The councilmen. My judge and jury.

				Gareth leads me to the chair in the centre, gestures for me to sit. Immediately, a set of chains spring from the arms and legs, bracketing themselves around my wrists and ankles. The carved wooden lions roar to life, snapping their jaws, growling, flexing splintery-sharp wooden claws. I jerk away but go nowhere as John, seated in the front row beside Fifer and Peter, clambers to his feet in protest. Peter grabs his shoulder and pulls him down.

				Gareth steps to his place behind the pulpit – the seventeenth councillor but the only one who counts – and clears his throat.

				‘Before we begin, I think it’s only appropriate to observe a moment of silence, in honour of those killed in the attacks today.’

				He reads the names of Harrow’s four dead men and one dead woman, then turns and addresses the crowd.

				‘As you all know, we have convened here today to determine whether Elizabeth Grey should be allowed the privilege of remaining within the protective borders of Harrow, or whether she should be banished, never to return.’

				There’s a low murmuring from the pews.

				Gareth continues. ‘Today’s attacks mark the third breach of security, the third time Blackwell – the new ruling king of Anglia – has managed to infiltrate Harrow. But it is the first time he has sent his men to retrieve what I believe he sees as his property. While it is our policy – that is to say, a Reformist policy – to offer protection to those who seek it, we must determine whether this protection can and should be offered at the expense of our own safety.’

				‘The attacks on Harrow are no fault of Elizabeth’s,’ Nicholas says. ‘Whether she is here or not, Blackwell’s men would come.’

				‘We have lived in Harrow in safety for many years without incident,’ Gareth replies. ‘I find it impossible to believe that her arrival and these attacks are mere coincidence.’

				‘I imagine we all found it impossible to believe that the former Inquisitor would turn out to be a wizard,’ Nicholas responds. ‘Yet so it is.’

				‘The girl is dangerous,’ begins one councilman. He’s the oldest of the men, even older than Nicholas, his pale skin and wispy white hair stark against his black robe. ‘I cannot discount that. But she saved Nicholas’s life, and I cannot discount that, either. Were it not for her, he would be dead.’

				A pair of men sitting side by side nod in unison. ‘Indeed, she did save a life,’ one of them says. ‘Of course, one could argue that saving one life is not quite recompense for the lives she has taken.’ He fixes me with a pair of mismatched eyes: one deep brown, the other canary yellow. ‘And how many lives would that be, Miss Grey?’

				I pause a moment, considering a lie. As if on cue, I catch the minute shake of Nicholas’s head. I feel the weight of a thousand pairs of eyes on me, and I start to sweat beneath John’s heavy blue coat. And I look away as I answer the question that not even he has dared to ask me.

				‘Forty-one,’ I murmur.

				‘What’s that?’ The man’s single yellow eye gleams with malice. ‘I don’t think the people in the back can hear.’

				‘Forty-one,’ I say again, a little louder.

				The man gives a grim nod. ‘As I say. Forty-one lives gone, one life spared—’

				‘Saved.’ Nicholas corrects the man, the same way John corrected Gareth. ‘She did not spare my life, she saved it. And she has saved others.’ Nicholas looks to Fifer but not to John. No one on the council knows what I did to save him. ‘Given the opportunity, she may save far more.’

				‘You’re not suggesting we allow a witch hunter—’

				‘Former witch hunter,’ Nicholas interrupts quietly.

				‘To fight with us? For us?’ The two councilmen look at each other, puffed as a pair of crows. ‘How are we to believe this isn’t all part of a trap? A plan she concocted with Blackwell to get inside Harrow and do away with us all?’

				Silence falls as the whole of the cathedral considers his words. Considers the idea that I might be playing my part in a trap, one set by Blackwell and that results in my killing everyone inside Harrow. It’s impossible.

				Except that it’s not.

				‘It isn’t.’ I grip the hard, square armrests, hating the tremulous sound of my voice but afraid to raise it any higher. ‘I would never help Blackwell. Not anymore.’

				The councilmen look down the line to one another, exchanging glances that range from surprise to disbelief. Mainly disbelief.

				‘I don’t want to hurt anyone. I never did, not really,’ I say. ‘When I became a witch hunter, I was just a child. I didn’t realise what it meant – what it would mean. But I didn’t know what else to do.’ It’s a pitiful excuse, the worst. But it’s the truth.

				‘But whether I stay or go, whether I am here or not, Blackwell is coming after you,’ I continue. ‘He wants Harrow. Under his thumb or gone, but he will not stop until he gets what he wants. That is something you have to know about him – he always gets what he wants.’

				The councillors look down the row at one another again.

				‘If you do allow me to stay, I can help you,’ I say. ‘I can help keep him away. I can help try to do away with him.’ I purposely avoid the word kill. ‘I worked with him for three years, lived under his roof for two. I know him.’

				‘Not well enough, I’d say,’ the yellow-eyed councillor retorts. ‘Otherwise you’d have known he was a wizard. Despite everything you say you know about him, somehow the most important thing managed to escape you completely. It was right in front of you.’

				‘I thought he was using one of you!’ My voice rises to a pitch; the lions at my feet bare their teeth at me in warning. ‘I thought he was using a wizard to perform magic for him. He told me he hated magic. I didn’t know it was a lie!’

				‘How could you not know?’ This from the old white-haired man. He doesn’t sound angry, just bewildered. ‘Nicholas assured us you were an educated, intelligent girl.’

				‘But that’s just it,’ I say, and my voice is quiet again. ‘I’m just a girl. Or, I was, when I went to live with him. I was thirteen years old. I was looking for him to be a teacher, a mentor.’ I almost don’t say the next word, but then I do. ‘A father, after I lost my own. Not a wizard.’

				That’s when I tell them everything: the truth the way Nicholas wanted me to tell it. How I was the king’s mistress. How I was arrested for carrying herbs that prevented me from conceiving his child, then sentenced to death, only to be saved by Nicholas. How I discovered Blackwell was a wizard before setting out to find the tablet Blackwell cursed in order to kill Nicholas, that the only reason I could find it, resting in that dark, dank, mouldy, and deathly tomb, was that Blackwell wanted to kill me first.

				‘He betrayed me, too,’ I finish. ‘I believed the things Blackwell told me. I didn’t have any reason not to. I didn’t go around looking for lies, like I do now. But I know now, and I can help you stop him.’ I look at John then, his hazel eyes going wide as he guesses what I’m about to say next: ‘I will fight for y—’

				John is on his feet before I finish the sentence.

				‘She can’t fight,’ he says. ‘She’s still recovering. She’s still not strong enough. And she doesn’t—’ John cuts himself off as he catches himself, about to announce to the whole of Harrow that I no longer have my stigma.

				It was Nicholas’s idea to keep this a secret from the council. His fear was that if they knew I didn’t have it, the threat today wouldn’t be exile; it would be execution.

				‘She nearly died,’ John finishes, and it’s a long moment before he sits again, resistance giving way to resignation.

				‘I’m afraid I have to agree.’ A councilman, quiet up until now, speaks from his chair to my right. ‘She’s a child. And as Mr Raleigh points out, an unwell child at that.’ His eyes, a deep cornflower blue, sweep over me, observant but not unkind. ‘I fail to see what she can do for us that we cannot do for ourselves.’

				I bristle a little at this: at being called a child, at being underestimated.

				‘She was one of Blackwell’s best witch hunters,’ Gareth points out. I feel a rush of gratitude at his defence, until I realise it is most likely an offense. ‘And there is the inarguable truth that she did manage to infiltrate Blackwell’s fortress, fight her way from that tomb, and destroy the curse tablet.’

				The line of councilmen erupts with comments.

				‘She showed a tremendous amount of courage—’

				‘—went back into that tomb after nearly being buried alive the first time—’

				‘She managed to get into his palace once before, perhaps she can do it again—’

				‘Aside from fighting,’ Nicholas interrupts, ‘there are many other ways in which Elizabeth can help. She can help train an army. She can provide us with information. About Blackwell’s strategy, his home, his defences. His witch hunters. Of course, you understand this is why he is intent on hunting her down. He knows that in the wrong hands, this information could be a weapon.’

				‘You speak of training an army,’ another councilman says to Nicholas. ‘What army? All we’ve got assembled are guards, a handful of pirates, and some noblemen.’ He glances into the pews. ‘We don’t have strength, and we don’t have numbers. Not unless we want to start requiring men to fight. Men who have no experience fighting.’

				‘We will get troops,’ Nicholas says. ‘But negotiating for them is not a straightforward matter. Gaul has offered men but understandably, they’re wary. They’ve got their own borders to protect, and while they certainly do not side with Blackwell, they also do not want to risk his animosity. What happened with King Malcolm is not something the Gallic king wishes to repeat.’

				The night of the masque, after Peter came for us and we disappeared from Greenwich Tower, Malcolm and Queen Margaret were arrested and thrown into the depths of Fleet, the most notorious prison in Anglia. Their arrest frightened everyone in Harrow. To orchestrate the incarceration, and possible murder, of a monarch is something not even the staunchest Reformist would consider.

				‘And in the meantime?’ The blue-eyed man addresses Nicholas. ‘You can’t expect Blackwell to wait until we manage to recruit troops. He won’t wait for them to arrive before he attacks. That’s weeks from now at the earliest. What do we do until then?’

				‘Prepare,’ Nicholas says. ‘Assemble our guards, recruit more men. Men who are willing and able to train, men who are not able but who are willing. Open our borders to outsiders willing to fight for us.’

				He turns to the pews. Makes eye contact with those sitting toward the front.

				‘It’s not enough to wait; it’s not enough to deny. Nor is it necessary to place blame, point fingers, punish.’ Nicholas looks to the councilmen then, at each of them in turn. ‘We’ve hidden long enough. The fight has not just been brought to our doorstep, it’s through the threshold and it stands inside and it carries a sword. Sending Elizabeth into exile will not close that door, nor will turning her over to the enemy. We must show Blackwell that he cannot simply take what he wants, that Harrow will not fall as long as we are here to defend it. And Elizabeth can help us do that.’

				The men and women in the pews, moved by Nicholas’s words, murmur and nod to one another. Gareth looks from Nicholas to me, to the councilmen.

				‘Let us prepare to vote.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				FOUR

				The councilmen rise from their chairs and start down the aisle toward the entrance, stopping beside the water-filled font I passed on my way in. The man at the front holds up a hand, index finger pointed to the sky. Holding back his velvety, bell-shaped sleeve with the other hand, he plunges his finger into the bowl.

				From where I’m seated, I can see the water, a slow, tepid swirl before, begin to pick up speed, a few droplets splashing into the air. After a moment, a small puff of steam erupts and he removes his hand from the bowl. Then, one by one, each councilman repeats the process.

				As the last man steps from the font, the water stops swirling, turning placid and still as a mirror, silvery and beckoning. It’s not a font of holy water, as I first thought when I saw it. It’s a scrying bowl.

				I’ve found a few inside the homes of wizards I’ve arrested, but I’ve never seen one in use before. They’re used to read the thoughts of many people instead of only one, the way a scrying mirror does. Water is a conductor, and an element of truth: impossible to lie to, no doubt to prevent votes from being fixed or made under duress. This must be part of the council rules that Nicholas instated; the magic bears his hallmark: simple, honest, resolute.

				Each councilman steps forward and peers inside. Some give a quick glance; some take a longer look. But they each, after seeing whatever it is they see, nod before proceeding back up the aisle and settling into their chairs again, their velvet cloaks a sigh against the wood.

				Gareth steps behind the pulpit. Before I can swipe my damp palms against the wooden armrests, he speaks.

				‘It’s a tie.’

				Fifer looks to me, then John, a grim smile of solidarity passing her lips. Peter’s face shows alarm; he knows it’s likely I will be sent away, and his only son with me. Because eight against eight, a tie, must be broken, and only Gareth, as head of the council, can do it.

				‘To stay or to go.’ Gareth’s voice holds the tone of a man who revels in every eye being on him – which they are – and having the fate of someone in his hands – which it is. ‘It’s clear some of you see Elizabeth Grey as a danger. Someone untrustworthy, someone violent, someone disloyal.’

				Fifer opens her mouth to object, but closes it quickly. She can’t object, because it’s true. If I were loyal, I’d still be with Blackwell. The way Caleb was, until the very end.

				‘By that same token, because we are up against someone untrustworthy, violent, and disloyal, I see that many of you consider that an advantage.’

				Nicholas watches Gareth as he speaks. His dark eyes harden, obsidian, and I know that look well. It’s the look he gave me when his seer, Veda, told him I was a witch hunter. That I was not the wronged innocent girl he believed me to be. I feared him then, and despite everything he’s done for me, I fear him still.

				‘Despite my initial misgivings, I, too, see this as an advantage,’ Gareth continues. ‘But the condition by which you will be permitted to remain in Harrow is not only that you fight. It is not enough for you to train our army, not enough to catalogue what you know. I want you to use your training to turn against the man who trained you.’ A pause before his words, hard as steel, clash through the silent cathedral. ‘I want you to kill him.’

				Here I sit: chained to a chair in a blood-soaked gown with a blood-soaked past, being asked once more to trade on violence for the sake of peace. I look to John. He holds my stare, the weight of it telling me what he wants me to do. He wants me to decline, to refuse, to be exiled so that we can leave Anglia together, for somewhere he believes we will be safe.

				But I was never one to do what others wanted me to.

				‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I will fight for you. I will’ – I stop on the word before pronouncing it with more force than I feel – ‘I will kill him.’

				Gareth nods at me, satisfied; he gets the response he wants. But John startles me with one I don’t when he climbs to his feet and says, ‘Then I will fight for you, too.’

				The pews erupt with voices but one, more musical than the rest, cuts through them all.

				‘You can’t. He can’t.’

				I – along with everyone else – turn to see Chime, that pretty dark-haired girl from the Winter’s Night party who laid claim to John before I came along, on her feet. She glares at the councilman to my left, the one with the same cornflower-blue eyes as hers. At once, I know who he is; Fifer told me all about him. Chime’s father, Lord Fitzroy Cranbourne Calthorpe-Gough.

				‘I really must object.’ He glances at his daughter, then back at Gareth, his handsome face etched in a scowl. ‘I don’t see how allowing a healer to fight will help us.’

				‘I don’t see how it can hurt,’ Gareth says. ‘You yourself said we had no army, no men. Now we have one more.’ He flashes a brittle, indulgent smile at John, who doesn’t smile back.

				‘This is war,’ Lord Cranbourne Calthorpe-Gough continues. ‘There will be injuries. John Raleigh is a healer. He saves lives. He does not take them.’

				‘Yet he took one today with very little hesitation,’ Gareth responds. ‘And from what I saw, he did it very well. He’s already in this fight.’
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