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Prologue
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The blood remembers what the mind forgets. This is the first truth of the old kingdoms, the foundation upon which dynasties rose and fell, the secret that made certain families capable of wielding power that others could only dream of possessing. In the great courts of the realm, where politics masquerade as civility and ambition wears the mask of duty, bloodlines determined everything. Not because of tradition, not because of inherited wealth, but because the magic that protected the kingdom flowed through veins like water through ancient riverbeds, carved deep by generations of sacrifice. The wards that held back the darkness at the borders, the seals that kept old enemies sleeping in their mountain tombs, the bindings that prevented the land itself from tearing apart at its seams—all of it required blood. Royal blood. The blood of a line that had ruled for a thousand years, until one terrible night when that line was supposedly extinguished forever.

Twenty years have passed since the Crimson Purge, when three noble houses rose against the crown and painted the palace halls with the bodies of the royal family. The king died on his throne, a dozen swords in his chest. The queen died in her chambers, shielding her infant daughter with her body. The princes died in the courtyard, cut down as they tried to rally the guard. Every cousin, every aunt, every distant relation with even a drop of royal blood was hunted through the streets of the capital and slaughtered. The noble houses were thorough. They had to be. As long as one heir survived, the blood-magic would reject their claim to power, and the wards protecting the kingdom would answer to another. So they killed them all. Or so they believed.

The regent who rose from the ashes was not of royal blood, but he was the only man capable of holding the fractured realm together. Through sheer will and a sacrifice no one fully understands, he bound himself to the failing wards, using his own life force to power what should have required a bloodline he did not possess. For two decades, he has held the kingdom together through political maneuvering and the slow burning of his own mortality. The noble houses circle like vultures, waiting for him to die, each believing they will claim the throne when he falls. None of them know that the infant princess survived that night, smuggled out of the burning palace by a dying guardsman, raised in obscurity in a distant province, completely unaware of the power sleeping in her veins.

Until now. The wards are failing. The regent is dying. And somewhere in a provincial garrison, a healer's apprentice has begun to manifest abilities that should not exist, abilities that will either save the kingdom or destroy it, depending on who reaches her first.
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Chapter 1: The Warding Blood
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The soldier's wound should have killed him three days ago, but death seemed to be taking its time, and Sera had learned not to rush what could not be hurried. She knelt beside the cot in the garrison's overcrowded infirmary, her hands steady as she peeled back the bandage to examine the festering gash that ran from his hip to his knee. The smell hit her first—that particular sweetness of flesh beginning to turn, the rot setting in despite everything she had done to prevent it. His skin had gone gray around the edges of the wound, and the veins beneath had darkened to an ugly purple that spoke of poison working its way toward his heart. She had seen wounds like this before, had watched men die from less, but something in her refused to accept the inevitable.

Her fingers found the edge of the infection almost without conscious thought, pressing gently against the border where healthy flesh met corruption. The soldier groaned, his eyes fluttering but not opening, lost in the fever dreams that had claimed him sometime during the night. Sera felt the heat radiating from his skin, felt the way his pulse stuttered beneath her touch like a bird trying to escape a cage. She should call for the garrison physician, should step back and let someone with actual training make the decision about whether to take the leg or let him die whole. But the physician was drunk again, had been drunk since the latest wave of wounded arrived from the border, and Sera was the only one left who still believed that trying mattered.

She closed her eyes and let her awareness sink into the wound, a technique she had never been taught but had somehow always known. It was like listening with her fingertips, feeling for the shape of the damage beneath the surface, tracing the paths the poison had carved through his flesh. The infection had spread further than the discoloration suggested, tendrils of it reaching up toward his groin, down toward his knee, threading through muscle in patterns that seemed almost deliberate. Not natural rot, she realized. Something had been on the blade that cut him, something designed to kill slowly, to make the dying painful. Border raiders did not typically poison their weapons. Which meant whatever had wounded this man was something else entirely.

The heat beneath her palms intensified, and Sera felt the familiar tingle that always preceded what she had come to think of as her gift. She had never spoken of it to anyone, had learned early that abilities without explanation invited suspicion, and suspicion in a provincial garrison invited questions she could not answer. But alone in the predawn darkness, with no one watching and a man's life bleeding out beneath her hands, she let herself reach for that warmth inside her chest, let it flow down her arms and into her palms like water finding its level. The sensation was difficult to describe—not quite burning, not quite pressure, but something in between that made her teeth ache and her vision blur at the edges. She had healed small things this way before. Cuts that closed overnight. Bruises that faded in hours. A child's broken finger that somehow set itself while she held it. She had never tried anything this large, this corrupted, this close to death.

The soldier's back arched off the cot as her power touched the wound, a strangled sound escaping his cracked lips that might have been a scream if he had possessed the strength for it. Sera held on, her fingers pressing harder against his flesh, feeling the infection recoil from whatever force flowed through her hands. She could see it now, somehow, even with her eyes closed—the poison retreating, the damaged tissue knitting itself back together cell by cell, the gray flesh flushing pink as healthy blood began to flow where only stagnation had existed moments before. It hurt. Not the soldier—he had gone limp again, his breathing evening out into something that resembled actual sleep rather than the restless thrashing of fever. It hurt her, a deep ache in her bones that intensified with every heartbeat, as if the energy required for this healing had to come from somewhere, and that somewhere was her own body.

She pulled back when she felt the first warm trickle from her nose, tasting copper on her lips as she opened her eyes and looked down at what she had done. The wound was still there, still ugly, still requiring stitches and bandages and weeks of careful treatment. But the infection was gone. The gray had been replaced by the angry red of healing flesh, and the dark veins had faded to their normal blue. The soldier would live. He would probably keep the leg. And Sera would spend the next three days exhausted, sleeping whenever she could steal a moment, eating everything she could get her hands on to replace whatever she had burned to fuel this small miracle. A fair trade, she had always thought. A reasonable price for a life.

The infirmary door crashed open behind her, and Sera spun on her knees, one hand coming up instinctively to shield her face from the sudden flood of torchlight. Soldiers poured through the entrance, their armor dented and bloodied, their faces wearing the particular expression of men who had seen something they could not explain. Between them, supported by two of his personal guard, walked a man Sera had only ever seen from a distance—at official ceremonies, during his rare visits to inspect the border garrisons, his face rendered in the portraits that hung in every administrative building in the province. The Regent of the Realm, Lord Valdric Ashborne, looked nothing like his portraits now. His skin had gone the color of old parchment, his dark hair was matted with sweat and something that might have been blood, and his eyes—those famous gray eyes that artists loved to paint as sharp and calculating—were glazed with a pain that seemed to go deeper than any physical wound could account for.

The captain of the garrison guard appeared at Sera's elbow, his hand gripping her arm hard enough to bruise. She had never seen him this terrified, had never seen anyone look at her with such desperate hope, and she understood before he spoke that whatever was wrong with the regent was beyond anything the garrison physician could address. The captain's voice was rough, barely above a whisper, as if speaking too loudly might shatter what little composure remained in the room. The regent had been attacked on the road, he explained. Ambushed by something that came out of the darkness like smoke given form. His guard had driven the thing off, but not before it had touched him, and wherever it had touched, the flesh had begun to die. They had ridden through the night to reach the garrison, hoping the physician could do something, anything, but the physician had taken one look at the wound and fled the room to vomit in the corridor.

Sera rose slowly, her legs unsteady from the healing she had just performed, her vision still swimming at the edges from the blood she had lost. She should refuse. She should explain that she was just an apprentice, that she had no training in whatever dark magic had caused this wound, that she had already exhausted herself on another patient. But the regent's eyes found hers across the room, and something in that gaze locked her in place like a physical force. He was looking at her as if he knew her, as if he had been looking for her his entire life, as if finding her in this provincial infirmary was somehow both a relief and a confirmation of something he had long suspected but never allowed himself to believe. She had never met him before. She was certain of that. But her blood recognized him anyway, singing in her veins with a resonance that made no sense, responding to his presence like iron filings drawn to a magnet.

The guards parted to let her approach, and Sera walked toward the regent on legs that felt like they belonged to someone else. Up close, she could see the wound more clearly—a handprint burned into his chest, directly over his heart, the flesh blackened and cracked like cooling lava. The edges of the burn seemed to pulse with a faint purplish light, and she could feel the wrongness of it radiating outward like heat from a forge. This was not poison. This was not infection. This was something that had tried to reach inside him and pull out his life force by the roots, and it was still trying, still working, still killing him one heartbeat at a time. Her hands trembled as she reached toward the wound, every instinct screaming at her to run, to hide, to get as far from this dying man and his cursed wound as her legs could carry her.

Her fingertips brushed the edge of the handprint, and the world turned white.

She was standing in a throne room she had never seen, but somehow knew. The walls were draped in crimson and gold, the floor was polished marble veined with silver, and the throne itself was not a chair but a structure of interlocking bones—human bones, ancient bones, fused together by a power that made the air itself taste of copper. A woman sat upon that throne, her face a mirror of Sera's own but older, harder, wearing a crown that seemed to be made of crystallized blood. The woman was screaming something, words that Sera could not hear, reaching toward an infant clutched in the arms of a dying guardsman as flames consumed the tapestries behind her. Then the vision shattered, replaced by darkness, replaced by the feeling of something vast and ancient and impossibly hungry turning its attention toward her like a predator scenting blood.

Sera came back to herself on her knees, the regent's blood on her hands, the taste of ash on her tongue. Someone was shouting—the captain, she thought, demanding to know what had happened, what she had done—but she could not respond, could not think, could not process anything beyond the simple fact that the wound beneath her palms was closed. Not healed, exactly. She could still feel the darkness coiled inside him, waiting, patient, but she had somehow forced it back, had drawn some kind of line that it could not cross. The regent was staring at her, his eyes clear now where they had been glazed, his breathing steadier than it had any right to be. He reached up and caught her wrist before she could pull away, his grip surprisingly strong for a man who had been dying moments before.

His voice was barely a whisper, meant for her ears alone, and the words he spoke made no sense at all. He said he had found her at last. He said he had been searching for twenty years. He said she had her mother's eyes, her mother's gift, her mother's blood, and he needed her to understand that everything she thought she knew about herself was a lie. Sera tried to pull away, tried to tell him that he was confused, that the pain and blood loss had addled his mind, but his grip only tightened, his gray eyes boring into hers with an intensity that stripped away every defense she had ever built. He asked if she had ever wondered why she could do things no one had taught her. He asked if she had ever wondered why her touch could heal what medicine could not. He asked if she had ever looked in a mirror and seen a stranger staring back, someone who did not belong in a provincial garrison, someone who was meant for something more.

The captain was calling for the physician now, his voice pitched high with panic, and Sera used the distraction to wrench her arm free from the regent's grasp. She stumbled backward, her heart hammering against her ribs, her mind racing through explanations that might make sense of what had just happened. The man was delirious. The wound had affected his mind. He had mistaken her for someone else, someone from his past, someone who mattered. She was a healer's apprentice from a village so small it did not appear on most maps. She was an orphan raised by a woman who had never explained where she came from. She was no one, nothing, just a girl with a gift she could not explain and a past she had never questioned because questioning it had never seemed to matter.

But the regent was still watching her, even as his guards helped him to his feet, even as the physician finally appeared with shaking hands and a stench of wine on his breath. His gaze tracked her across the room like she was the only thing in it worth seeing, and Sera felt something shift in her chest, something that had been sleeping for twenty years beginning to stir. She pressed her hand against her breastbone, feeling the rapid flutter of her pulse, feeling something beneath her pulse that should not have been there—a secondary rhythm, deeper and slower, like a drum beating in a cavern she had never known existed inside her own chest.

The garrison physician was examining the regent now, his hands still trembling, his face cycling through confusion and disbelief as he studied the wound that should have been fatal but somehow was not. Sera used his distraction to slip toward the door, desperate to escape before anyone thought to question what she had done, how she had done it, why the regent of the entire realm had looked at her like she was the answer to a prayer he had been whispering for two decades. Her hand was on the door handle when the captain's voice cut through the room, sharp as a blade, ordering her to stop. She froze, every muscle in her body tensing, her mind racing through explanations and excuses that might satisfy whatever questions were about to come.

But the captain was not looking at her with suspicion. He was looking at her with something closer to awe, his weathered face slack with an emotion she could not name. He had seen the soldier she healed earlier, he said. Had checked on the man an hour ago and found him sleeping peacefully, his wound clean and closing, his fever broken. The physician had declared him a lost cause yesterday, had already written the letter to his family, and now the man was asking for water and complaining about the quality of the garrison's bread. The captain wanted to know how. The captain wanted to know what she was. The captain wanted to know if she could do for the regent what she had done for his soldier, and Sera realized with a sinking feeling that there would be no slipping away, no return to anonymity, no pretending that this night had never happened.

The regent's voice rose from behind her, stronger than it had any right to be, cutting through the captain's questions with the casual authority of a man accustomed to being obeyed. He would speak with the healer alone, he said. Everyone else would leave. The captain began to protest, citing security concerns, citing the attack on the road, citing a dozen regulations that probably existed in some dusty manual somewhere, but the regent silenced him with a single look. Sera had heard stories about that look, about the way Valdric Ashborne could make generals tremble and nobles reconsider their ambitions with nothing more than the weight of his gaze. Experiencing it secondhand, watching the captain fold like paper in a strong wind, she understood why the man had held a fractured kingdom together through nothing but will and reputation for twenty years.

The room emptied in moments, soldiers and guards and the still-confused physician filing out with backward glances and muttered concerns. The door closed behind them with a sound like a tomb sealing, and Sera found herself alone with the most powerful man in the realm, her hands still stained with his blood, her mind still reeling from the vision she had experienced when she touched him. She should kneel, probably. Should bow, or curtsy, or perform whatever gesture of deference was expected when one found oneself in the presence of the regent. But her legs would not cooperate, and her pride—a stubborn thing she had never quite learned to suppress—refused to let her grovel before a man who had just turned her entire understanding of herself inside out.

The regent was sitting up now, his hand pressed against the closed wound on his chest, his gray eyes never leaving her face. He looked better than he had when they carried him in, color returning to his cheeks, strength returning to his frame, but there was something haunted in his expression that had nothing to do with physical pain. He asked her name, and she told him, the word feeling strange on her tongue, as if it might not be the right answer anymore. Sera. Just Sera. She had never had a family name, had never needed one in a village where everyone knew everyone and orphans were simply absorbed into the community like rainwater into soil. He repeated it slowly, tasting the syllables, and something flickered across his face that might have been grief or might have been relief or might have been some complicated emotion that existed somewhere between the two.

He asked if she knew who her parents were, and she told him the only truth she had ever known. Her mother had died giving birth to her. Her father was unknown. She had been raised by the village healer, a woman named Marta who had taught her everything she knew about herbs and poultices and the practical business of keeping people alive in a province too poor to attract real physicians. Marta had died three years ago, leaving Sera her cottage and her supplies and a letter she had been instructed to burn without reading. She had burned it, as instructed, and had spent every day since wondering what secrets had turned to ash in that fire. The regent nodded slowly, as if her answers confirmed something he had long suspected, and the look in his eyes made her want to run again, made her want to flee this room and this man and whatever truth was lurking behind his careful questions.

He rose from the cot and crossed to her in three long strides, moving with a grace that seemed impossible for a man who had been dying minutes before. Sera held her ground, though every instinct screamed at her to retreat, to put distance between herself and this stranger who looked at her like he knew secrets about her soul that she herself had never discovered. He stopped an arm's length away, close enough that she could smell the blood and sweat on his skin, close enough that she could see the fine lines around his eyes and the silver threaded through his dark hair. He was older than she had expected, somewhere in his fifth decade, but there was nothing frail about him, nothing diminished. He wore his years like armor, each one adding weight to a presence that already seemed to fill the room to bursting.

He reached toward her face, and Sera flinched before she could stop herself, her hand coming up instinctively to block whatever was coming. But he only brushed a strand of hair from her cheek, his touch feather-light, his expression softening into something almost tender. He said she had her mother's instincts. Said she had her father's stubbornness. Said he had known both of them, had served them, had loved them in the way a soldier loves the crown he has sworn to protect. Sera's throat tightened, words tangling on her tongue, questions piling up behind her teeth with no way to escape. She had never known her parents. Had never even seen a portrait of either of them. And now this man, this regent, this stranger who ruled the realm from a throne that was not his own, was speaking of them like they had been real, like they had mattered, like they had been something more than the vague absence that had defined her entire existence.

The regent stepped back, and Sera felt the loss of his proximity like the sudden departure of a fire's warmth. He moved to the window, pushing aside the heavy curtain to reveal the first gray light of dawn spreading across the garrison courtyard. His profile was sharp against the growing brightness, all hard angles and controlled tension, and she found herself studying him with an attention she did not understand. There was something about him that called to something in her, some resonance that hummed beneath her skin whenever he moved or spoke or turned those gray eyes in her direction. It was not attraction, exactly, though she could recognize even through her confusion that he was a striking man. It was something deeper, something more fundamental, as if her blood itself recognized his presence and responded to it like a compass needle finding north.

He began to speak without turning from the window, his voice low and measured, and Sera listened as her world crumbled around her. The woman who had given birth to her was not some anonymous village girl who died in childbirth. She was Elisara Vane, the last queen of the realm, who had died twenty years ago in a burning palace with a dozen swords in her guards and her infant daughter in her arms. The father she had never known was Aldric Vane, the last king, who had died on the Bone Throne with his blood soaking into the ancient stones. The night Sera was born was the night the royal family was massacred, the night three noble houses rose up against the crown and slaughtered everyone who carried the bloodline that had ruled for a thousand years. Everyone except a single infant, smuggled out of the chaos by a dying guardsman, delivered into the arms of a healer in a province so remote that the assassins never thought to look there.

Sera's legs gave out, and she found herself sitting on the cold stone floor with no memory of falling. The regent turned from the window, his expression unreadable, and made no move to help her up. He understood, he said. He knew this was too much, too fast, too impossible to process in a single morning. But she needed to hear all of it, needed to understand what she was, because the kingdom was running out of time and she was the only one who could save it. The wards that protected the realm were failing. They had been failing for twenty years, ever since the last drop of royal blood spilled on the palace floor. He had done what he could, had sacrificed more than she could imagine to hold them together, but his power was borrowed and his time was running out. The darkness at the borders was growing stronger. The enemies sealed in their mountain tombs were beginning to wake. And the only thing that could stop them was the blood of the true queen, flowing through veins that had been hidden for two decades in a provincial garrison.

She found her voice somewhere in the wreckage of her thoughts, small and cracked but stubborn enough to push through the shock. She asked why. Why had he waited so long. Why had he let her grow up in ignorance while the kingdom crumbled. Why had he never come for her, never told her, never given her the chance to choose her own fate instead of having it thrust upon her in a predawn infirmary by a man she had never met. The regent's expression flickered, and for a moment she saw something beneath the controlled mask he wore—guilt, perhaps, or regret, or the accumulated weight of twenty years of impossible choices. He said he had wanted to protect her. Said the noble houses were still looking, still hunting, still convinced that one day a child with royal blood would emerge to challenge their claim to power. Said she was safer not knowing, safer hidden, safer as no one than as the queen she was born to be.

But now the choice was gone. The attack on the road had not been random. The creature that touched him, that burned its handprint into his chest, was a harbinger—a thing sent by old enemies to test the wards, to search for weaknesses, to confirm what they had long suspected: that the protection holding them at bay was failing. When Sera healed him, when she poured her power into his wound and pushed back the darkness that was killing him, she had announced herself to every magical sensor in the realm. The noble houses would know within days that someone with royal blood still lived. The enemies beyond the borders would know even sooner. She could run if she wanted to. Could flee to some distant land and hope they never found her. Or she could come with him to the capital, could learn to control the power that had been sleeping in her blood for twenty years, could claim the throne that was her birthright and become the queen the realm so desperately needed.

Sera pressed her palms against the cold floor, grounding herself in the physical sensation while her mind spun through possibilities and impossibilities. She thought of Marta, who had raised her, who had loved her, who had died with secrets she had promised never to tell. She thought of the village where she had grown up, the people who had known her as an orphan and nothing more, the life she had built from scraps and stubbornness and the peculiar gift she had never understood. She thought of the soldier lying in the other room, alive because she had refused to let him die, and the countless others she had saved with hands that apparently carried the legacy of a dead queen. She did not feel royal. Did not feel destined. Did not feel anything except terrified and confused and irrationally angry at this man who had watched over her entire life without ever revealing himself.

She asked what would happen if she refused. If she chose to run, to hide, to pretend this conversation had never happened. The regent's expression did not change, but something in his eyes went cold, and she understood that she was seeing the face he showed to enemies, the face that had kept a fractured kingdom in line for two decades. He said the wards would fail. Said the darkness would pour through. Said the enemies who had been sleeping for a thousand years would wake and find a realm undefended, a people unprotected, a land ripe for the taking. Millions would die. The kingdom would burn. Everything her parents had sacrificed to protect, everything they had died for, would be destroyed. He would not force her to come with him. He could not force her to claim the throne. But he needed her to understand that her choice would not affect her alone. Her choice would determine the fate of everyone who lived within the borders of the realm.

The sun was fully up now, golden light streaming through the window and casting long shadows across the floor. Sera remained seated, her back against the wall, her knees drawn up to her chest like a child seeking comfort from a storm. She had spent her entire life believing she was ordinary, believing her strange abilities were a quirk of fate rather than a birthright, believing the future held nothing more exciting than a quiet life of healing in a quiet province far from anything that mattered. Now she was being told that she was the last hope of a dying kingdom, the hidden heir of a murdered dynasty, the only thing standing between millions of innocent people and the darkness that wanted to consume them. It was absurd. It was impossible. It was the kind of story that belonged in the fairy tales Marta used to tell her before bed, not in the cold reality of a garrison infirmary at dawn.

But the blood beneath her skin was singing.

She could feel it now, in a way she never had before—a current of power running through her veins, ancient and vast and desperately, terrifyingly alive. It recognized the truth the regent had spoken. It remembered things she could not possibly remember, stretching back through generations of kings and queens who had sat upon the Bone Throne and poured their blood into the wards that protected the realm. It wanted something from her, demanded something from her, and she understood with a sick certainty that refusing would not make this go away. She was what she was. She had always been what she was. The only question now was what she intended to do about it.

The regent had moved to the door, his hand resting on the handle, waiting with the patience of a man who had learned to wait for things that could not be rushed. He did not press her for an answer. Did not threaten or cajole or make promises he could not keep. He simply stood there, watching her with those gray eyes that seemed to see straight through every defense she had ever built, and Sera realized that this was the true nature of his power—not magic, not violence, but the simple, devastating weight of his presence. He made her want to be worthy of his attention. Made her want to rise to whatever challenge he placed before her. Made her want things she had never known she was capable of wanting, and that terrified her almost as much as everything else she had learned tonight.

She rose slowly, her legs steadier than she expected, her chin lifting in a gesture of defiance that was more instinct than intention. She asked how she was supposed to trust him. How she was supposed to believe anything he said when he had been lying to her for twenty years. How she was supposed to follow him to the capital and claim a throne she had never wanted when she did not even know if he was telling the truth about who she was. The regent's mouth curved into something that was not quite a smile, and for a moment she saw past the mask to the man beneath—tired, worried, carrying burdens she could not begin to imagine. He said he could not make her trust him. Said trust was earned, not given, and he had done nothing yet to earn hers. But he could offer her proof. Could take her to the Bone Throne and let her blood speak for itself. Could show her the truth in a way that left no room for doubt.

He opened the door, and the noise of the garrison flooded in—soldiers shouting orders, horses stamping in the courtyard, the clatter of armor and weapons being readied for travel. His retinue was preparing to leave, to resume the journey that had been interrupted by the attack on the road, and Sera understood that she had to make a decision now. Stay and hide, hoping the enemies hunting her would never find this remote garrison, never trace the flare of power she had unleashed when she healed the regent. Or go and face whatever waited for her in the capital, whatever truth the Bone Throne would reveal, whatever destiny had been written in her blood before she was even born.

She thought of her mother, dying in a burning palace with a daughter she would never know. She thought of her father, fighting to the last breath on a throne made of bones. She thought of the guardsman who had carried her through chaos and flames, delivering her into the arms of a healer who would raise her with love and lies in equal measure. They had sacrificed everything so she could live. They had given up their futures so she could have one. And standing in the doorway of a provincial infirmary with the regent of the realm watching her with those gray, knowing eyes, Sera understood that hiding was not an option. It had never been an option. The blood in her veins would not let her hide, would not let her pretend, would not let her be anyone other than who she had been born to be.
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