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			Chapter One

			The New Assistant

		

		
			An ominous silence followed the last strike of the heart-stopping crash. My nose was inches away from the swirling white and purple patterns of the queen’s favourite indigo rug. The smell of fragrant tea wafted around me. I could practically feel seven pairs of eyes boring into my back, as the heads of the most powerful dragons in the Weir turned to gaze at my prostrate form.

			Damn Kreika.

			I avoided her eyes while I hauled myself up and began assembling the shards of smashed bone-china into a neat pile. It would not be wise to shoot a jet of fire at the royal caretaker. Even if she had deliberately tripped me up as I entered the queen’s apartments with refreshments for the lords and ladies of the Weir.

			‘Careless snake. Do you realise how much that jug was worth?’ Lord Erenbar’s resonant voice boomed over my head.

			A familiar mix of hot fury and swirling shame settled in my stomach. Yes, I was well aware that I’d been carrying a selection of the queen’s finest pottery collection. Nothing but the very best for those assembled in this cabinet meeting.

			‘It was just an accident, Erenbar,’ my mistress’ voice was light and calming.

			‘But that pottery came from King Xar’s reign. It’s of historical importance as a reminder of our dynasty’s heritage!’ Lord Erenbar protested, ‘That servant has…’

			‘…has served me well for many years, Lord Erenbar,’ my mistress said, a note of sharpness just present in her gentle voice.

			A hundred and fifty-six years, to be precise. I still remembered the day when the queen of the dragon Weir had chosen me, one of the lowest ranking dragons here, to be her personal maidservant. I don’t think I believed she meant it until the feud with Kreika started. When the royal caretaker has a vendetta against you, you know you’re a royal servant.

			Lord Erenbar let out a low breath. ‘Very well, your Grace. I apologise.’

			‘Alara, clean this up immediately. We will speak about this later.’

			‘Yes, your Grace,’ I said quickly. Always kind, my mistress. She’d probably forget to speak to me about this later. Unless her indigo rug was permanently stained.

			Lady Erenbar rapped her claws on the circular central table impatiently. I tried not to think about the scratch marks she’d just made on the gleaming wood.

			‘Yes, you’re right sister,’ my mistress said in her soothing voice, as the royals stationed themselves once more around the large mahogany tabletop. How she was this calm I had no idea. Not a full day widowed and still she carried herself with royal grace and dignity. I ducked my head down under the table and continued picking up pieces of china as slowly as possible. Royal servants must have some perks. And one of those was accidentally overhearing important cabinet meetings.

			My frustration at Kreika eased a little.

			‘Thank you all for coming at such short notice,’ my mistress said. ‘As you are aware, the new… political situation is unexpected. My sister kindly recommended that I call a meeting to discuss our next steps now that governance of the Weir is likely to pass to King Xerxes’ cousin, Lord Sufyan. But she will explain this much better than I will. Lady Erenbar, would you care to outline your concerns?’

			‘Of course, sister,’ Lady Erenbar replied, over a murmur from the assembled lords and ladies. ‘And I thank you for your introduction. I called this meeting so that we could outline a security strategy for ourselves given that Dragonlord Xerxes has now journeyed to the ancestors. As my sister has already stated, the Dragonlord’s death means that governance of the Weir will probably pass to Lord Sufyan. As Xerxes’ cousin, he is the Dragonlord’s closest living male relative – as well as an influential Elder as the Treasurer of the Weir. And, as I am sure you have ascertained, Lord Sufyan’s new position means that our enemies will hold the balance of power in the Elders’ Court until Prince Caspar comes of age. Which will not be for another hundred and seventy years.’

			There was a shuffling around the table as a couple of tails swished and a few Elders shifted weight from one clawed foot to another.

			Lady Erenbar cleared her throat and the sudden rustling ceased. ‘Much can happen in one hundred and seventy years. Prince Caspar’s position as a young hatchling heir puts him and his relatives under a potential security threat. It would be all too easy for Xerxes’ line to accidentally come to an abrupt halt.’

			Above the table there was a collective intake of breath. All tails stilled, except for Lord Johazen’s, which started flicking back and forth.

			Lord Sharme broke the silence. ‘Are you seriously suggesting that our grandson is in danger? Lord Sufyan has no heir of his own. No hatchlings at all of which to boast. It would be madness for Sufyan to imperil the prince.’

			Lady Erenbar drew in a long breath.

			‘With all due respect father, just because Lord and Lady Sufyan have not yet conceived a hatchling does not mean that they will not do so in the future. If they do, then it would only be natural for them to place their son on the throne, rather than their nephew. Besides, if the Elders vote under Sufyan and Karil’s faction to resume militant action against the wizards, I am not willing to bet that the wizards would take their revenge on our enemies. They would be more likely to make an example of the Dragonlord heir, to strike at the very heart of our succession. Lord Sufyan’s aggressive policies could imperil the prince even if no direct action is taken against him.’

			‘Do you really think…?’ my mistress sounded quiet and shocked.

			Lady Sharme now entered the conversation. ‘Do you not think you are being a little paranoid, daughter? We are good friends with the Sufyans and they are very reasonable dragons. I doubt they would do anything… unsavoury. You are worrying your poor grieving sister unnecessarily.’

			Lady Erenbar’s tail curled. Her voice sounded as acidic as the deadliest poison. ‘It is my job to be concerned about security, Mother. I am the Elder responsible for the Weir’s intelligence and protection. A position I earned rather than inherited, I might add.’

			‘What are you proposing, Lady Erenbar?’ my mistress asked.

			‘I propose an assertive strategy we can put into place with immediate effect to sure up the prince’s safety. First, we should put Sufyan’s faction under high surveillance. Tracking potions. Including Lord Karil and his eldest daughter.’

			It was lucky for me that there was an outcry around the table at this point, as I accidentally stabbed myself with a shard of blue-patterned pottery and cursed the ancestors rather too loudly. Track Falomina? A hot protective anger surged through my body. There was no way I was letting my closest friend be subjected to that kind of treatment.

			‘Now… that is a step too far,’ Lord Sharme said what we were all thinking. One of the few times I agreed with any of what he said. Usually, I found him a pompous and bigoted dragon. It was a wonder my mistress had turned out so well. 

			‘High level tracking potions are reserved only for criminals. We can’t impose that on someone whose only crime is to be Xerxes’ closest relative.’ Lord Erenbar joined the discussion. He was a very studious, serious fellow of a dragon, who spent all his time deep in great legal tomes in the library. I quite liked him.

			‘Yes, see some sense, will you? All this talk with the wizards has clearly gone to your head,’ Lady Sharme added her voice to her mate’s outrage.

			Lady Erenbar rapped her claws on the table again. She sounded somewhat exasperated as she responded. ‘If Lord Sufyan and his brother Lord Karil are not planning on committing a crime, there can be no reason for them to fear surveillance. Besides, the law does state that emergency situations may call for extra security measures to be taken.’

			‘Emergency?’ Lady Sharme’s voice was high pitched and incredulous. ‘You’ve made this whole security threat up in your dreamland!’

			I realised that I’d been accidentally playing with a loose thread from the queen’s woven rug rather than continuing to clean the china. Not that there was much left for me to do. Just a few tiny shards were left. I slowly started gathering them together with the rest of the pile, taking care not to let any of them chink against one another. I wanted to hear the rest of the argument.

			‘Tsk!’ Lady Erenbar snorted. ‘You forget that the last time a Dragonlord died, the hatchling prince went missing and his line ended. I am merely trying to prevent the same happening here.’

			A bellow went up around the table.

			‘Outrageous!’ Lord Sharme spluttered.

			‘How can you?’ Lady Sharme gulped.

			A small, firm voice entered the conversation. ‘I hope you are not suggesting that I am about to take inspiration from the traitorous Queen Sofia and spirit my heir away to the wizards, Lady Erenbar.’

			Lady Erenbar responded without so much as a moment’s pause. ‘Of course not. You mistake my meaning. I am in no way implying that you are like the traitor, and nor am I suggesting that your honourable King Xerxes was anything like mad King Lune. But you can’t deny that the end of the Messian dynasty came about in part because the heir was just a hatchling. Had King Lune’s heir been a full-grown dragon, Queen Sofia could not have run away and hidden him among the wizards. General Xar would never have become the new Dragonlord. I fear for our hatchling prince given this… unsavoury precedent.’

			‘You come dangerously close to suggesting the Messian Heir is still the legitimate ruler of the Weir,’ Lord Sharme said, his voice low.

			‘Why, because I am trying to increase the protective measures around the Xarian heir and my nephew? You do me a great disservice Father.’ Lady Erenbar shot back.

			There was an uncomfortable pause.

			Lord Johazen spoke up. ‘Would it not be easier to… remove Lord Sufyan as a threat altogether in a more… direct way?’

			There was pregnant silence as everyone digested the meaning Lord Johazen was clearly attempting to communicate.

			‘Too dangerous,’ Lord Erenbar said swiftly, ‘We would be accused of foul play.’

			‘And no one likes a cheater,’ Lady Erenbar said curtly. She rapped her claws once again. I could almost hear the scraping screech of sharp nail against polished wood. Under the table, Lord Johazen’s claws curled and for the first time this meeting he stilled completely.

			Lady Erenbar continued. ‘Which leads me to my second strategy suggestion. We should engage in more direct negotiations with the Wizards of the Dome. They will prefer us to our militant opponents in the Elders’ Courts. If we can gain their trust and protection, our situation will be further enhanced.’

			‘Have you lost your mind? Just because we do not advocate a war that would lead to total annihilation does not mean that we would negotiate with the bastards that keep us imprisoned here!’ Lady Sharme said.

			‘Quite right, my dear. What you are suggesting is preposterous! I remember the day the Dome was created. The wizards are more our enemies than Lord Sufyan and his brother ever could be!’ Lord Sharme blustered. A globule of frothy spit landed on the rug just a few inches from me.

			Lady Erenbar was not to be daunted. ‘You forget that the wizards who are alive now are not the same wizards who fought against us in the past, or those who created the Dome. They live such short lives, remember? To the current generation of wizards, we are merely the remnants of an ancient race reduced to nothing. They barely deign to think about us. Which means that they may be keen to negotiate if they believe there is a possibility of a dragon uprising against them.’

			‘How can you speak against your own kind so disparagingly?’ Lady Sharme cried. ‘We are a powerful and noble race. The very reason they keep us encased in the Dome of Spells is because they fear our might. The war between wizards and dragons lasted thousands upon thousands of years. The only way they could keep us under control was by trapping us.’

			And then it came.

			‘Not that the Dome was strictly only the fault of the wizards,’ Kreika said. Her voice was quieter than the others, coming as it did from the archway entrance into the queen’s royal chambers.

			A dull knot formed in my stomach. I ducked my head even lower beneath the table. At least I couldn’t see anyone looking at me with a combination of pity and disgust. They’d probably already forgotten I was here.

			‘Mother, this is the very life of your grandson we are discussing.’ Lady Erenbar thankfully turned the conversation back to the original point of debate. ‘Do you have so little regard for his safety?’

			‘Sister,’ my mistress said quietly, a warning.

			‘Honestly!’ Lady Erenbar took no notice. ‘Do none of you realise how perilous our situation is? Most of us gained our power through Amadara’s marriage to Xerxes. We are married into the dynasty. Whereas Lord Sufyan’s faction carries the royal bloodline of King Xar himself. All of us in this chamber have enjoyed our centuries of power purely because of our relationship to Dragonlord Xerxes. Now that he is gone, our entire privilege and protection from the rest of the Elders is under threat. We must act quickly if we are to secure our position. After all, look what happened to King Lune’s supporters and Queen Sofia.’

			‘That is quite enough, sister,’ My mistress said, firmly. ‘I am inclined to agree with Mother that you have lost your mind. Our dynasty is not about to end simply because the head of the militant faction has taken temporary governorship of the Weir. And I certainly resent the implication that I am anything like Queen Sofia. I suggest that paranoia about security has indeed clouded your wisdom.’

			‘Well said,’ Lord Sharme added.

			I could not see Lady Erenbar’s expression, but her nails stopped rapping against the table. Small mercies.

			‘Alara, will you come up from under the table?’ my mistress said suddenly.

			Rats.

			Slowly, I crawled out from under the shadow of the great circular table. The light from the queen’s grand chandelier shone down on my sea-green scales. I kept my head bowed, so that I would not have to look at any of the Elders directly in the eye.

			‘What would you propose to ensure our position as the prince’s closest family continues to be recognised?’

			‘M…me?’ I stammered out.

			‘Yes, Alara. Your position as a… servant gives you a unique perspective on the matter,’ my mistress said.

			My mind was foggy, disorientated. It was strange having so many powerful dragons all looking at me. Most of them never noticed low-ranking dragons.

			‘I… I think you are very much loved by everyone in the Weir. I think… I could not see how the Weir would ever stand for you or the prince being treated badly. Everyone loves you. Loves Xerxes. I…’

			Lady Erenbar’s claws on the table marred the silence. She had no regard for the dragon that would have to buff out the marks she was making.

			I scrambled for any ideas that would protect a dynasty and appease the onlooking royals. But all I could think of was that my mistress was beloved in the Weir.

			‘You should remind the public what you mean to them.’ I hoped that this would be enough to turn the focus away from me, but the stares lingered on, ‘and who their prince is. Something positive. You could hold a coronation ceremony for the prince and establish your own title in the Weir as the Heir’s mother.’

			My mistress’ face crinkled in a smile. ‘An excellent idea Alara.’

			Even Lord Sharme’s eyebrows lifted in appreciation. ‘That could work. A coronation ceremony. Unusual at this stage in the hatchling’s life, but it would be a pragmatic solution...’

			‘It should allay any concerns about Lord Sufyan taking position as interim governor. The Weir needs reminding that Prince Caspar is the true heir.’ Lord Johazen agreed.

			Never before had I heard such a ripple of agreement in a royal meeting.

			My mistress turned to Lady Erenbar. ‘Sister. Will you go and alert Sage Maisel that I will require a meeting with her tomorrow to settle arrangements for a coronation? I want to make the announcement today at lunch when we give the news about the… about Xerxes.’

			A shadow flitted across Lady Erenbar’s face so quickly that I wasn’t sure if I had imagined it. Her deep grey scales shimmered in the light of the chandelier. For the millionth time I wondered at the difference between the two sisters. My mistress was small and slight for a dragon, gentle and stunningly beautiful with her scales in various shades of purple. She wore a soft floral perfume, and had an air of serenity. Her elder sister, on the other hand, looked as if she wore armour with all those grey scales, some of which were chipped from years of battle. Her two horns were long and jagged, and she emitted a sense of strength and toughness.

			‘The meeting is closed. And Alara…’ Queen Amadara paused at the door, ‘Do make sure you clean that mess up before the lunchtime announcement. I want you there with me. This idea is your triumph after all.’

			I tried not to grin too widely as I saw Kreika scowling. It seemed that her little tripping up plot had not managed to undo my position as favoured maidservant of the queen after all.

			Indeed, my good mood continued throughout most of the day. I served refreshments – without mishap – for the queen’s meeting with the rest of the Elders as she informed them of her decision to crown Prince Caspar as the next Dragonlord. I stood at the queen’s side as she made her lunchtime announcement to the entire Weir in the dining hall about Dragonlord Xerxes’ passing and the coronation of Prince Caspar. The fighter dragons were unusually quiet as the announcement was made, not even noticing when Lady Erenbar slipped into the meeting late. Most days they were rowdy and rumbunctious, and they always flocked to Lady Erenbar like bees to their queen. They idolised her legendary warrior status. It was not for nothing that she had been appointed first female Commander of the Fighter Dragons.

			Later that afternoon, I was attending to the queen during the funeral rehearsal when a young messenger dragon appeared at my side.

			‘Alara ala Kafta?’ the messenger squeaked.

			I swore hatchlings got smaller every decade.

			‘Yes. What do you want?’ I hissed. Rehearsals for royal events were not to be interrupted at the best of times.

			‘It’s your brother. He’s been in an accident.’

			Something hot and blinding pulsed through me. Davilas was hurt. I jumped to my feet and looked around, as if he was somewhere here. The sheen of importance that the royal funeral once held melted away.

			‘Where is he?’ I demanded.

			‘In the hospital wing,’ the messenger replied.

			I had to go. But…

			‘Go and see your brother, Alara. We will manage perfectly well without you,’ my mistress said. I swept her a quick grateful nod, and before she could change her mind, I was off.

			I sped along the main passageway that ran through the Weir, sending other dragons jumping into archways and splinter passageways to avoid getting run down. Several of them shouted after me, but I didn’t care. I knew the passageways of the Weir like the back of my hand. I’d lived here since I was a hatchling of only ten years. The dark caverns, chambers and tunnels of this mountainous cave system were all I knew of the world, save for a few hazy memories of life before the Dome.

			It took me all of a few minutes to arrive, chest heaving, at the entrance to the hospital wing. A sharp stitch seared in my side. With some effort, I raised a hand to the heavy stone door and pushed it open. The familiar smell of fresh herbs greeted me.

			The first chamber in the hospital wing was a low-ceilinged rectangular cavern. Unlike the queen’s chambers, which were decorated with ornate carvings, these walls were hewn in a plain fashion to minimise the effort of cleaning. Along the long wall facing me there was a row of fifty beds, about half of which had patients in them. The herby scent thickened as I passed the stockroom. That was my domain, as the unofficial assistant to the Master Physician. Though I could not see its glory from here, I knew that every jar and bottle was neatly arranged and labelled in categories according to the Physician Guild’s Handbook of Remedies. One day I’d work here full time, perhaps even become a licensed physician. When my rank was increased after several centuries of loyal service to the queen, I’d be able to apply to become a physician’s apprentice. Maybe one day I could become the Master Physician myself.

			Davilas was not among the patients occupying the beds of this wing. My heart gave a painful thump. That meant he would be in the critical ward. I hurried towards the small rectangular archway that would take me to the inpatient ward. 

			‘Alara! Thank goodness you are here,’ Master Physician said, appearing in the archway. My chest gave a funny ache as I ran towards him. He wrapped me in a strong hug. Or rather, I engulfed him in a hug. He was currently in human form to perform his medical duties and was thus about a head smaller than I was.

			‘What happened?’ I asked, gazing around at the beds.

			‘This way,’ Master Physician said, leading me towards a curtained bay. ‘He will pull through, but he’s had a very nasty accident.’

			Master Physician drew back the rough grey fabric. My stomach muscles clenched. Davilas’ bloody form was laid out flat on the bed. Master Physician had already cleaned and bandaged his head wounds, but even so you could see dark cherry blood seeping through the gauze. His foreleg was in a sling and several scales had been torn off, leaving raw red flesh underneath. But the most shocking aspect of his appearance was that one of his horns had been shorn clean off. Dragon horns were incredibly difficult to break, let alone cleanly chop off like that.

			I stared. And stared. Several dark stains spattered the thin white sheet covering the heather mattress my twin was lying on. Already my mind was racing. I could not see how this was an accident.

			‘What… what happened?’ I breathed.

			‘Nobody knows. He was found by one of the other Guarders in the royal vaults of the Treasury this afternoon. It was lucky anyone discovered him before he lost too much blood.’

			Lucky. My insides flipped at the thought. I pushed away the idea of Davilas’ death quickly. He could not die and leave me here alone.

			‘He probably got into a fight with another Guarder. His violent gene finally got the better of him,’ a wheezy voice said behind us.

			My insides clenched.

			‘Master Allafin,’ I said, without turning around.

			Master Allafin was the official assistant to Master Physician. He resented my work here – even though it was unpaid. Mainly because I was better at it than he was. He also had a silly moustache when he was in human form, which did not endear me to him.

			Another patient cackled from the other side of the ward. ‘Too right, too right. No good can come of a murderer’s bloodline, can it?’

			I gripped the wooden board holding Davilas’ mattress so tightly that my nails dug into it. The fact that my brother was shy and gentle and softly spoken did not matter in the slightest to them. All they needed to know was who our father was. That I, or my brother, bore no responsibility for his crimes escaped most dragons, who believed that bloodlines bred character.

			‘Now Lady Karil, that is unfair,’ Master Physician said, a hint of steel in his voice. ‘And Master Allafin, you should know better. Go and find the moonwort and bring it back here.’

			Gradually, I loosened my grip on the bed. I’d made deep puncture marks into the soft wood. Much worse than Lady Erenbar’s scratchy nails on the queen’s table. To think I’d been worried about that this morning.

			‘What do you think really happened?’ I asked Master Physician in a low voice, so that Lady Karil could not overhear.

			I underestimated her auditory capabilities.

			‘Maybe he tried to steal something,’ she cackled. ‘Delinquent child trying to sneak treasure out of the royal vaults. Got his come-uppance just like his father did.’

			I snapped.

			‘Davilas is not a brute, or a murderer, or a thief. He is the best dragon I know!’ I whirled around to face the gaunt, thin figure of Falomina’s grandmother. Her bronze scales were dull and faded. Her eyes alive with gleeful malice.

			‘That is enough!’ Master Physician said, sharply. ‘Alara, draw the curtain and let’s give Davilas some privacy. Ah, Master Allafin, you have the moonwort?’

			‘It’s funny,’ Master Allafin drawled as he slouched back into the inpatient ward. ‘There doesn’t seem to be any left.’

			‘What?’ I spat. ‘There were three jars of it just the other day. And no one has checked any out since then as far as I am aware. You must have missed it.’

			Master Allafin gave an intensely annoying shrug. ‘If you can find it, be my guest,’ he gestured towards the door with one gangly arm.

			I’d show him. Insipid snake. He’d probably done this on purpose just to annoy me. Moonwort was a common and effective painkiller, and I always ensured we had plentiful supply of it. I hurried down the aisle, ignoring the patients on either side of the ward, and entered the stock room.

			The fresh smell was strong and comforting. I did not even need to consult the stock file to look for the moonwort. It would be on the fourth shelf, next to the root of the Aboria plant.

			I scanned the shelf. Rows of neat jars with leaves, sprigs, powders and liquids all sat delightfully in order facing me. All labelled… just the next one…

			He was right. It was not there.

			There were three empty jars, all labelled ‘moonwort’ in my neatest handwriting. But there was no sign of the crushed berries. The bottoms of the jar were sticky with green juice. Yet I was sure I had seen the jars full not two days ago.

			Frowning, I picked up the jar containing the root of the Aboria plant instead. It was a less effective painkiller but it would have to do. Luckily, there were two roots left, their long feathery tendrils just peeking out the top.

			The feeling that all was not quite right settled in my chest and lurked there the rest of the afternoon as I sat by Davilas’ side, waiting in vain for him to wake up. The evening spent out in the starlit night for Dragonlord Xerxes’ funeral did not help, with all its strange shadowy rituals and talk of death and the ancestors.

			I shifted impatiently throughout the wake, waiting for my mistress to retire for the night so I’d be free at last to head to my private chamber, where I would have time to think and process everything. For once I was grateful that nobody stopped to wish me goodnight, finally greeted by the comforting sight of my own four walls.

			Small, it might be, but it was my place. The one space in the whole of this Weir where nobody else needed me, or could talk to me, or could claim my time. Most dragons might have turned their nose up at the rough, black grainy walls that had not been carefully hewn, let alone carved. But I liked it. It made me feel more at one with the mountain we lived in. And they didn’t have as good a mattress as I did. From my excursions into the plains of the Weir to find herbs for Master Physician, I had come across the very best patches for spring heather. Up on the walls were precious posters showing herbs, anatomies of dragons and humans, and charts with medical symptoms on them. Davilas had made them for me over the years, and they were the most precious things I owned. Apart from my own personal copy of the Physician Guild’s Handbook of Remedies, written by none other than the Godfather of all physicians – Physician Luciev. He’d centralised knowledge about remedies from his travels all over the world in the days before the Ten Thousand Years War. The huge tome lay on my desk, the forest green cover worn and faded, the parchment wrinkly and wafer-thin, the spine cracked from years of pouring through it.

			One day I’d be the Master Physician of the Weir. Master Allafin could go and dance with the water-sprites.

			And then I saw it.

			Someone had left a tiny bottle on my bed, along with a ripped piece of parchment. I picked up the bottle, but could not place it. The label had been ripped off, leaving a sticky white gauze covering the side of the bottle. The liquid inside was a dark wine colour.

			I unfurled the parchment. It smelled fresh, as if it had been taken from a new roll just today. The handwriting on it was large and loopy, with little characteristic flourishes. Although it also appeared somewhat awkward, as if the person writing it felt embarrassed about the size of their lettering.

			‘Alara.

			I have a matter that needs taking care of and I have chosen you to carry it out. Slip some of this into the Queen’s cup tomorrow. I think she will enjoy it.

			If you foolishly decide not to heed my wishes, your twin brother will unfortunately not survive his traumatic injuries from today. I imagine that it will be even easier to attack him while he is unconscious than it was this afternoon in the Treasury.

			If you show this note to anyone, he dies. I hope I make myself quite clear.

			Remember, I am watching you, Alara.

			Congratulations on your appointment as my new assistant.’

		

	
		
			 

		

		
			 Chapter Two

			 The Isomacchia Vial

		

		
			I held the jagged piece of parchment in my hands and read it again. And again. Trying to make the words sink in.

			But the letters danced about on the page. The flickering light from the torch bracket near the door cast shadows and made it look as if the parchment itself was rippling, and that the words were flowing. It made my eyes ache.

			I picked up the bottle to inspect it more closely. I didn’t recognise whatever was within it. Whatever this liquid was, it was rare. It couldn’t be something we used often use in the hospital wing.

			I weighed up the risks of smelling the liquid. If it was something I’d used, even once, there was a chance I could place it. I dug a claw in the top of the cork. To my surprise, it slid out easily. A waft of a fruity, almost sickly pungent smell filled the chamber.

			That was not a good sign. Potent smells usually meant harmful substances.

			The image of Davilas, bloody and eyes closed in the hospital wing filled my mind.

			Whoever had sent this note had threatened Davilas.

			Threatened my brother.

			And they claimed to have attacked him today.

			Were they telling the truth?

			There was only one way to find out just how dangerous this mysterious note-sender really was. And that was to test whether they kept their word.

			Gradually, I became aware that my heart was pounding quickly and rhythmically. A surge of adrenalin. Pops of crackling fire brought me back into the chamber. It was as if for an instant I had been standing outside space and time, and had only just been pulled back.

			If this note was to be believed, then if I did not give my mistress this potion tomorrow, Davilas would be attacked. That was not an option. Which meant I had precisely one day from now to figure out who had chosen me as their new ‘assistant’, without risking Davilas’ life. Or the queen’s, for that matter.

			I slipped the bottle under my mattress so that it was almost entirely concealed by the downy heather. Then, I took the note and hurried back out of my chamber along the spiral passageway. It was deserted. No lights glimmered under curtains or doors. This was good. I didn’t even meet any night guards as I came out into the junction that would take me towards the hospital wing.

			Soon I was hurrying along the thin passageway that led to Master Physician’s room. The archways here were curved and ornately decorated with beautiful vines and flowers. It looked as if nobody was stopping me. Perhaps this was someone’s idea of a horrible prank.

			A freshly torn parchment was taped to the stone door leading to Master Physician’s room. With the same loopy handwriting.

			My heart stopped beating for a second.

			I slowed instinctively, gazing around to see if anyone had followed me. But the tunnel was black and empty.

			I raised a trembling hand to the pale, yellow sheet and tugged it down. The writing looked more assured this time. More defiant.

			‘Thought you could outwit me? This is your final warning, Alara.

			One more act of disobedience, and Davilas pays the price.

			Your new master’

			I swallowed.

			Perhaps this was some terrible nightmare?

			But the notes in my hands were real enough. The bottle concealed beneath my mattress was no illusion. And Davilas… it was real enough for him.

			And that meant Davilas’ life was now in very great danger. I needed to go to him. Protect him. If only he would wake up, perhaps he would remember what happened, who this dragon was.

			The journey to the hospital wing was short but excruciating. I jumped at every smallest noise. The darkness was overwhelming.

			The ward was quiet. Snuffling, snoring sounds came from some of the beds. I crept along the aisle as quietly as I could. The door to the critical ward was open, and I slipped inside. My eyes were drawn straight to the curtained bed that I knew Davilas was in.

			I could barely bring myself to push the curtain aside.Davilas lay facing the ceiling, the dark gash where his scales had been ripped out horribly black and large on his neck. It took a moment to see that his chest was almost imperceptibly rising and falling. He was breathing. He was alive.

			I threw my arms around his body as if I could shield him from the unknown note-sender. And did not let go until the darkness consumed me too.

			***

			Someone was shaking me gently. The ground was hard and uncomfortable. My shoulder was pressed against it, aching with a throbbing red heat.

			‘Lara? You okay?’

			Cautiously, I opened an eye and squinted upwards. A flash of bronze scales greeted me.

			I groaned.

			‘Nice to see you too, I might say! Heavens above, you gave me a fright this morning. Now why don’t you get the fiery pits of Verdor off the floor and tell me what you are doing here?’

			It was Falomina. Gingerly, I lifted my aching muscles off said hospital wing floor and sat with my back against Davilas’ bedside table. I risked a glimpse across at him.

			‘He’s still out for the count. But sleeping here next to him won’t make him wake up any quicker, you know.’ Falomina’s tone was light and carefree as always, but I could see the worry creasing around her eyes.

			‘I’m sorry. I… I had a bit of a scare last night.’

			Falomina raised one eyebrow.

			‘Want to tell me anything?’

			What could I say? Numbly, I recalled the note posted on Master Physician’s door. Not even Falomina could know about this. Not even…

			Fear flooded through me as I recalled the threat.

			I glanced around to see if anyone was watching us. But all the curtains were still drawn in the critical ward, excepting for the empty beds. It looked as if we were alone.

			‘Jumpy this morning, are we?’ Falomina prodded me with the tip of her tail.

			 ‘I… Just a bad dream, that’s all…’ I said, still keeping a wary eye out.

			‘It wouldn’t have anything to do with this, would it?’ Falomina asked.

			‘With what?’

			And then I saw that she was holding out a jagged piece of parchment with an all-too familiar handwriting looping its way across the page.

			‘Hey! Give me that! You didn’t read it, did you?’

			I reached out to grab it, terrified someone would see her holding it and reach the wrong conclusions. But Falomina stepped deftly away. She must have seen my horror, for she raised her eyebrows.

			‘You don’t believe this absolute mudlark do you?’

			‘It wasn’t the only note. And I was given the bottle. And Davilas was attacked.’ All the words came out in a rush.

			‘Hey, hey, hey! Slow down there. One thing at a time,’ Falomina said.

			I explained all about finding the note and the bottle. About how I had decided to test the claims and how another note had been posted on Master Physician’s door. How strange it was that whoever had sent these messages had clearly known all about Davilas’ injuries and claimed to have caused them. The fact that only a blow of great strength could have shorn his horn right off.

			Falomina listened to it all, without interrupting. For the first time since receiving that note, I began to feel slightly calmer.

			‘We should take it to my father,’ were her first words when I finished.

			My gut wrenched.

			‘No!’ I clutched at her shoulder. ‘Please, please don’t. Davilas might not survive! And in any case, Lord Karil wouldn’t take it seriously. He’d think it was a prank. And then where would that leave me? I can’t risk it. I just can’t.’

			‘Okay, okay, we won’t do that,’ Falomina said, patting my shoulder. ‘I’m sorry for suggesting it.’

			We both sat in silence for a moment.

			‘Do you have any idea who sent this?’ Falomina asked, eventually.

			I shook my head. ‘None. Although I think the first port of call would be to check the Treasury log-book. See who was there that day who could have attacked Davilas.’

			Falomina gave me a look.

			‘Come on! What other choice do I have?’ I asked her.

			‘You’re seriously suggesting breaking into the Treasury?’ Falomina asked.

			I hesitated. ‘Well, not break in… exactly. More, snoop around a bit.’

			‘Snoop around a bit?’

			‘Who’s snooping?’ Lord Karil had entered the ward. He was a tall, broad chested dragon with long, pointed horns that protruded out from his bronze-scaled head.

			‘Father!’ Falomina snapped up immediately. ‘What are you doing here?’

			Lord Karil lifted his head in a haughty manner. ‘My weekly visit to my mother, that’s what. And I might ask the same of you.’

			Falomina glanced down at me. ‘Alara fell asleep on the floor,’ she explained.

			Lord Karil looked over me and sniffed. His tone darkened. ‘We’ve had this conversation before, Falomina. You are the Commander of the Fighter Dragons…’

			‘Blah, blah, blah.’ Falomina stuck her fingers in her ears. ‘And I’ve given you my answer before. Alara is my best friend. And that’s not going to change any time soon. Come, Alara. Let’s go.’

			She pulled me to my feet and linked her arm firmly around mine, frog-marching me to the door.

			‘Where are you going?’ Lord Karil asked.

			Falomina turned, a wicked smile playing around on her lips. ‘Snooping…’ she said.

			I couldn’t help but feel slightly better as we left the hospital wing arm-in-arm. Falomina’s energy was infectious; she waved merrily at Sage Maisel who breezed past us with her arms full of funny shaped jars and did not slow her pace until we were near the entrance to the Treasury. There, she drew me aside into a small side passage.

			‘You’re going to be in so much trouble with your father,’ I whispered to her.

			Falomina swished her head. ‘His problem for having bad taste in friends.’

			My heart swelled. I was so lucky to have Falomina.

			‘And anyway,’ she continued. ‘I have a plan. I’ll pretend to need to get something from my vault. That’ll allow me to get down to the royal level and take a look at the original crime scene. Meanwhile, you stay at reception and take a good look at the logbook.’

			She made it sound so easy.

			‘When do we go?’ I asked.

			‘Now,’ Falomina said. Without warning, she grabbed my arm again and marched me once more out into the main passageway, nearly colliding with Lady Erenbar and Yurgin, Sage Maisel’s assistant, as we did so. My heart sank.

			‘Watch it!’ Yurgin spat at us.

			‘I do apologise, your ladyship,’ Falomina bowed to Lady Erenbar.

			‘No matter,’ Lady Erenbar said, waving a hand. Her eyes narrowed when she saw me arm-in-arm with Falomina, however.

			‘Shouldn’t you be looking after your mistress?’ she enquired.

			‘It’s my day off,’ I said, truthfully. One day in every ten.

			‘Very well,’ Lady Erenbar said.

			The two of them strode off in the opposite direction. I watched Yurgin’s spindly, blue tail swish importantly behind him. As they rounded the corner, he looked back and shot me an ugly sign with his claws.

			‘Snake,’ I hissed under my breath.

			Falomina was already focused on the task in hand, however. She led me forward towards the huge archway covered with ancient runes and symbols that I did not recognise. A moment later, we were in the lofty entrance hall of the Treasury Wing, blinking as we stepped into a shaft of light shining down from one of the Weir’s five skylights.

			‘Hello. How may we help you today?’ an assistant at the entrance desk asked us.

			Falomina stepped forward confidently. It probably came from her royal breeding.

			‘I need to get something from my vault. This servant will wait here for me.’

			The assistant smiled at her. ‘Of course, Commander. Just sign your name here, please.’

			Falomina dipped her claw into a pot of black ink and signed her name midway down a large scale-bound book, using a thick blue cloth to wash the ink off once she was finished. 

			‘Thank you. This way, please.’ The assistant walked off in the direction of the grand stairs at the other end of the hall. Falomina gave me a wink and went after her.

			Heart pounding, I lent against the desk trying my hardest to seem like I was taking a break. I’d have all of a minute before the assistant was back.

			‘Can I help you?’ the voice sounded in my ear.

			I practically jumped out of my scales. Towering above me was none other than Lord Sufyan himself.

			‘I’m… I’m just waiting for my friend to get something from her vault,’ I said. ‘I was told to wait here.’

			Lord Sufyan surveyed me. He was a huge dragon, a foot taller than anyone else in the Treasury. A few golden scales flashed on his otherwise navy body. He liked a bit of glam, did Lord Sufyan. My mind raced. Was he going to throw me out? Was there any way I could look at the book?

			‘Treasury policy is that all visitors must sign the log-book. Would you please care to sign your name?’

			The ancestors must be smiling down on me. About time.

			I nodded obediently, dipping my claw into the bottle of jet-black ink. Lord Sufyan pushed the book towards me. I scanned the double page spread it was open on, praying that yesterday’s entries would be there too.

			They were.

			A drop of ink spattered onto the page. ‘Oops,’ I said. ‘Sorry.’

			‘No matter,’ Lord Sufyan said, with just a hint of a frustrated growl in the back of his throat.

			I lowered my head and started to sign my name. My full name, so that I could look at the other page. There were the names of all the visitors. Several of the names leapt out at me immediately.

			Lord and Lady Erenbar.

			Lord Karil.

			Lord and Lady Sharme.

			Sage Maisel.

			Yurgin.

			Master Allafin.

			There they were. And I couldn’t forget Lord Sufyan, of course, who must have been working here at various points throughout the day.

			‘Why… are there different reasons why people visit the Treasury?’ I asked, finishing off my rather messy signature with a scrape.

			Lord Sufyan looked down at me curiously. ‘What do you mean?’

			I considered how to phrase the question. ‘I mean, are there any reasons why someone would come here other than to take out something from their vault?’

			‘Well, there are meetings held here. Just yesterday, I held a meeting of various Elders to discuss the financial settlement for Xerxes’ funeral.’

			Convenient that there was a simple explanation for so many Elders to be present in the Treasury. Theoretically any of them would have had access to the royal vaults. Master Allafin was the one exception.

			‘Thank you,’ I said, pushing the book away and wiping my claw on the ink-stained cloth on the desk. ‘That’s… very interesting.’

			The assistant came clipping back across to us. ‘Is everything all right, Sir?’ she asked Lord Sufyan.

			‘Quite alright. Please ensure that every single visitor is signed in from now on Madame Levy. Even the ones who just stay here at the desk.’

			Lord Sufyan strode off, leaving the assistant fidgeting nervously.

			‘Are… how many dragons work here in the Treasury?’ I asked.

			‘There are about twenty of us in total,’ the assistant responded. ‘I… We all sign in using a different file.’

			Twenty. Twenty more potential suspects.

			‘How many work in the royal vaults?’ I asked, hoping to narrow it down.

			‘Just the two. The senior vault-guarder is Master Vralofay, and then there’s a junior assistant too. Oh, what’s his name? I’ve forgotten. Anyway, he’s off sick at the moment so poor Master Vralofay is having to do it all himself today. He’s most put out about it.’

			My heart gave a funny lurch. But I pretended I had no idea.

			‘Off sick?’

			‘Oh yes. Banged his head when he fell over yesterday or something. Knocked himself out. He’ll be out of a job if he doesn’t come back soon. Plenty here would want to work in the royal vaults.’

			‘Oh,’ I said, trying not to sound too annoyed. I was liking this assistant less and less every minute. We lapsed into silence.

			Thankfully, it didn’t take Falomina long to return. We exited the Treasury and snuck back into the little side passage.

			‘How’d it go?’ she asked me. ‘Did I give you enough time?’

			I nodded, reeling off the names of the visitors to her. And the twenty other potential suspects.

			‘So how do we narrow it down?’ Falomina asked. ‘We can’t check out all these dragons.’

			‘I have an idea,’ I said. ‘We could see if we can track down where this parchment originates from.’

			‘And how in the ancestors’ names would we do that?’ Falomina snorted.

			‘By going to the library. Parchment is expensive. Every roll and sheet is accounted for. A swatch of each parchment is also kept in the records. We might be able to track who owns this particular sheet.’

			Falomina grinned at me. ‘How do you know all this stuff?’

			‘I read,’ I replied, seriously. ‘How do you not know this?’

			‘Our waitstaff bring me my paper. Come on then,’ she said, grabbing my arm and marching me off towards the library.

			The library was empty. Falomina and I crept along the shelves in the basement, trying to find the records of parchment. Eventually, we found them tucked away in a hidden corner.

			‘Do we have to trawl through all of these?’ Falomina groaned, seeing the huge stack of reams of records.

			‘Just the recent ones. This parchment smells fresh. I bet it’s from the most recent batch.’

			Falomina hurled herself onto a chair and stuck her legs up on a table. ‘Let’s get going then. I need to be off to training soon.’

			It didn’t take long. The parchment matched with the very last swatch to have been ordered into the Weir. It was made from the honey tree, and laced with bamboo and grass fibres for extra strength.

			‘So, who bought this, then?’ Falomina asked.

			I scanned the page. ‘Four sheets went to the hospital wing. Eight to Dragonlord Xerxes. And the last five to…’ I paused.

			‘Who?’

			‘Lord Sufyan and Lord Karil,’ I said, not daring to look up at her.

			‘Well, that doesn’t help much,’ Falomina said. ‘Master Physician wouldn’t lay a hand on either of you. My father and uncle can’t be up to anything, they’re too busy what with the king’s death and all. And that means whoever wrote this note must have stolen it from the chambers of Dragonlord Xerxes.’

			My stomach writhed. Falomina was determined not to see what was clearly a strong piece of evidence that her blood relatives might be involved. I wondered how much she knew of the political instability.

			Falomina waved a hand. ‘Well, we tried at least. I’d best be off to training. I’ll see you this evening?’

			I nodded, dumbly, shuffling the papers back into the stack they’d been squished into. An overwhelming sense of exhaustion settled over me. Perhaps Falomina was right. But if she wasn’t… My mind felt sluggish, unable to connect the dots. I felt as though I was missing something important. As if a clue was staring at me in plain sight, but I just couldn’t quite grasp hold of it.

			My stomach rumbled and I realised that I hadn’t eaten anything all day. I dragged myself down to the dining hall for a bite to eat. With neither Davilas or Falomina there, I ate alone. Luckily the fighter dragons were all at training, meaning I didn’t have to endure any taunts. Then I wandered down the sleeping passageway towards my room. Perhaps an hour or two to sleep. Last night hadn’t exactly been restful.

			It was waiting for me on the mattress, exactly where the other one had been.

			‘Snooping around Alara? Don’t chicken out on me. You know what the consequences are.’

			The little wine-red bottle had been placed next to it. It leered at me in the firelight. I picked it up and felt it’s smooth glassy weight in my hand.

			‘Alara?’

			For the second time today I jumped about a foot in the air.

			‘What?’ I whirled around, hoping that whoever was in the doorway couldn’t see the bottle in my hand.

			‘Yurgin? What are you doing here? This is my chamber.’

			His frame was thin and gangly in the doorway. He looked smug, as usual.

			‘Just passing on the way to my own quarters. I do live just three doors down from you, you know.’ Yurgin grinned at me.

			‘Well, flutter off to your own bed then,’ I spat.

			Yurgin’s lip curled. ‘Now, now. I just thought you’d want to know the news.’

			My heart stopped. Davilas.

			‘What news?’ I asked, unable to conceal the quiver in my voice.

			Yurgin merely grinned at me. ‘I’m not sure I will tell you after all. After all, if you would be so rude.’

			‘Tell me!’ I demanded.

			‘Fine,’ Yurgin put his hands up in a gesture of surrender. ‘Fine. The queen collapsed this afternoon. She’s taken to her chambers. Nobody is sure…’

			I charged past him before he could say another word.

			‘You’re welcome!’ Yurgin called out after me.

			I bowed my head as I crossed the threshold into my mistress’s chamber. At my chest, a dark, glassy vial shone in my hand. I was still holding the bottle.

			I couldn’t very well return to hide it in my chamber now. I’d just have to make do with it.

			***

			Kreika came out to meet me at the entrance to the royal chambers.

			‘I’m here to see the queen,’ I told her.

			She leered at me, fangs showing. ‘You have no purpose in these chambers at the present. It’s your day off.’

			‘Let me in, Kreika,’ I said, hackles rising.

			‘Or what?’ she demanded.

			‘Alara? Is that you?’

			To my immense relief, Master Physician poked his head out of the entrance to the queen’s suite. ‘Come quick. I’d like your assistance.’

			I sidestepped neatly past Madame Kreika, whose face looked like thunder, and followed Master Physician’s whiskery beard as it whisked into the queen’s quarters.

			The queen was lying on the huge double mattress in her sleeping chamber. Her breathing was shallow, her eyes closed.

			‘What happened?’ I asked, feeling for a pulse. Everything seemed normal there.

			‘Apparently, she complained of feeling tired and a little dizzy around mid-afternoon and decided to retire here to her chambers for a short rest. Then, at dinner with her parents and Prince Caspar, she just suddenly keeled over. Collapsed.’

			‘Will she survive?’ I asked, quickly.

			Master Physician looked up at me, eyes round and wide. ‘Why, you don’t think…? No… no of course it’s nothing like that. I’ve checked all over and nothing seems to be wrong with her vital organs. She’s probably overwrought and overtired from all the worry with the king’s death and everything. She needs a break, is all.’

			I nodded, but the little vial in my hands felt suddenly very cold and hard. Should I tell him? I wavered.

			‘Alara, I need you to stay here with her Grace while I just finish seeing to a couple of patients in the hospital wing. There’s one urgent case of surgery that I need to carry out on poor hatchling Winters, and I need to brief Master Allafin on a couple of other things. I’m quite sure the queen will be alright, but it would reassure me if you could keep an eye on things here for me. Just for a couple of hours or so.’

			Already, he was picking up his battered, leather medicine bag and straightening his hospital apron.

			‘I…’

			This was it. This was the moment I had to tell him about the note. The bottle.

			I gulped. ‘Yesterday I received a strange note, and I was wondering…’

			But he was already striding out the door. ‘Yes, yes, I’ll hear all about it later. See you in a bit!’

			And then he was gone, leaving me alone with the silent queen lying face up on the bed.

			I circled the spacious sleeping chamber once, twice, three times, before deciding that there was nothing for it. I’d just have to wait for him to come back. And when he did, which shouldn’t take too long, I could tell him everything. See if he knew what this strange potion was.

			I knelt down next to the queen on her plush silk bedspread, embroidered with purple leaves and flowers. Always one for loving pretty things, my mistress was. It was the reason our Weir had so many skilled seamstresses. Next to her bed was a large ornate cabinet with a large porcelain jug proudly presented on top. Inside, I knew, were all the queen’s different scale polishes. She had the most elaborate scale care routine of any dragon I knew.

			The minutes trickled by. Every now and again I heard a noise outside and expected it to be Master Physician. I’d jump off the bed, only to hear a door somewhere else in the royal apartments close.

			The queen slept on. Chest rising, and falling, regular as clockwork. But there was something odd, an ink black rash was spreading on her exposed neck. I’d need to tell Master Physician about that later.

			She wasn’t the best companion to be sitting in silence with, really.

			With the quiet and privacy the queen’s chamber afforded me, I inspected the bottle once again. It nestled in the palm of my hand, its cork lid light to the touch. The liquid inside sloshed around, runny and yet jewel-like in the way it caught the light.

			I racked my brains but nothing I could think of sprang to mind. Frustration coursed through me. I was in charge of the stockroom. I knew the Physician Guild’s Handbook of Remedies back to front. I should know what this was.

			I do not know how long I sat there, waiting, and turning that little vial over and over, getting nowhere in my mind. Slowly, I started to daze off into a kind of reverie of nothingness.

			An awful rasping choking noise came from the queen just next to me — jolting me back into the room. I dropped the bottle and leant over to her side.

			The queen’s face was stretched into a wide grimace. Her eyes were open and bulging, her hand at her throat clawing at it for air.

			‘Here, sit up!’ I tried to haul her up into a sitting position in the hope it would help but she thrashed and her claws piercing my cheek.

			‘Quick! Help! Someone! Get Master Physician!’ I cried out. From outside came the sound of pounding footsteps. Lord Sufyan burst through the door, marine scales gleaming.

			‘She can’t breathe! Quick, get Master Physician!’ I yelled at him.

			Lord Sufyan blinked at me, taking it in. And then disappeared. I could only hope he’d follow my orders.

			The queen was now drawing in wretched great gasps.

			‘Turn over your Grace!’ I commanded. She writhed and fell over on her side. Cautiously, I went to her and helped her onto all fours.

			‘That’s right, deep breath,’ I said, as much to steady my own erratic heart as to soothe the queen.

			The queen looked for a moment as if she’d heard me. She paused, took a great shuddering breath, and then started choking and hyperventilating once more.

			Kreika was at the door.

			‘Don’t just stand there, help me!’ I called out to her. Together we hauled the queen back into a sitting position on the bed. I felt the queen’s pulse. It was barely there, coming in short sharp bursts of quick beats followed by a long pause.

			‘Your Grace, can you hear me?’ I asked. ‘You need to try and breathe more deeply. Try and take a big breath.’

			It was no use. Seconds later she was writhing and squirming in distress on the bed.

			‘What’s happened to her?’ Kreika asked, panic in every syllable.

			‘I don’t know… I…’

			‘Alara!’

			Master Physician was back, quickly followed by Lord Sufyan. He bounded across the room and immediately his expression changed. Pure shock was etched across every wrinkled line.

			‘What do you do in a seizure? I can’t remember!’ I wailed.

			Master Physician whirled around facing each one of us.

			‘What has the queen had to drink this afternoon?’

			‘I… I don’t know?’ I stammered. Kreika shook her head, apparently unable to find any words.

			Then his eyes lit upon the little vial, lying visible for all to see on the floor. His eyes darkened. He bent down and picked it up.

			‘Which one of you gave her this?’

			Kreika and I looked at one another. ‘Nobody,’ I said. ‘I was trying to tell you about it earlier… I…’

			I’d never seen Master Physician look so furious. ‘You tried? You tried?’ his voice became unnaturally high-pitched. ‘Why didn’t you warn me the second you found it?’
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