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CHAPTER ONE - VIOLET


 


 


The mud squelches beneath Ash's boots as he stumbles, his weight pressing against my shoulder like a physical reminder that time is running out. Each labored breath he takes sends a spike of panic through my chest, and I tighten my grip around his waist, willing my own strength to somehow transfer to him.


"Just a little further," I whisper, though I'm not sure if I'm trying to convince him or myself. The marshy wasteland stretches endlessly before us, a desolate expanse of standing water and skeletal trees that looks nothing like the vibrant ecosystem that once surrounded Haven.


Ash's red blood magic flickers weakly beneath his skin, barely visible through the fever flush that's taken hold of his face. The wounds Canus inflicted during their brutal duel have stopped bleeding, but the edges look wrong—swollen and discolored despite every healing herb I could find in my rapidly diminishing supplies. The infection is spreading faster than my basic knowledge can counter, and we both know it.


"Violet." His voice is rougher than it was this morning, each word scraped raw by the effort of speaking. "The others made it to the eastern marshes. You should—"


"Don't." I cut him off with more sharpness than I intended, then soften my tone. "Don't even suggest it. We've been through this."


He doesn't argue, but I feel the weight of his unspoken thoughts through the connection that still lingers between us. He's calculating distances, measuring his deteriorating condition against the unknown miles that separate us from Silverbrook. Trying to determine if his life is worth the risk to mine.


The answer is simple: it is. Even if I can't quite bring myself to say the words aloud yet.


A branch snaps somewhere behind us, and we both freeze. The sound echoes strangely in the empty marshland, too sharp and deliberate to be caused by settling debris from Haven's destruction. My lavender blood responds instinctively, reaching out to the sparse plant life around us, but the vegetation here feels wrong—stunted and sickly, as if the Purity Guard's weapons have poisoned the very ground.


"Patrol?" I breathe against Ash's ear.


He tilts his head, listening with the professional attention of someone who's hunted and been hunted in equal measure. After a long moment, he shakes his head. "Water bird. But we can't assume we're clear."


The magical disturbances from yesterday's battle still ripple through the air like heat waves, creating traceable signatures that any competent tracker could follow. Canus might be dead—I hope he's dead—but we can’t know for sure. When the watchtower crumbled and Ash and I fell to one side, he fell to the other. Perhaps the fall killed him… Or, maybe, like me and Ash, he made it out alive. Either way, the Purity Guard has other hunters, other commanders who understand how to read the aftermath of blood magic.


We resume our careful progress through the bog, each step a negotiation between speed and stealth. Ash tries to hide how much each movement costs him, but I feel it anyway—the way his muscles tense against waves of pain, the slight tremor in his hands when he thinks I'm not looking.


We were lucky to escape the attack on Haven with our lives. I know this, and yet I don’t feel fortune shining on us at all. So many lives lost, including Maeve’s. It pains me to leave the survivors behind, but for everyone’s sake—especially Ash’s—I need to keep going. 


Silverbook might have healing technology that can help him. Someone there might know something about mother     . We have to keep going, even though at some moments I want to turn around, track down every last Purity Guard, and make them pay for what they did… Even if the cost for doing so would be my life. 


By midday, when the weak sun reaches its highest point through the perpetual gray clouds, I'm supporting more of his weight than he is. The landscape around us has grown even more treacherous, solid ground giving way to hidden sinkholes and pools of stagnant water that could swallow us both without a trace.


"There," Ash says suddenly, pointing toward a slight rise in the terrain ahead. "Dry ground. We can rest."


But when we reach what looked like safety, the ground proves to be nothing more than a thin crust over another bog. Ash's boot breaks through first, and he lurches forward with a sharp intake of breath as the movement tears at his infected wounds.


I grab for him, trying to pull him back, but my own footing gives way. For a terrifying moment, we're both sinking into the brackish water, the mud sucking at our legs with hungry persistence.


"The pack," Ash gasps, struggling to keep our supplies above the waterline. "Don't let it—"


"I've got it." I hook the strap with my free arm while using my other hand to find purchase on a half-submerged root. "Can you grab that branch?"


He reaches for the twisted wood I'm pointing toward, but his fingers slip. Once. Twice. On the third attempt, his grip fails entirely, and he starts to slide deeper into the bog.


The sight of him disappearing into the dark water unleashes something desperate in my chest. My lavender blood flares without conscious direction, reaching out to every plant within my range. The response is weaker than it should be—the marsh's consciousness here is fractured, damaged—but it's enough.


Roots shift beneath the surface, creating a crude platform that stops our descent. Vines snake down from overhead branches, offering handholds that actually bear our weight. Within moments, we're pulling ourselves onto relatively solid ground, gasping and covered in mud but alive.


Ash collapses the moment we're safe, his breath coming in ragged pants that make my heart clench with fear. The exertion has cost him too much. His skin has taken on a grayish pallor that has nothing to do with the bog water, and when I press my hand to his forehead, the heat radiating from his fever makes me flinch.


"Ash." I kneel beside him, pushing wet hair back from his face. "Look at me."


His eyes open, but they're glassy and unfocused. The infection isn't just spreading—it's accelerating, consuming his strength faster than either of us anticipated.


"How far to Silverbrook?" he asks, the words slurred slightly.


I pull out the crude map Maeve gave me before she drew her last breath protecting a child from the Purity Guards’ evil. The landmarks are vague at best, distances estimated rather than measured, but according to the rough calculations, we're still at least two days away from where the settlement should be.


Two days. Looking at Ash now, I'm not sure he has two hours left, much less two days.


"Not far," I lie, folding the map away before he can see it clearly. "We'll make it."


He studies my face with eyes that are still sharp despite the fever, and I know he sees through my deception. But he doesn't call me on it. Instead, he reaches up with a trembling hand to touch my cheek, his thumb brushing away mud and tears I didn't realize I was shedding.


"Violet," he says quietly. "If I don't—"


"You will." The words come out fierce, final. "You're going to make it because I'm not losing you. I'm not losing anyone else."


Something flickers in his expression—surprise, hope, and something deeper that makes my breath catch. 


"I love you," I whisper, the admission torn from somewhere deep in my chest. "So you don't get to give up. Not when I'm just figuring out what that means."


His fingers tighten against my face, and for a moment, his fever-bright eyes clear completely. "I love you too," he breathes. "Which is why I need you to promise me something."


"No promises that involve leaving you behind."


"Promise me that if it comes down to choosing between saving me and saving yourself, you'll choose yourself." His grip intensifies when I start to shake my head. "Promise me, Violet. Please."


I want to refuse, to tell him that's not a choice I'll ever make. But the desperate sincerity in his voice stops me. This matters to him—not just surviving, but knowing that his life won't cost mine.


"I promise to do everything in my power to save us both," I say carefully. "That's the only promise I can make."


It's not what he asked for, but it's all he's going to get. And after a moment, something that might be a smile tugs at the corner of his mouth.


"Stubborn," he murmurs.


"You have no idea."


I help him sit up, then dig through our pack for the last of the healing supplies. There isn't much left—a handful of willow bark, some dried comfrey leaves, and a small vial of honey that's supposed to help prevent infection. It's barely enough for one more poultice, nowhere near sufficient to combat the poison working its way through his system.


But Silverbrook will have proper healers. Advanced medical knowledge that survived the      destruction the Purity Guard brought to Haven. It has to. Because the alternative—that we're pushing through this hellish landscape toward nothing but empty ruins—is something I can't let myself consider.


As I work to clean and redress his wounds, Ash watches me with an expression I've never seen before. There's pain there, yes, but also something that looks almost like peace. As if finally admitting what we mean to each other has lifted some burden he's been carrying.


"What are you thinking about?" I ask, tying off the makeshift bandage.


"How different things might have been if I'd met you sooner," he says. "Before I became so good at hunting people like you."


"People like us," I correct gently. "And I think you met me exactly when you were supposed to."


The afternoon stretches ahead of us, filled with miles of treacherous terrain and the constant threat of pursuit. Ash's condition is deteriorating with each hour that passes, and my own magical reserves are running dangerously low after yesterday's battle and this morning's emergency use of power.


But as I help him to his feet and we resume our desperate journey toward Silverbrook, I hold onto the memory of his fingers against my face and the way he looked when I finally said the words we've both been thinking.


Whatever happens next, we've stopped pretending we don't have everything to lose. And sometimes, acknowledging what matters most is the first step toward refusing to let it go.


The marsh stretches endlessly before us, hostile and unforgiving. But somewhere ahead lies the possibility of salvation—for Ash's body, for our future, for the fragile hope that love might be stronger than the forces trying to tear us apart.


I tighten my grip around his waist and take the next step forward.


Then the next.


And the next.


 




 



CHAPTER TWO - DARIUS WHITLOCK


 


 


The crystal panels in my formal ceremonial robes catch the light of a dozen enchanted sconces as I stand before Lumenhearth's High Council, my golden blood blazing with triumph beneath the specially designed glass. Every eye in the midnight chamber follows the radiance, precisely as intended. In Lumenhearth, power is meant to be seen, and tonight, mine burns brighter than ever.


"Lord Whitlock," Elder Cassian says, his blue veins pulsing with the steady rhythm of a master healer, though exhaustion lines his face despite the late hour. "You've called this emergency session to report on the Purity Guard operations. The floor is yours."


I step forward into the center of the circular chamber, allowing my glow to intensify until it casts golden light across the polished crystal floor. A calculated display, but one that never fails to reinforce my authority. "Esteemed members of the Council," I begin, my voice carrying easily through the vaulted space. "Tonight, I stand before you with news that will reshape our understanding of what the Purity Guard can accomplish."


I gesture to my aide, who brings forward an ornate crystal case. Inside, suspended in preservation fluid, are blood samples that pulse with various colors—amber, brown     , combinations that shouldn't exist in nature. Tangible proof of the abominations we've eliminated.


"The Haven settlement has been completely neutralized," I announce, and the chamber erupts in surprised murmurs. "Dozens of mixed-blood fugitives eliminated or captured, their sanctuary reduced to ash and memory. The threat they posed to regional stability has been permanently removed."


Thunderous applause fills the chamber, the sound echoing off crystal walls with satisfying resonance. I allow myself a moment to bask in their approval, feeling my golden blood surge with genuine pleasure at the recognition.


Councilor Helena Voss rises from her elevated seat, her blue veins glowing more brilliantly than I've seen in months. The concentrated essence I provided has indeed restored much of her diminished healing capabilities, and her gratitude translates to unwavering support. "Lord Whitlock's achievement exceeds every projection we made when authorizing the Purity Guard expansion," she declares, her voice carrying newfound authority. "The tactical precision, the minimal casualties among our forces, the complete elimination of the threat—these results demonstrate capabilities beyond our highest expectations."


Perfect. Her endorsement will carry significant weight with the more cautious council members who still harbor reservations about aggressive action.


"The operation confirmed our intelligence about mixed-blood organization," I continue, producing detailed reports that paint the picture I need them to see. "Haven wasn't simply a random gathering of refugees. It was a coordinated settlement with defensive capabilities, magical barriers, and worst of all, active recruitment of new mixed-bloods from our territories."


Elder Talvir leans forward, his green blood casting emerald shadows across his weathered features. "You're saying they were actively converting our citizens?"


"The evidence is irrefutable." I display crystal recordings that show mixed-blood magic in use—healers working beyond natural limitations, fire magic burning with unnatural colors, plant growth accelerated beyond normal biological processes. "They possessed knowledge and techniques that directly threaten the foundations of our magical society."


Councilor Renata studies the evidence with sharp attention, her silver veins flashing with alarm. "The implications are staggering. If they could convert pure-bloods to their cause..."


"Then every citizen of Lumenhearth becomes a potential security risk," I finish smoothly. "Which brings me to my primary recommendation."


I pause, allowing the weight of anticipation to build before delivering the proposal I've been crafting for months. "The Purity Guard's success at Haven demonstrates that our current approach—reactive containment within our borders—is insufficient. We need proactive authority to pursue these threats wherever they attempt to establish footholds."


"You're proposing expanded territorial authority?" Elder Cassian asks, though his tone suggests he already knows the answer.


"I'm proposing the creation of a new position within our government structure. A Minister of Blood Security, granted the authority to coordinate anti-mixed-blood operations across territorial boundaries, with resources sufficient to eliminate threats before they can organize into larger forces."


The chamber falls silent as the council members digest the implications. This is the moment I've been building toward—the chance to transform my specialized role into unprecedented governmental power.


Helena Voss speaks first, her voice ringing with conviction. "Lord Whitlock's proposal addresses a critical gap in our security apparatus. The Haven settlement existed for years beyond our borders, growing stronger while we remained constrained by traditional territorial limitations. We cannot allow such threats to metastasize again."


"The resources required would be enormous," Councilor Louis objects, though his tone lacks real conviction. "Expanding operations beyond our borders, maintaining forces in foreign territory..."


"The resources required to rebuild our outer settlements after coordinated mixed-blood attacks would be far greater," I counter, producing fabricated reports of recent incidents. "The pattern is clear—they're testing our defenses, probing for weaknesses. Haven was their staging ground, but it won't be their last."


The debate that follows is merely theater. I've already secured the support I need through careful cultivation of individual council members. Helena's restored healing abilities ensure her loyalty. Elder Talvir received advance warning about threats to agricultural settlements in his district. Councilor Renata's concerns about border security align perfectly with my proposals.


When the formal vote is called, the result is unanimous.


"Lord Darius Whitlock," Elder Cassian announces with ceremonial gravity, "by the unanimous consent of Lumenhearth's High Council, you are hereby appointed as the first Minister of Blood Security, with full authority to pursue threats to our magical purity across territorial boundaries."


The applause that follows is deafening, and I feel my golden blood surge with triumph so intense it threatens to overflow the crystal panels of my robes. This is more than recognition—this is transformation. From a specialized hunter to a governmental minister with resources and authority beyond anything I've previously possessed.


As I acknowledge the applause with appropriate humility, I feel something strange happening in my chest. A flutter, a momentary dimming of my golden radiance that shifts toward amber before I can control it. For just an instant, my blood betrays the instability I've worked so hard to conceal.


But the moment passes quickly, my stabilizing elixir reasserting control, and I don't think anyone noticed the brief flicker. Even if they did, my triumph is too complete for such minor concerns to matter. Tonight marks the beginning of a new era—not just for Lumenhearth's security, but for my own ascension to the pinnacle of power.


The lavender-blooded fugitive who escaped my forces during the Haven battle will not remain free for long. With ministerial authority and unlimited resources, I will hunt her across every territory, through every refuge, until I possess the key to stabilizing my deteriorating condition.


The amber stain in my veins will not claim me. Not when I'm so close to the cure I've spent years seeking.


As the council session concludes and members approach to offer congratulations, I allow myself to savor this moment of absolute victory. The Purity Guard was merely the beginning. Now, as Minister of Blood Security, I have the tools to reshape the magical world according to my vision.


And at the center of that vision lies a young woman with impossible lavender blood, whose very existence holds the secret to my survival.


She cannot run forever. And now, with the full authority of Lumenhearth behind me, I can stop her     .


 




 



CHAPTER THREE - ASH


 


 


The fever burns through my veins like liquid fire, each step sending fresh waves of agony through my infected shoulder. But I grit my teeth and keep moving, one boot after another through the treacherous marsh terrain. Violet needs me to be strong. She needs me to be the protector I've always been, not the liability I'm becoming.


"The ground looks more stable ahead," I manage to say, though my voice comes out rougher than intended. The words take more effort than they should, and I can feel Violet's concerned glance even without looking at her.


"We can rest if you need to," she offers, the same gentle suggestion she's made three times in the past hour.


"I'm fine." The lie tastes bitter, but pride demands I maintain the pretense. I've spent years as a Royal Hunter, tracking fugitives through terrain that would break lesser men. I won't let a few infected wounds reduce me to dead weight that Violet has to drag through the marshes.


Even if that's exactly what I'm becoming.


The landscape around us has grown increasingly hostile as we've moved deeper into the wasteland beyond Haven's ruins. Where yesterday there were still patches of living vegetation, now we're surrounded by skeletal trees that reach toward the gray sky like accusing fingers. The water has turned from murky brown to an oily black that reflects no light, and the air carries the smell of decay and something else—something ancient and wrong.


"Ash." Violet's voice carries a note of worry that she's trying to hide. "Your temperature is getting worse. I can feel the heat radiating from you even from here."


I want to deny it, but another wave of fever chooses that moment to wash over me, leaving me dizzy and struggling to maintain my balance on the uneven ground. My red blood magic flickers weakly beneath my skin.


The truth is undeniable: I'm dying. The infection from Canus's blade has spread faster than either of us anticipated, poisoning my system despite Violet's best efforts with healing herbs. Each hour that passes brings more weakness, more confusion, more evidence that I'm failing the woman I love when she needs me most.


"The fever will break," I say, though I don't believe it myself. "We just need to reach Silverbrook."


Violet doesn't respond immediately, and when I glance at her, I see the fear she's trying so hard to conceal. She knows as well as I do that my condition is deteriorating too rapidly. The careful way she positions herself to catch me if I fall, the constant vigilance in her eyes—she's already preparing for the moment when I won't be able to continue.


The thought fills me with rage     . I've dedicated my life to being useful, to being the one others could depend on in crisis. The idea that I might become the crisis, the weakness that gets us both killed, is almost unbearable.


So I push forward, forcing my legs to carry me across increasingly treacherous ground. The marsh here is different from anything I encountered during my hunting days—older, wilder, touched by magic that predates Lumenhearth's civilized understanding of blood types and proper applications. The very air shimmers with energies that make my tracking instincts scream warnings I'm too sick to properly interpret.


"There," I say, pointing toward what looks like solid ground ahead. "That rise should give us a good vantage point to scout for Silverbrook."


It's not entirely another lie—the elevated ground would indeed provide a useful perspective on the surrounding terrain. But more importantly, it offers a chance to rest without admitting that I need to rest, a way to preserve some small shred of the pride that's been my armor for so many years.


We make our way carefully across the boggy ground, testing each step before committing our full weight. The surface beneath our feet feels spongy and uncertain, as if the earth itself can't decide whether to support us or swallow us whole. Strange lights flicker beneath the dark water, and occasionally I catch glimpses of movement that could be fish or something far less natural.


I'm so focused on not collapsing that I don't notice the symbols until it's too late.


They're carved into the stones that ring the elevated ground—ancient markings that pulse with a faint luminescence the moment my boot touches the first step. The symbols look like nothing in Lumenhearth's historical records, predating even the oldest texts in the Royal Archives. But I recognize their purpose immediately: these are wards, magical barriers designed to keep something in or something out.


And I've just triggered them.


The fever must be affecting my judgment more than I realized, because a competent tracker would have spotted the warning signs before stumbling into an active magical trap. The perfectly circular arrangement of stones, the way the ground around them is too clean and too level, the subtle wrongness in the air that speaks of dormant power—all of it should have been obvious to someone with my training.


Instead, I've walked us both into danger that my weakened state leaves me unable to handle.


The moment my second foot touches the warded ground, the world explodes into chaos. Light erupts from the carved symbols, blazing with colors that hurt to look at directly. The air fills with a sound like wind chimes made of broken glass, and the temperature drops so suddenly that our breath mists in the suddenly frigid air.


"Ash!" Violet's voice cuts through the supernatural din, sharp with alarm. "What's happening?"


Before I can answer, the ground beneath us begins to crack and shift. Dark shapes pour from the fissures—not physical creatures, but something worse. Spectral forms that seem to be made of shadow and malice, with eyes that burn like cold stars and voices that whisper accusations in languages I don't recognize.


Ancient guardians. Spirits bound to protect this place from intruders, probably by the same marsh dwellers who left the carved warnings we ignored. They flow toward us with predatory intent, and I know instinctively that they're drawn to the blood magic that marks us as outsiders, as threats to whatever they're guarding.


I try to draw my daggers, to channel my fire magic into something resembling a defense, but the fever has left me too weak. My hands shake too badly to maintain a proper grip on my weapons, and my red blood flickers so dimly that it barely provides enough power to light the crystal inlays. The spectral attackers sense my weakness immediately, converging on me with hunger that transcends anything physical.


"Get back!" I manage to shout, though my voice cracks with exhaustion. "The wards—they're responding to blood magic! Your abilities will make it worse!"


But even as I speak, I know we're trapped. The spirits have surrounded us, cutting off any retreat to safer ground. They press closer with each passing moment, their whispered voices growing louder and more demanding. I can feel their attention like ice against my skin, and I understand with growing horror that they're not just guardians—they're collectors, spirits that feed on the magical essence of those who violate their ancient territory.


One of them reaches for me with fingers made of crystallized moonlight, and I know that touch will drain what little strength I have left. I try to roll away, to put some distance between myself and the spectral hand, but my infected shoulder sends such a spike of agony through my system that I cry out involuntarily.


The sound seems to galvanize the spirits, and they surge forward with renewed aggression. I'm going to die here, I realize. Not from my infected wounds, but from my own weakness leading us into a trap I should have detected. I'm going to fail Violet in the most complete way possible—by getting us both killed through my incompetence.


That's when the marshland around us erupts into life.


Vines thick as tree trunks burst from the boggy ground, moving with speed and purpose that defies natural growth. They wrap around the spectral forms like living chains, and where plant matter touches spirit, brilliant light flares as two different types of ancient magic clash. The whispered voices rise to shrieks of fury and pain as Violet's power forces the guardians back.


"The plants remember," she gasps, her lavender blood blazing with intensity that makes my own magical efforts look pitiful by comparison. "These spirits have been here so long that the marsh consciousness recognizes them. I can use that connection!"


Every piece of vegetation within a hundred yards responds to her call, growing and shifting to create barriers between us and the spectral attackers.


But it's more than simple plant growth. She’s channeling the marsh's own memories, using the ecosystem's long relationship with these guardians to find weaknesses in their defenses. Thorny vines wrap around spectral forms in patterns that seem to drain their substance, while flowering plants release pollen that glows with the same otherworldly light as the ward symbols.


The spirits fight back with desperate fury, their cold light flaring as they try to break through Violet's living barriers. But they're ancient things, bound to this place by magic that follows rules older than human understanding. And Violet, with her bridge-blood abilities, speaks their language better than they expect.


Within minutes, the spectral forms begin to retreat, flowing back into the cracks in the earth like water finding its level. Their whispered accusations fade to sullen mutters, then to silence. The blazing symbols dim to their previous faint glow, and the supernatural cold lifts as suddenly as it arrived.


I'm alive. We're both alive. And it's entirely due to Violet's quick thinking and her instinctive understanding of powers I can barely comprehend.


The realization hits me like a physical blow. Not relief at our survival, but the crushing weight of how completely I failed in the moment we needed protection most. I stumbled into a trap that any competent tracker should have avoided. When the danger manifested, I was too weak to defend either of us. If not for Violet's extraordinary abilities, we would both be dead, killed by my prideful refusal to admit how much the infection has compromised my effectiveness.


"Are you hurt?" Violet asks, kneeling beside me with concern written across her face. Her lavender glow is dimming as the immediate crisis passes, but I can see the exhaustion that channeling so much power has cost her.


"I'm fine," I start to say, then stop myself. The lie tastes even more bitter now, after what just happened. "No. I'm not fine. I nearly got us both killed."


She reaches out to touch my forehead, and I feel her magic probing gently at my condition. The fever is worse, I realize. The stress and exertion of the spirit attack has accelerated whatever poison is working through my system.


"The trap wasn't your fault," she says softly. "Those wards were designed to be subtle. In perfect health, you probably would have detected them. But with the fever affecting your judgment—"


"Exactly." I cut her off, the words coming out harsher than intended. "The fever is making me a liability. I'm supposed to be protecting you, but instead I'm leading you into danger."


Violet's expression shifts, and I see understanding dawn in her eyes. Not just of my physical condition, but of the deeper wound to my sense of self. "Ash—"


"No, you need to hear this." I struggle to sit up straighter, wanting to have this conversation with what dignity I can manage. "I've spent my entire adult life being useful. Being the one who could track anything, fight anything, survive anything. That's who I am. But right now, with this infection..."


I gesture helplessly at my weakened state, at the evidence of how far I've fallen from the competent hunter I once was.


"Right now, I'm not the protector you need. I'm the person you're trying to save. And that distinction might get us both killed before we reach Silverbrook."


Violet is quiet for a long moment, and I can see her processing the implications of what I've said. She's too intelligent not to recognize the truth in my words, too honest to offer empty reassurances that would only insult us both.


"Then we adapt," she says finally. "We find ways for me to use my abilities to keep us both safe while your body fights off the infection. We work together instead of pretending that either of us can handle this alone."


There's wisdom in what she's suggesting, but it requires me to abandon assumptions about myself that have defined my identity for years. The idea of being the protected instead of the protector goes against every instinct I've developed, every lesson I learned during my training as a Royal Hunter.
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