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To Evelyn, my little storyteller. 
May your imagination continue to color the world with wonderful stories, 
just as you color mine.
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Chapter one
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Winter Storm





In the depths of a harsh winter, Crown Princess Moira of Aurora found herself nestled within the lair of a family of stone trolls, while a fierce storm howled beyond the walls. Outside, the Murklin forest was a blur, with snowflakes blazing horizontally among the gnarled trees, their branches groaning under the weight of snow and ice. The wind’s icy fingers had tugged at her with relentless force, threatening to sweep her away as she journeyed from her floating kingdom to the forest.  

In short, it was the sort of day when wisdom dictated staying warm and safe within the castle walls.

But Moira could not, because she needed to be here. 

The same time, every week, without fail.

As she sank into her favorite armchair, she breathed in deeply and allowed the surprisingly warm, earthy scent of the troll’s den, coupled with the low rumble of their voices, to wrap around her like a blanket. 

The oldest troll and grandmother of the family, Wana, handed her a cup of tea, and Moira warmed her frozen fingers around it with a grateful smile. “Thank you.”

“Shouldn’t have come,” Wana said, mirroring Moira’s thoughts. “This weather? You’d have been better off staying in. Could’ve come here another day.”

Moira blew on the cup, causing steam to rise into the air. She took comfort in the warmth of the fire, its flames casting a gentle, flickering light, creating shadows that danced along the earthen walls. “I couldn’t just not show up.”

Wana tsk’d and shook her head. “We’d have looked out the window and understood why you weren’t here, child.”

Moira stared down at her tea. “I had to come. I’m going to the shore, just like always.”

Wana’s face scrunched up, the lines on her face becoming even deeper. The first time they met, Moira had thought she looked like an old tree, and it was still the most fitting description for the elderly stone troll. Still, Wana said nothing, because they both knew nothing would keep Moira from waiting on the shoreline every week.

“You really expect her to show up?” Wystan shook his head as he walked into the room. He looked good, his dark curly hair in a constant state of disarray, his cheeks still flushed even though it had been ten or so minutes since they came inside. 

Moira raised her chin just enough to be defiant. “I’m going to be there every week.”

“It’s been half a year,” Wystan said. “Don’t you think she would’ve come back by now if she wanted to?”

She lifted her gaze to him. “What would you have me do? Give up on her?”

Wystan sighed and repeated a version of the same words he had been saying for months. It was far from the first time they had this argument. “I’m just saying, if she shows up, what are the odds she’ll do it on the day and time we agreed on? If she’s in trouble like you’ve suggested, then she’ll show up when she can get away, and if she’s not in trouble, she would’ve already come.”

Moira knew he was right, but she still would not accept it. The only way she would ever let go and move on was if Nerida told her to. And probably not even then, because why would Nerida say such a thing after all they had been through? No. Moira would keep standing at the edge of the ocean, come snowstorms or hurricanes or warm summer breezes. It did not matter; she would be there.

Wana sat down on a stool by the table and shook her head at Wystan. “Let her be.”

Wystan rolled his eyes but reached out to rest his hand on Wana’s shoulder. “Fine.” 

It was so comfortable in the stone trolls’ lair. The walls and floor, crafted from the very earth beneath the Murklin forest, flowed seamlessly around her, a cozy haven hidden beneath the wild surface. Over the open fire, a cauldron simmered with the day’s stew, wafting a mouthwatering blend of aromas—herbs and root vegetables all within a rich broth—that filled the air with the promise of a hearty meal. The ease between the trolls themselves made the lair far more inviting than Moira’s home. The castle was too large, and though a family lived there, it was a broken family these days.

“How did it go with the gnomes?” Wana asked, looking over at Wystan. 

Wystan poured himself a cup of tea too and sat down opposite Wana. Perhaps Moira should move from the armchair and offer it to one of them, but she was too comfortable, wrapped in the blanket and curled into the softness of the chair. Besides, they would refuse as they had done on every previous occasion when she had offered.

“They’re all right now, Gamma.” Wystan gave his grandmother a small smile. “I did that thing with the dried lavender. You were right, it’s such a great addition, it just makes it all a little more effective.”

Wana said nothing, but Moira didn’t miss the pride shining in her eyes. 

Placing the cup on the floor, Moira then sank back into the chair, closing her eyes and focusing on her breathing and the warmth of her magic, curled deep within her. In the darkness, the gentle glow of her magic came into focus, yellow like a sunflower at the height of summer, comforting and sweet. It wasn’t static, but coiled and uncoiled around itself, not unlike the steam coming from the teacup. Moira loved watching it.

She called it the soul world. Wystan sometimes called it Elah’s world, and he had taught her enough about how to reach it for her to know how to see others—not just the other Elementals like she could in the beginning, but regular people too. 

“Everyone has a color to their soul,” Wystan had explained to her when she asked.

Moira had frowned. “Even those without magic?” 

“Yes,” Wystan had said. “For those with magic, the magic is woven into the soul.”

“Can you separate the magic from the soul?”

It had been Wystan’s turn to frown. “I don’t know. I doubt you’d want to try.”

From the way he said it, Moira doubted it, too. 

“Elah’s world is where we go to heal,” Wystan had continued. “The soul, the magic, it’s all part of our life weave, and it can be ripped and damaged.”

It’s like it’s cutting your life weave into pieces, like someone took a knife and stabbed you a hundred times over—and it keeps stabbing you.

Wystan’s voice from six months earlier echoed through her mind, still clear, forever etched into her brain. He had been speaking to Pyrros back then because Pyrros had been dying from the mountain witch’s curse.

Then Wystan had explained, “In Elah’s world, you can move through space in a way you can’t out here. If you’re in Murklin, you should be able to find me, even if we’re far from each other physically.”

That had given her hope.

Moira had devoted what felt like thousands of hours since to searching out her friends over long distances. She had practiced every day, sinking into the soul world so many times it became second nature, a place she was as familiar with as the real world. Perhaps she would have practiced with less fervor if it was just to strengthen her skills—but she had a goal. She had a single purpose in mind. 

A single person.

The one she could never seem to find.

Well, it was not strictly true. She never found any of the water people. Though she knew the general area of Navalis, she could never find their souls in the soul world. And Moira knew Nerida had a color, the intense blue she had seen once before, after Dragondale, when Moira had given Wystan some of her own energy.

“So, is it really our souls I see in there?” Moira had asked Wystan at another point, using him as her knowledge base. “I mean, I could share it with you—did I share my soul with you? Or is it something else?”

Wystan had sighed, as he had done frequently when Moira asked about the soul world. “It’s not our souls, per se. It’s our… energy. For those of us with magic, it’s our magic too, intertwined. You shared your energy with me, but not your soul.”

“Could I share my soul with someone else?” Moira asked.

Wystan pondered the question for a moment. “I don’t know why you would, and I don’t know what the result would be. You would die if you gave everything of yourself to someone else.”

Moira searched every day, but she never found Nerida in there. She pushed herself until she was at the outer edges of how far she could go in the soul world; she dove as far down as she could make herself, and yet—nothing.

Not this time, either.

“You will find her.”

Moira started, as she always did when the voice spoke to her in the soul world. Ea was the only one with the ability to speak in there, although Moira had never figured out how.

No, I won’t, she wanted to scream at the white light, as anguish threatened to drown her. I’ll never find her.

Ea’s light was white, and so bright it hurt Moira’s eyes. Everyone else had a color, but not her.

“Don’t despair,” Ea said, her voice gentle. “When you need to find her, you will.”

I need to find her now.

Frustration running through her like wild chevolants, Moira pulled herself back to the real world, away from Ea and the colorful souls. She found herself back by the cracking fire, the two stone trolls talking mutedly by the table. Uncurling herself from the armchair and shrugging off the blanket, she immediately missing its warmth. 

“Is it time?” Wystan asked. 

Moira nodded. “I’ll come back and say goodbye before I return to Aurora.”

Wana stood and shuffled over to her. “Will you return for dinner?”

Moira smiled. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

The trolls’ dinners were informal and their meals simple compared to what the chefs in the castle produced, but Moira would choose this every day if she could. 

She was glad for her fall from the sky because it meant she had found them. Wystan had become a close friend over the last few months, teaching her about the soul world and even the very basics of healing. After he felt her intuitively share her energy with him, he thought it best. She still had a hard time with it, though. 

Wrapping her cloak tightly around herself, Moira stepped into the winter tempest. The snow, still falling in a relentless horizontal barrage, stung her cheeks with a thousand tiny ice pricks, each flake a sharp contrast to the warmth she had just left behind. The bitter cold nipped at her, the frigid air burning her lungs. With her eyes narrowed to mere slits, she cautiously made her way through the blinding white. 

Hovering just above the snow-covered ground, Moira flew with careful balance, high enough to escape the worst of the snow’s grasp but low enough to avoid being swept away by the stronger winds that roamed higher up. 

She regretted declining Pyrros’ offer to fly her—the journey from Aurora had been fraught with danger, a deadly dance with the storm, and she had already lost to a storm once before, so she was not keen on repeating the experience. 

The cold bit through her cloak, and her breath formed small clouds of vapor that hung briefly in the air before being whisked away by the wind. 

Pyrros would not be so affected by the winds. 

Pyrros, who now lived in Aurora.

He had returned the same night he had left, once Wystan and Nerida had been safely returned to their homes. 

“I don’t want to be alone,” he had told her.

Her heart had broken a little for him who had no family to go back to, and for herself with her broken family—but then she rolled her shoulders back and smiled. “You’re always welcome here.” She hugged him, and she wished that night and every night following, he had brought Nerida back too.

It took her twice as long to get to the shore as it usually did. By the time Moira finally reached the sandy beach, now hidden by a thick layer of snow, her hands and feet had succumbed to a numbness that gnawed at her skin despite her thick gloves. The ocean before her churned in shades of steel gray, its surface an undulating expanse that appeared colder and more forbidding than she had ever seen it. The salty scent of the sea was harshly intertwined with the biting cold of the swirling snowflakes.

Memories of the storm that stole her wings, and the harrowing water-related ordeals before and on Ea’s magical island, lingered in Moira’s mind. Each wave, crashing onto the shore with a deafening roar, was a reminder of the deadliness of water.

Most of all, these days, she hated the ocean because it had taken Nerida from her and refused to give her back.

She would wait for one hour, as she always did.

The waves smashed against each other, rolling in toward the shore. Droplets of salty water landed on Moira’s cheek, washing away the snowflakes. Her cloak had already turned white on one side, as had the exposed strands of her black, curly hair. 

She focused solely on the water, figuring she might as well practice. 

It had started as a fun experiment with the water in her glass at dinner because her younger brother Milton asked her to show him magic. Since the wind was invisible, she used her air magic to part the water in the glass instead, pressing it to the sides, until magic cleaved the water all the way to the bottom. 

Milton was briefly impressed, before moving on.

Moira had stared at her glass, realizing she could part the water. Her mind raced with what it could mean. Since then, she practiced every day, from the water in glasses and goblets and then in bowls, before moving onto the water in her bathtub, and then a lake. 

The ocean was the most difficult because the water kept moving, and when she started out, the waves had come crashing in wherever she had parted the water. It had taken her weeks before she understood how to press the water away in every direction, not just to the sides. 

Forming a bubble of air around herself, she stepped into the water. The waves kept coming toward her but crashed against the wall of air, so she stayed dry. She took another few steps out into the ocean and the water would have been up to her knees. A positive side-effect was that the snow did not reach her either, also pressed back by her magic.

She continued into the water until she would have been standing with water up to her chest. It no longer took everything out of her to keep the shield of air up. When she first started out, sweat from sheer exertion soaked through her clothes after mere minutes, but these days, she stood the entire hour with the water crashing against the shield with no discomfort.

One day, she would use this magic to go to Navalis.

One day, she would find Nerida and bring her home again.








  
  

Chapter two
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One Day





The trolls never asked her about it when she returned from the ocean alone, and Moira was grateful. She wanted none of their pity, and if they had given it to her, she might have bitten their heads off. It was the last thing she wanted to do, considering how kind they always were to her. 

Wystan’s father, Lore, was the cook of the family, and he had made another tasty meal that filled the lair with its delicious scents. Though Moira used her magic to keep the snow away on the way back, she was still cold to the bone, and his thick, hot stew was exactly what she needed. With a blanket around her shoulders, she sat gratefully at the table as Lore filled her bowl. 

“Take some bread,” he said, holding out the breadbasket. Lore was no taller than Moira, with the same dark curls as his son, with a stocky build and a bit of a belly. He loved not only making great food but eating it, too. With his kind, dark eyes, and welcoming smile, Moira always felt at home. 

The bread was warm and soft, a delicious smell wafting from it. Moira thanked him and dipped it into the stew. 

They were such a sweet family. What was it like having a mother like Wystan’s? Terra still fussed over her son, petting his dark hair as she passed him, making sure he ate, despite Wystan being a year older than Moira. He gave his mom an irritated, yet fond, look. 

Moira had neither seen nor heard from her own mother since the near fall of Aurora. It still hurt, not so much because it was her mother, but because she was Mari, Milton, and Mael’s mother as well. Her siblings had always had a better relationship with their mother than Moira. Whenever she thought of the queen, Moira’s blood boiled with anger because she had left the three children she had claimed to love. 

No one knew where she had gone. Moira’s magic mirror showed blue skies and the hint of green fields whenever she asked, but the images were never clear. 

The new Chief of Guards, Ayla, had a half dozen guards looking for both the former queen and the former Chief of Guards, Rais, but they’d had no luck locating either.

“We’ll find them, Your Highness,” Ayla had told Moira. “Sooner or later, we’ll find them.”

Moira didn’t know if she hoped Ayla was correct, or not.

A knock on the door interrupted them, and Wystan stood and walked down the corridor, disappearing out of sight. A minute later, he reappeared. He nodded to Moira. “Someone is here to give you a lift home.”

Her eyebrows rose but then she smiled. “Tell him I’ll be right out.”

She finished her stew and bread and thanked them for dinner. Terra stood and hugged her. “See you next week?”

Moira nodded. “Of course.” She turned to Wystan. “You want to come?”

Wystan shook his head. “Not today. I have work I need to do tomorrow. But next week.”

She smiled. “Okay.”

Then she grabbed her cloak once more and headed out. 

Pyrros stood in the snow, too large for the small space. His scales shone white beneath the layer of snow, and he looked like the white dragons Moira had seen in her storybooks. Those dragons lived in the cold north of Silenda. 

The sight of him always made her warm inside—even more so with the storm raging. He had braved the storm for her. “Hi.”

Pyrros smiled. “Hi. I wasn’t sure you’d be able to get back in this weather.”

With the help of her magic, she probably could have, but it would not have been a pleasant experience. She hugged him, her arms tiny around his large neck. “Thank you.”

“What are friends for, other than to rescue one another in snowstorms?” He grinned and shook from nose to tail, snow flying in every direction, including over Moira. “Oh. Oops. Sorry.”

She looked down at herself, then gave him a half-serious glare. The look he gave her was so baleful, it was impossible to keep from giggling. 

Once they were in the air, he asked, “How come Wys isn’t coming today?”

Moira shrugged. “He said something about work.”

As they flew toward Aurora, they both fell silent. Neither heard the other with the wind howling in their ears. Moira did her best to protect both herself and Pyrros from the falling snow, by using the winds to press away from them. They passed through the clouds, cold and wet, and then the night sky spread out above them. It was even colder, the winds even harsher, but at least there was no snow. Since Moira sat still on Pyrros’ back, her hands and feet soon turned painfully numb, as did her nose. She pressed her face into her scarf, trying to hide—and wished desperately for the journey home to be over.

Finally, Pyrros dropped her off at the castle. 

“Will you be all right at home?” Moira asked. He had made himself a home on the cliff she had gifted him at the edge of Aurora. “We can open up the Throne Hall for you if you need to warm up.”

Pyrros shook his head. “It’s fine. I’ve got a good setup out there.”

He did. The floating cliff had once been used for mining, but there was nothing left to mine, so the cliff had been abandoned. What had been left was a cave large enough for Pyrros to use as his home, which fit him just fine. There was a small gathering of trees before it, all bare in mid-winter. Pyrros had started a vegetable garden for himself around the cave, though it had been so late in the summer when he had moved there, nothing had grown in it yet. 

“I know you do,” Moira said. “But you’re always welcome here.”

He smiled. “Thanks.”

“No, thank you for the ride. I really appreciate it.” 

She was so glad he had returned to Aurora, rather than staying in his old home in Murklin. Not only had he moved to her kingdom, but he had proven to be of great help as they rebuilt. He had assisted with a lot of heavy lifting, to the point where even those who had first run screaming at the sight of him had come around. 

They said their goodbyes and Moira headed across the courtyard. At the door, Mari stood waiting, and Moira hid her smile as she took in the hope on Mari’s face, followed by disappointment as she noted Moira was alone.

“He couldn’t make it today,” Moira said as she came inside. A maid took her sodden coat.

Mari tried to school her expression into a neutral one, but she was not nearly as good at it as their mother had been. She spoke slowly, pronouncing each word, as she had ever since waking up after being injured in the first Shattering. “I don’t know what you mean.”

Moira snorted. “Sure.”

Every time Wystan came to Aurora, Mari was sure to stay nearby. She definitely had more than a little crush on the troll healer.

“I wanted to make sure,” Mari said, taking a break halfway through, “You were okay.”

“I’m fine.” Moira gave her a sidelong smile. “And so is Wystan. He just had work to do tomorrow.”

“Oh.”

They made their way down the corridor at a pace with which Mari could keep up. Physical therapy had done a lot of good for her, as had Wystan’s continued healing magic, but there were injuries of Mari’s that would never heal. She would never fly quite as well, her balance off because of damage to her right wing that they had first discovered when she tried to fly for the first time after waking up. And she walked with a limp. Her speech had become much better, and Moira still hoped she would get back to the way it had been before, but no one knew for sure.

Moira was just glad her sister was still alive, watching her with intelligent, clear eyes.

“And no Nerida?” Mari asked.

Moira kept herself from sighing. “No. No Nerida.”

“I’m sorry.”

Moira nodded. 

“Next week?”

They came to Moira’s door and stopped. “Yes. Next week.” And the week after that, and the week after that. Moira would never stop going to the shore. At some point, she would decide she was ready to go into the water and search for her, because she would not live the rest of her life without Nerida. It was just not happening.

She bid Mari goodnight and went to bed. It would be a new day tomorrow, and who knew what it would bring? 








  
  

Chapter three
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Air





Moira glanced out the window of the meeting room and frowned. Where the sky had been clear before, the clouds hanging low beneath the floating rocks, something odd was now going on. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but one spot looked strange, as though right there, the blue sky had… darkened? 

She turned back to listen to her advisors.

The roar of a dragon reverberated through the glass and the walls. 

Moira came to her feet. Pyrros. Why would he roar like that? She had never heard him make such a sound. 

“What was that?” someone asked.

Her advisors also stood, glancing around, nervous energy suddenly filling the air. Was there a problem with Aurora again? She shuddered at the thought because they could not handle another round of the kingdom nearly falling into the ocean. If the phoenix feather disappeared again, Moira did not know what they would do. Six months of searching and yet she and the re-instated State Mage Edarin were no closer to finding another feather. 

Without waiting for the others, she hurried out of the room, toward the Throne Hall, but when she got there, she did not go in. Instead, she turned and stared at the painting. She held out her hand, feeling for the protective magic Edarin had placed upon it, weaving it together with her air magic, and it was still there, untouched.

She breathed out.

Something else, then. Were the other Cloud Keepers safe?

She left the castle through the closest side entrance just as her guards caught up to her and followed her out.

Another roar and Moira’s already pounding heart drummed faster.

“Your Highness, we need to get you to safety,” her new personal lead guard said. He had taken Ayla’s place after she became the new Head of Guards. 

“No, I need to go to Pyrros, he’s obviously in trouble,” Moira said, flying faster, using her magic to let the winds carry her.

Then she slammed into something hard, mid-air.

Dazed, she backed, her hand coming up to press against her head. She looked around and had to blink a few times for her surroundings to come into focus. A ringing in her ears, blood rushing through her body as her heart beat wildly.

Her guards had their weapons out, one with a bow and arrow, others with long knives. Moira had nothing, had not expected anything bad to happen—but she should have learned by now because she never expected it and it always happened anyway.

The blue dot she had seen before was back.

She squinted at it. Was it just her imagination? Had she hit her head too hard? 

No. The round blueness took shape. Thin arms came out of it, and spindly legs ended in feet with toes much too long. A head, with hair seeming to be not quite there, melding with the sky beyond. 

Charcoal eyes opened and stared at her.

It opened its mouth, lined with sharp teeth, and it screeched, the sound like nails on a blackboard.

Then it threw itself toward Moira, its long fingers wrapping around her throat before she had time to react, squeezing so no air could move in or out.

She thrashed wildly, a tidal wave of panic washing over her, but her fists seemed unable to connect with the being, as though only the fingers around her throat were solid. Kicking her feet, hoping they would hit their target, she saw out of the corner of her eye how the being’s body became smoke when her legs came near.

An arrow whizzed past them, but it did no better than Moira’s own attempts.

Black dots started creeping in from the sides of her vision. Air. She needed air desperately. Her hands came up to the solid fingers around her throat, and she pulled at them, ripped at them, and the creature screeched at her. She kept going, twisting and turning. 

Her vision swam, darkness threatening. 

Air.

Air.

She had magic! And this being was obviously magic—what else could it be? As her strength waned and unconsciousness beckoned, she tugged at her magic, letting it come from within and pushing everything away from her.

The white fingers disappeared and Moira dragged down painful breaths into screaming lungs. She fell, barely remembering she was in mid-air and had to fly, unfolding her wings and stopping her tumble.

The creature streaked after her, but Moira threw whatever she could think of at it—a strong gust of wind—and it blew back with the suddenness of it.

Guards came hurrying after her, but the creature gave them not so much as a glance, its black eyes glued to Moira’s. There was nothing behind those eyes. Moira was prey in its eyes, nothing else. 

The guards came up around her and she wanted to scream at them to get to safety because the creature wouldn’t care if they got hurt in its pursuit of Moira. It wouldn’t bother hurting them, hunting them unless they were in the way. But her throat was still raw, her lungs barely filled with fresh air after the creature’s attempt at strangulation.

Her magic trembled, as though it too feared the creature. But Moira had trained tirelessly—had spent months getting her Elemental magic under control. If the creature was air, then she would give it more air than it could handle. 

One of the guards surrounding her was tossed aside, and the creature became visible again. It  went for Moira, wrapping its legs around Moira’s, and its thin, strong arms around her body and wings, pressing them so tight she couldn’t move them, couldn’t fly, and they began to fall. Soon, they would slam into the ground.

Moira tried to bring her magic forth, but it flickered in and out, as out of balance as she.

The creature screeched as a guard slammed a knife into its solid arm, and it let go enough for Moira to throw her wings out and stop her descent at the last second. 

The creature slammed into the ground—and vanished, as though it had never been there.

Moira breathed harshly, her entire body shaking as her feet touched the ground. She whirled around, searching for the creature. Where had it gone? It was nowhere to be seen. 

“Your Highness,” said the guard who saved her.

“What was that?” Moira asked, twisting around again to try to see in every direction at once.

He shook his head. Silver liquid covered the knife still in his hand. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like it, Your Highness.”

Moira’s rapid heartbeat would not slow. Had it really gone? Would it be back? 

“Thank you for saving me,” Moira said, swallowing hard around the thrum of her heart.

He inclined his head. “It’s my job, Your Highness.”

“Now I need you to secure the castle. Check on my father and siblings. And make sure no one in the city was hurt during the fight.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

They had gotten used to her orders, at least. She was hardly ever met with questioning glances or irritated comments anymore.

“I’m going to see what was going on with Pyrros,” Moira said, remembering where she had been going when the white creature had attacked.

“No need, Your Highness.” The guard pointed behind her, and when Moira turned, she found Pyrros approaching. 

He landed next to her, touching down with hardly a sound. There was a gash on his left leg, bleeding lightly. 

“What happened?” she asked. “I heard you.”

He shook his head. “Wasn’t me.” At her questioning stare, he continued, “It was another dragon.”

She gasped. “Another dragon? Here in Aurora?”

They would have to secure the kingdom, had to make sure there were no casualties—heavens, what was going on? Aurora could not be under attack again; her people had barely recovered from the last time.

“It’s gone now,” Pyrros said. “I was chasing it off, and it just disappeared.”

“Are you sure it’s gone? It might be hiding somewhere in the city.”

“Dragons don’t hide,” Pyrros said. 

“Not all dragons are alike,” Moira countered, with an eyebrow at him. 

“Fine, but I still think it’s gone. It didn’t seem at all interested in Aurora. It just attacked me, over and over again.” He looked around. “What about you? I heard screaming.”

“A monster attacked,” Moira said, and quickly told him of the events of the last few minutes. As she described the white creature, he started looking around too, fearing it would materialize out of nowhere.

“So we were both attacked,” Pyrros said. “At the same time.”

An awful picture formed in Moira’s head. “You were attacked by another dragon. And that thing attacked me—and they just wanted us, no one else—then…”

Pyrros lifted his head and stared at her, catching on. “Then what if the others are also being attacked.”

Wystan.

And Nerida.

“We have to get down there,” Moira said, words pouring out so quickly there was no break between them.

“Get dressed and we’re leaving.”

Stress pulsed through Moira like little bubbles prickling her skin. She let the wind take her from the balcony to her room, throwing the windows open to get inside. 

Clothes. She needed clothes, warm ones, to survive a trip to the Murklin forest in the middle of winter. Quickly, she rifled through her wardrobe, grabbing the heaviest coat she could find, a thick sweatshirt of the softest material, and a pair of brown boots with fur all over the outside. A cap with fur on both the inside and outside, gloves, and a thick scarf, and she was done. 

Her heart in her throat, she hurried out. If the others were being attacked… Her heart hurt like someone took it and slammed it against a wall at the realization that she would be able to do nothing for Nerida, but they could help Wystan at least. 

If they got there on time.

At least Aurora, with how it moved with the winds over the seasons, was almost as close to the stone trolls’ lair as it could be. It would not take them long to get there, and then they could help if something was trying to kill Wystan.

Then Moira would help Nerida, one way or another.

Pyrros waited for her outside, and she sat on his back and held on. She was a quick flier, but he was faster, especially when she could help him with wind in the right direction. She glanced at the castle, wishing she had had time to say goodbye to her sister and brothers, but she could not waste a single second. What if Wystan was fighting for his life at this very moment?

Below them, the steely blue ocean roared. Moira’s insides churned with the waves.

What had that thing been, the one attacking her? Spindly and strong, but also ghost-like.

They had survived the attack, her and Pyrros.

But what about Wystan? And Nerida?

She wished she had never let Nerida out of her sight.

Pyrros lowered toward the ground as they neared the forest, but still stayed above the treetops. He knew the way to Wystan’s lair by heart, having gone there and back many times over in the months since Aurora’s near fall. 

A roar cut through the air. 

Pyrros turned his head and looked at Moira and she saw her own fear reflected in his eyes. 

“Hold on,” he said and tucked his wings, and went even faster toward the forest.

They soared by the trees, a long blur of snowy white.

Reaching the area of the trolls’ lair, Pyrros circled it, scanning the ground below. Moira left her spot on his back to hover. It looked still, but every fiber of her being screamed at her something was wrong. Closing her eyes, breathing in the scent of the forest below, the chill of the winter wind, she entered the soul world. Pyrros’ red light was nearest her, and below, where the forest was in the real world, a million little lights lit the darkness, every animal, every bird, down to the littlest insects in every color of the rainbow.

But there.

A mutant dark brown, pulsing stretching, connected with—

Wystan.

She would recognize his green light, like the full, dark green of late summer leaves, anywhere.

She opened her eyes, her soul slamming back into her body.

“They’re down there. It’s killing him.”








  
  

Chapter four
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She swung herself back onto Pyrros’ body and he followed her pointed finger down to where the creature, whatever it was with such a dark soul, was trying to kill Wystan. 

Pyrros crashed through the branches, and Moira held up her hands to shield her face, pressing herself against his body, her wings tight to her own.

It looked like it was made of earth, a solid brown blob with arms that seemed to disappear into the ground below. It was on top of Wystan, its head against Wystan’s chest, and it might have been mistaken for an embrace, if not for the expression of frozen horror on Wystan’s face. His mouth was open in a soundless scream, his body rigid, but he wasn’t fighting, as though the thing had taken the ability to move from him. 

When Pyrros smashed into it, it tumbled away from Wystan, and Wystan sank back onto the ground, eyes falling shut. 

The monster had no eyes and no nose, only a wide-open gap for a mouth. It cried out, a bone-chilling scream that had Moira throwing her hands up to cover her ears.

Pyrros answered with fire, a long jet of it, and the creature’s cry turned into a wail of pain as it thrashed against the onslaught of heat until the fire silenced him for good.

Moira did not watch. She landed on the ground by Wystan’s side, hands hovering above him, not daring to touch. When he sucked in a shuddering breath, she nearly wept with relief. He did not look hurt; there was no blood.

He opened his eyes, hands coming up to his chest as he jerked into a sitting position, flailing and whipping his head around.

“It’s gone,” Moira said. “It’s gone. Pyrros burned it.”

The lump of earth was still burning, filling the air with an acrid smell, not just the familiar smoke. It was no longer moving, but Pyrros didn’t take his eyes off it.

“Grandma,” Wystan wheezed. “Grandma.”

Moira frowned. 

“My grandmother,” Wystan said again, and he was on all fours, crawling toward…

“Oh heavens,” Moira whispered, hand coming up to cover her mouth.

Wana was behind her, slumped against a tree. Her bark-like skin was gray, her eyes closed, and she lay unmoving. Was she dead? Moira’s eyes burned, partly because of the smoke, but mostly because Wana had been the first kind being she had met in the forest, and she was Wystan’s grandmother.

Wystan’s hand hovered over her the way Moira’s had over him just moments ago, and then it rested on her cheek, and he closed his eyes. Moira came to sit beside Wana on her other side, and she closed her eyes, searching for Wana’s soul within. 

She had not seen Pyrros’ soul when he was suffering under the curse, because she had no idea it was possible, but she imagined that if she had been able to, his soul would have looked like Wana’s did now: barely there, flickering in and out, so very fragile. Beside it, Wystan’s green light shone so bright it made it nearly impossible to make out Wana’s. His energy started pouring over to her, but it was like pouring water into a leaking bucket. No matter how much he gave her, her light wavered in and out of existence, and every time it faded, Moira feared it would be for good.

Shouting pulled her back abruptly to reality. Her cheeks were wet with tears.

“Wystan! Wystan!” The familiar voices of Wystan’s parents echoed through the forest, and when she turned, she saw them, their faces filled with panic, their movements frantic.

“We’re here,” she said, waving to them, and they came running.

They stopped, taking in the smoking remnants of the monster, Wana’s lifeless form, and Wystan’s desperate attempts to heal her.

Wystan’s mother Terra shook off the shock and took command, steering them with a firm hand. It took them mere minutes with Pyrros’ help to move Wana to the opening to the lair, and then Moira helped the three younger trolls carry her down into her bedroom. Once on the bed, Moira backed out of it, letting the healers—Wystan and his mom—do their work.

Could a soul so weak be saved? Moira had no idea. 

She returned to the biting cold outside. Pyrros kept guard at the entrance, watchful eyes traveling over the surrounding forest.

Moira hugged him, arms reaching not even reaching halfway around his large neck, and he rested his head lightly on her shoulder.

“Will she be all right?” Pyrros asked.

Moira did not answer, because no one knew yet if Wana would live, let alone be all right.

“Why is this happening?” Moira whispered. “Why now? Why us?”

She had barely had time to breathe since the creature attacked her in Aurora. Luckily, she’d had her guards, but Wystan had not been so fortunate. 

Nerida.

Nerida had always described her people as cold and awful, her mother one of few who cared about her. But Nerida’s mother, the thin person Moira had glimpsed once in the mirror, was unlikely to be able to protect anyone, least of all against a monster. In the ocean city of Navalis, Nerida was alone.

Nerida would die, but Moira refused to let that happen. 

What if it was already too late?

Wystan came out then, interrupting him. She had never seen him so tired, even when he had spent his days healing Pyrros. The slump to his shoulders, the shadows across his face. His curly hair hung limply into his eyes and he did not have the energy to wipe it away with his trembling hands.

“Wystan,” Moira breathed. “Is she—”

“Still alive,” he said, his voice not much more than a whisper. He slumped down to sit on a stump and buried his face in his hands. Moira glanced at Pyrros, before moving to Wystan’s side and rubbing a hand over his back. He gave no indication he even noticed, but she hoped it offered some comfort. Though perhaps not. How would Moira feel if it was her family dying? Her sister? Or Pyrros, or Nerida. She remembered all too well what it felt like, the despair. They’d had far too many close brushes with death.

“What happened?” Moira asked. “Why didn’t you—you have shields. Why didn’t you protect yourself?”

Wystan’s gaze was exhausted when he lifted it to look at her, his voice hoarse. “Because it came out of nowhere. I was working on a timberwyrm that had some damage to its scales and that thing… I didn’t even have time to react when it grabbed me and started choking me.”

“But what about turning into a stone?” Moira asked, as if questioning Wystan’s actions could change what had happened.

Wystan squeezed his eyes shut. “I didn’t have time. I blacked out.” A shuddering breath. “Grandma must have attacked him. Got his attention. I came back and I think I saw it throw her and I wanted to—but I could barely move—and then it was back on me… next thing I know, you were there.” He raised his head to look at them. “What are you guys doing here?”

Moira looked at Pyrros to see if he would answer, but he gave her a tiny nod to do the talking. 

“We were attacked too,” she said. “In Aurora. A dragon attacked Pyrros, and a—a white wind thing tried to kill me.”

Wystan blinked slowly, as though processing words took energy he did not have. “So, all three of us were attacked?”

Moira swallowed hard. “Yeah. And I think that means—”

“Nerida.” 

Moira nodded. What if Nerida was under attack right now, while they sat her, talking as snow fell peacefully from the sky above? What if she lay dying on the ocean floor? What if she was already dead, and it was already too late?

No, Moira told herself. I would know if she was dead.

“There’s nothing we can do about her,” Pyrros said. “No matter how much I wish we could help her.”

Moira shut her eyes and shook her head. “But we have to find her.”

“Tiny, we can’t.”

She met Pyrros’ gaze, a blaze of hot anger passing through her. “But what if she’s being attacked right now? What if there’s a monster in the sea, trying to kill her too?” 

“I know it hurts, but Moira—”

“You don’t understand. I have to find her!”

Pyrros sighed. “It’s not that we don’t understand, Tiny. We just… She’s at the bottom of the ocean, and no matter how much any of us want to find her, we can’t breathe underwater.”

“But if we’ve all been attacked, all of us, then what are the odds she hasn’t been?” Moira paced back and forth, snow crunching beneath her boots.

“Maybe they can’t breathe underwater either.”

“Water monsters,” Moira said through gritted teeth. “You think they don’t exist? We have plenty.”

“How are you going to get down there, Moira?” Wystan asked, quieter than Pyrros. 

Moira clenched her jaw to steel her resolve. She knew how to. She had practiced for months. She had practiced, because she had known this day would come—the day when she’d had enough of waiting, when Nerida had been gone so long Moira would break into little pieces if she could do nothing about it.

When you need to find her, you will.

Ea’s voice echoed through her.

It was time.








  
  

Chapter five
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The Water City





“It’s suicide,” Wystan said when she explained what she had been practicing and laid out her plan for them. 

“You’ll get yourself killed,” Pyrros said, as if he had to say it too, to get Moira to understand, shaking his head. “You can’t do it. What are you going to do even if you find her down there?”

“I’m going to bring her back,” Moira said. “She wouldn’t stay down there of her own free will. She was supposed to come back after a week. It’s been six months—and now monsters are trying to kill us. Am I just supposed to sit around, waiting? I can’t.”

“She wouldn’t want you to get yourself killed for her sake,” Pyrros said.

“She’s almost gotten herself killed several times over for me,” Moira bit back. “This is the least I can do.”

Wystan glanced at Pyrros, and he looked back, and Moira couldn’t read them, but despite the hollowness in Wystan’s eyes, it ended with him rolling them skyward and shaking his head, muttering something about “those two” and “should figure themselves out”.

Pyrros lowered his head and closed his eyes. “You’ll do it regardless of what we tell you, won’t you?”

Moira pressed her lips into a thin line. Of course, she would. She would go to the end of the world for Nerida. Pyrros and Wystan couldn’t go down there, their magical gifts weren’t anything to do with water or air. Pyrros was fire, and according to the book on Elemental magic Moira had found in the mountain witch’s cave, his element was—beyond controlling the flames themselves—destruction and protection. Wystan had powerful earth magic, which was about healing, growing, and creating, but hardly anything to do with water. Air magic, what Moira had to use, was movement and soul magic, explaining how she too could enter the soul world, while Nerida’s water magic was transformation and changing, though they had yet to see it in action.  

Moira was the only one who had any chance of reaching the ocean floor still alive, other than Nerida. And Nerida had risked herself more times than Moira could count. Even if she had not, Moira would still have known this was her job. 

She nodded. “Tomorrow. I’ll go down there at the first daylight.”

It would probably be dark at the bottom of the ocean, anyway. It hurt to leave her there alone for many more hours, but diving under during the day would give her the best possible circumstances.

Why had Nerida failed to return to them? What kept her down in the darkness below the surface? What would Moira meet when she entered the frigid water?

That night, lying in the trolls’ guest room alone, she dreamed of darkness, of cold surrounding her. Water surrounded her, and she found only darkness wherever she looked.

She blinked, and Nerida’s pale blue eyes stared at her. “Help me.”

Something moved around them, but no matter how Moira squinted into the darkness, she could not see what it was. 

When she looked back at Nerida, there was accusation in her pale blue eyes. “Why won’t you help me?”

“I want to,” Moira said, but Nerida turned away from her.

The water moved.

Something snatched Nerida away, there one moment and gone the next.

Moira tried to follow, but the darkness pressed closer. “Nerida!” 

The scream echoed in the cold nothingness around her.

As she woke, she watched the dream transform into the soul world, and once again, she searched for Nerida. But yet again, it was fruitless, the city of Navalis too far away for her to sense. Was it just a dream?

She opened her eyes, and though it was unreasonable, she could not help the jolt of disappointment as she saw the ceiling of the stone trolls’ home. The memory of sleeping here, in this very bed, with Nerida half a year ago, came unbidden to her mind. They had spoken about Wystan and they had both feared for Pyrros’ life.

Now Moira feared for Nerida’s life, and though worrying about Pyrros had been horrible, it was even worse with Nerida.

Because Nerida was… Nerida.

Nerida was hers to protect. The best person ever to come into Moira’s life. And Moira would do anything to keep Nerida safe. Anything, including traveling to the bottom of the ocean without being able to breathe underwater.

Wystan stayed inside, probably by Wana’s side again. Would she survive? The image of her lifeless old body flashed back to her like a nightmare—but it had been all too real. Moira had chosen to eat breakfast outside—a quiet affair, just her and Pyrros—as the snow fell slowly toward the ground, little white flakes against the dark forest, landing atop the white covering the ground. 

Her spoon clanked against the bowl as she took out her frustration on it.

“Are you trying to kill the bowl?” Pyrros asked.

Moira glared at him, then scrunched up her face. It wasn’t his fault—he was just trying to get her to smile. She sighed, trying to let out some of her frustration in the rush of air. 

“You don’t have to say anything,” he said, noticing she had trouble finding words. “I know you’re worried. It’s Nerida. I’m worried too, I don’t understand why she hasn’t been back. She could’ve at least sent some kind of message, right? Just to let us know she’s all right.”

“She’s on the ocean floor. How would she get a message to us?” Had Moira’s imaginings of Nerida really been just simple dreams, or had Nerida managed the same trick Moira had done when Aurora was crumbling down? Were the dreams shared dreams? Moira did not dare ask Pyrros if he’d had the same dreams, because it would make no difference if he hadn’t—she would go down there, anyway.

“I hope you find her,” Pyrros said. “And if you do, you should tell her.”

Moira frowned. “Tell her? Tell her what?”

Pyrros opened his mouth to say something, but for once, no words came. He stared at Moira as though she had suddenly grown a third eye like she was a stranger. He closed his mouth again and shook his head. “That you’ve missed her, I guess.”

Moira’s frown deepened in confusion. “Of course, I’ll tell her I missed her.”

The sky had turned from a solid dark blue to a lighter hue, lilac with streaks of orange, when Moira stood on the shore, digging her toes into the snow. She had removed her boots, wanting to feel the water before she made it move, though she had barely set down her feet when she started regretting her decision. It was freezing cold, an almost burning chill seeping up through the soles of her feet, through the very bones, and up into her wrists, her calves. Her fingers, also exposed to the cold after she removed her gloves, were already like icicles, but she wanted nothing to stand in the way as she did the craziest magic she had ever done.

Seven months ago, she had known of magic’s existence but never done any. She had hated the water people because others had told her to. She had believed all dragons to be monsters, and humans to be harmless one on one.

Things had changed.

Closing her eyes, she dipped into her yellow magic, warm and safe and bright like a sunflower. She remembered practicing on water in a cup, using her air magic to push the water to the sides of the glass, creating a bubble in the middle which she slowly let sink downwards, until the air bubble hung in the middle of the glass, surrounded by water everywhere.

Now she would be in the middle of the bubble, keeping the water away. 

“Remember,” Pyrros said. “You don’t have that much time down there. Try to find her, but if you don’t then come back up. The air won’t last forever.”

Moira merely nodded. She did not need the reminder, because she knew what would happen. Eventually, she would run low on air, get drowsy, and that loss of focus would make the walls collapse and she would drown.

A horrible way to die—she knew from experience.

“I’ll try to see where you go from up here, and I’ll keep circling until you get back up again,” Pyrros said.

Moira nodded again, staring at the horizon. The ocean was enormous; it was difficult to take in. So much water. The heavy clouds above barely let any light through, which made the ocean look like solid gray-blue beneath it.

She turned back to Pyrros, but she didn’t know what to say. Instead of words, she rested her hand against his neck. 

She should be more nervous. Her heart should pound away like a drummer playing a drum solo, but as she stared at the water, she could only think of Nerida, and how much she had to find Nerida. If she died trying, then at least she died for a good reason, because finding Nerida felt like the point of Moira’s existence.

There was no need to use hand movements to steer the magic, not really, but it felt better to do something with her hands than have them hang limply by her sides. Warm magic seeped out from her fingers and toes, warming her frozen inside. 

The water parted. 

She took a step into the ocean, the sand soggy beneath her feet, while little walls of water rose on either side of her. Pyrros’ gaze burned into the back of her head, could almost sense the surprise in him. She had explained, but he’d never seen it. Then she let go of any thoughts of him and focused on the task at hand. 

She rose from the ground, just a little, so she flew instead of walking. The water became deeper quickly, and it did not take long before the walls of water were as tall as her—and then they were taller, and she let the top of the walls crash against each other. Water surrounded her, just as it had done with the bubble in the glass of water. The light dimmed as water hindered what little light had come from the sun far above the clouds.

Fish swam around her, though they fled as she moved through the water. They would not be able to cross the walls of the bubble, the air magic pressing too hard against them. Or so she thought, at least. It wasn’t as though she had tried this before.

Now, how to find Navalis? Moira was not looking forward to experiencing Nerida’s home city, because Nerida had told her very few positive things about the place. Most of the water people seemed just as awful as the stories Moira had heard growing up had made them out to be, and the Tier system Nerida had told them of seemed downright insane. 

Still, she wished she would meet a water person just to ask for directions. 

How much time did she have with the air bubble? She didn’t know, had never tested it out. Would she run out of magic, or air, before she found Nerida’s city? Or maybe while she was there? She glanced up, and thought she could make out the surface above, though it was little more than faint streaks of light. The bubble warped her surroundings, like looking through water in a glass.

Deeper she went.

Magic pulled at her, as though going for her very core.

The ground was covered in dark green seaweed, long arms stretching out toward Moira, but bending away as it came in contact with the walls of water. Just as well, it did not look inviting to touch.

Sweat pearled down Moira’s back. The icy cold of the surface was gone, replaced by the heat of heavy exercise, the strain of doing magic draining her. When Wystan healed, he paid for his magic by feeling the pain of whoever he healed, or dragged life from the ground into the hurt one, killing the grass. When Nerida used water spells in places without water, she pulled it from the ones who were closest. Unless Pyrros was close to an open fire, he took the energy from himself, because fire existed within all dragons.

Moira had never had to feel the weight of her magic, because on land, and up in Aurora, air was abundant. She had never had to pay. 

Far below the surface was a different story. 

The bubble around her had shrunk and Moira could feel the air inside thinning out, as though she was exceptionally far up in the air. She would have to return to the surface soon, return a failure, without Nerida—

She stopped.

Ahead, lights illuminated the darkness. Or was her mind playing tricks on her? She squinted, trying to see clearly through the warped water walls, but no, it was no trick. Lights, lots of them, glowed in the crate between the mountain ranges. In the middle, the lights rose, a tall tower, the rest of the lights spreading out in every direction.

A city. 

Navalis.

Moira ignored her own labored breathing and flew forward. She had found the city, she had found Navalis, and if she had found Navalis, then she would soon find Nerida. 

She reached the outskirts of the city, tiny houses in awful shape in rows—or she thought they were in awful shape; it was not as if she had any other water cities to compare to. And between the houses…

Water people.

Children, by the looks of it. Children, playing. They did not look evil as they threw a ball back and forth. 

Then they let the ball drop as they stared at her, mouths hanging open. 

Of course, she would cause a scene here. An air person in Navalis with a strange air bubble around her, Moira had to assume it was a first, not just for these children, but ever.

As she came closer, the children fled. Moira could not hear them, but it looked like they were screaming.

She flew over the houses, unsure of what she was looking for. The city was much bigger than she had thought, though she wasn’t sure what she had imagined. How was she supposed to find Nerida among all these buildings? 

She closed her eyes, trying to access the soul world, but as soon as she did, the surrounding magic wavered and she immediately opened her eyes again. The bubble had shrunk again. She would not be able to go to the soul world while down here. Her magic wouldn’t be enough to do both. 

Perhaps if she went up to the surface, gathered strength for a while, and then returned? She could go down exactly here, instead of starting at the shore. She could even go to the soul world before she went down, to see if she could locate Nerida. It did not look like there were any water monsters around, which was hopeful—

Something bounced against her water wall, just to her left, and Moira whipped around, hoping for Nerida.

It was not. It was one of the water folk, but a man instead, head full of blond hair floating like a halo. He had the same pale skin as Nerida, almost translucent, but it was the only likeness. This man was broad-shouldered, muscled, and judging by his sour expression, furious.

Moira’s heart skipped a beat. 

She heard vague noises, but could not make out the words. With the way he pointed a spear at her, she did not have to understand—it looked sharp enough to slice through her like a knife through fresh-caught tuna.

Turning, she noted two others, also with their spears pointed at her.

Equal amounts of panic and frustration rose in her because it was unfair she had gotten so far, so close, and now…

“I’m looking for Nerida,” she said, though she suspected it was pointless. They would not be able to hear her any more than she heard them, and they did not look like they wanted to help her either way. Besides, maybe there were a hundred Neridas in Navalis. 

The three men surrounding her looked more and more agitated. The first one raised his spear above his shoulder, ready to strike. Moira did not know if her walls would hold against a spear—the walls turned fish away, yes, but a pointy, sharp spear was a whole different thing.

It’s suicide, Wystan had told her, and Moira didn’t want him to be right.

Nerida.

She had to find Nerida.

She would just have to go. Turn and hurry off and hope they wouldn’t throw their spears. It was unlikely she would find a hiding place, not with her wings and the giant air bubble around her, but maybe she could still get away.

Wystan had been right. As Moira glanced over her shoulder at the vast city, she realized the truth of his words. Suicide. And it would be impossible to find Nerida here, among the maze of buildings. Was Nerida even here? The mirror had shown her in darkness, giving no hint of her surroundings.

Perhaps she should just try to get to the surface and hope they didn’t catch up to her before she got there. Were they afraid of the surface? It might be her best shot.

She wished Pyrros could have come with her down here.

But she had to find Nerida.

Moira’s heart raced, her breath coming in short gasps that fogged the thinning air around her. The water beyond her bubble shimmered, casting dancing shadows across the faces of her attackers. The spear-wielding man’s muscles tensed, the weapon glinting wickedly in the ethereal light. Moira could almost feel its sharp point piercing her bubble, her skin, her heart.

Then, they were all distracted by a loud bang.

The sound reverberated through the water, like thunder Moira felt in her bones more than heard. For a heartbeat, everything was still. Moira and her would-be attackers hung suspended in shock, their conflict momentarily forgotten as they turned towards the source of the disturbance.
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