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      “The door won’t open; let’s go heal Adahy.”

      October turned on her heel and started down the path leading into the woods that grew at the foot of the grassy hillside. Sgleò grabbed her arm. Happily, not with the hand still dripping blood from a nick with a silver knife. But not even Sgleò’s blood had opened the hidden doorway locked behind the uncut thatch.

      Sgleò stared with brows bunched at the hill’s gentle curve with its blanket of unruly plants highlighted in afternoon sunlight. “No one can keep me out. I am Sgleò Faolchon, the last of the Tuatha de Dannan and…”

      October sighed. If she’d learned anything in the preceding two days with Sgleò as they tracked down the door to the Dark Court, it was that he was incredibly stubborn. The fastest way to end this was simply to get it over with. And she wanted it done.

      No matter Sgleò’s assurances that they could walk through time and arrive back in Wind River mere moments from when Raven set her off onto the spiral path — until it happened, she didn’t believe it, and any delay felt callous. For all she knew, Adahy was already dead.

      October blinked away tears rising from the twist in her gut. “Fine. What’s wrong?”

      Sgleò stared at her a moment as if he’d lost the trail of his thoughts since she’d interrupted him. “It is well barred, better than the first time Riasg brought me here.”

      “You knew the way?” She considered strangling him.

      Sgleò shrugged. “I was unwell — newly awakened. I recall little of that period.”

      She would throttle him as soon as he healed Adahy. “How do we break in?”

      Sgleò’s eyes twinkled as he smiled at her. Subtlety wasn’t his nature anyway, and October’s suggestion roused the maverick delight that seemed to lurk beneath the skin of all fae, light or dark, or before such designations like Sgleò. His hand slipped down her arm with a caress that felt too intimate. October swallowed the shudder that rippled through her. Now was not the moment to rebuke him.

      She wasn’t sure what had moved her to have sex with Sgleò, but the result of Sgleò’s cooperation made it worthwhile. Or at least, it would once Sgleò actually followed through and healed Adahy.

      Sgleò, this new younger version of the old man she had met in Wind River, surprised her with his casual use of magic as well as irritated her with his lack of explanations. He used her amplification as a tool without considering that it came combined with a person. If she had power of her own…

      October took a deep breath and let it go. Two days and all she dreamed about was smacking his smugly handsome face. She needed to do better, for Adahy’s sake.

      So, when he pressed her palm against the damp earth while grass blades tickled her wrist and the warmth of his magic flowed from his hand placed firmly above hers and into her, she didn’t fight. She pushed the growing tingle outward from her fingers. The ground trembled.

      Sgleò didn’t flinch, so neither did she. If there was one part she had faith in Sgleò for, it was his use of magic. He was magic, or, at least, he used it innately like a bird commanded air.

      Under her fingers, a tiny crack formed. It spread upward as the hill shook, then stalled. Sgleò funneled more magic into her hand until it felt on fire, but what she sent into the rock burned like magma. Tears stung October’s eyes at the electric pain of what must have been tissue and muscle melting from her charring bones. The force that resisted them snapped. The hillside tore apart in a spray of earth, grass, and magic. Dirt pelted her as the explosive sound of the breaking of magic, soil, and stone shattered her hearing to muted echoes and a loud buzzing. Still leaning forward with her hand resting against now absent earth, October toppled into the chasm.

      She landed in a place of cool darkness and spat out a mouthful of silty mud. Unable to see, October stretched out her hands. Clods of grass lay in clumps against a stone floor. Only then did she realize she could feel with both sets of fingers; the magic hadn’t ripped her apart after all. Lying on her belly on the floor of the Dark Court as flashes of violet-tinged magic snapped around her, the ringing in her ears subsided to reveal shouts, screams, and the dripping plunks of water. She breathed in the smell of burned soil and pulverized minerals. It sounded and smelled as if she’d fallen into a war zone.

      “Fucking Sgleò.”

      She scrambled to her hands and knees. Sgleò might be powerful, but he was an idiot. If he got himself killed, there would be no point in cheating on Adahy. Her head ached as her heart constricted. October launched herself to her feet. A blast of magic skated across her arm with the cold sharpness of a dagger made of ice.

      October pushed away the frigid scraping even as she recognized it was magic. Magic was something she could use. They were in the middle of a battle arcing with it, after all. The frozen scratches faded to the softness of feathers brushing her skin. Tingling, she reached for it. Her body tensed as a jolt of power flowed into her. Her hair hovered weightlessly around her face — which she could only tell because she could finally see in the blasted darkness of the room. That would have been great, but except for finding Sgleò, she didn’t know who else she was looking for.

      A woman with dark hair and luminous eyes lifted her hands as she tossed rippling energy toward the penetrating light of the massive crack that zigzagged across one wall. Traces of her spell wafted through October; she felt like she glowed she held so much power. The woman’s eyes widened. October raised a hand, wondering if she could send out what she’d collected. Instead, a gentle weight fell on her shoulder.

      Pain and the sensation of falling raced through October at the touch. Magic shot out of her like illuminated pellets, striking walls and those hurling attacks at her or trying to mend the break. Fresh cries of agony and anger growled through the echoing chamber. From the darkest corners, the glowing eyes of massive dogs turned toward her.

      “Be careful with that,” Sgleò said as he stepped next to her. “You don’t know what you are doing.”

      It was just as well Sgleò had drained her of the power she’d collected. Otherwise, she would have hurled it at him.

      She gritted her teeth instead. “Just try not to get killed.”

      Around them, smoke and magic roiled amidst the rubble of the chamber. Wafts holding sparks seeped toward the massive crack in the wall where a closed door remained despite the frame around it being gone.

      Sgleò snorted. “There is nothing here that can kill me.” He lingered amid the chaos he’d caused with head high and fully exposed.

      October itched to pull him to where she crouched lower to the ground and behind a broken column. “Really? You didn’t look too good when we first met.”

      Faint doubt bunched his brows.

      October balled her fists to keep her from wrapping her fingers around his neck. “Let’s find Gavin.”

      Amid the slight pause in magical attacks, a woman spoke with a ringing voice. “Heal the breach. I will take care of the intruders.”

      Sgleò’s attention fell on the fae woman, who stared back with equal intensity. Power sparked around her like stars being born and dying. Dark hair lifted from her shoulders, weightless in the magical energy surrounding her.

      “I found something better than Gavin.”

      Despite poised hands and a half-smile on her face, she didn’t attack. So Sgleò did. His bolt of power lit the room to beyond daylight, leaving October blinded by its afterglow that burned into her retinas. Around the blazing halo blocking her vision, she saw the woman crouched as the rock lintel above her dripped magma. A flash of annoyance brightened her eyes and flashed across the silver crown woven into her hair before she turned and ducked through the doorway behind her.

      October grabbed onto Sgleò’s arm, but he shook her off as he dashed after the woman. All motion in the room where October stood paused. Three fae still remained on the far side of the elegant chamber that she and Sgleò had wrecked. Faint sunlight of the modern world crept underhill to fall on stone floors never meant for human eyes. October felt a pang for what they had done, as well as the sheer panic of being alone in a room with people they’d attacked. She dove after Sgleò as the three turned toward her.

      Stone daggers shattered against the wall behind her, followed by a waft of fire that left tapestries burning. The second room was already empty, but a flash of light seen through a right-hand doorway sent October racing through it. She chased Sgleò’s magic like the magical battle was a fairy light and dimly hoped it wasn’t. She was the intruder here, both human and an attacker. Without Sgleò, she doubted she’d find her way out.

      She ran through a labyrinth of moonlight bright, windowless rooms, jumping a stream that flowed down the center of one. Occasionally, she glimpsed movement in doorways as she rushed past, deeper into the twilight darkness. Broken stone, sparks, and motes of flame marked the path she followed. A brilliant light flashed again ahead, accompanied by a woman’s scream.

      “Sgleò!”

      October felt like she broke the sanctity of the place by shouting, but then, they’d forced their way in, so caring about peaceful silence seemed hardly a worry worth considering. Not to mention, October heard shouts behind her. More than one voice yelled, “Protect the queen!”

      Panting, October put in a last burst of speed to race down a long hallway whose columns were carved like trees. She barely glanced at the crystalline throne at the far end as she dodged around it and through a door haloed in light.

      “Sgleò!” October shouted again.

      The dark woman paused with her hands raised, eyes widening as she peered from October to Sgleò. Her aggressive posture drooped slightly from where she stood next to a crystal held on a metal stand that roiled with internal smoke and light. As she opened her mouth, Sgleò jumped forward and tackled her.

      They fell in a twisting ball of arms and legs, both pushing against the other as they toppled onto the floor and against wooden chests and the metal pillar. The crystal tumbled from its pedestal, rolling across a thick carpet to rest against half-open trunks of finery with silken dresses partially spewed. Finally, Sgleò pinned her. He brushed the hair from her face as he kept her arms trapped with his weight.

      “So nice to see you again, Efflyn.”
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      “We aren’t here to find Efflyn!”

      For once, her anger got the better of October. She kicked Sgleò in the side. He shifted to glare at October, moving from his pose that combined pinning Efflyn against the stone floor with the intimacy leading to a kiss.

      “I’m here for Efflyn.” Sgleò sat upright, jerking the fae woman along, though he kept her hands firmly in his own. “For payback to what you did to me.”

      Even disheveled, the Dark Queen’s beauty was beyond October’s ability to believe. She’d always thought Diva the most stunning person she knew. Diva was a distant star compared to the sun of Efflyn, though sun wasn’t the right word — perhaps black hole.

      Black hair that fell in loops and waves tumbled to the woman’s bare shoulders where her dress had slipped onto her upper arms. Obsidian eyes were filled with the restlessness of stars and nebula, giving color while holding none permanently. All of that was set against a face that a sculptor would cry to imagine and carve. October could see why Riasg had sworn himself to serve this woman. Hate erupted in her core so swiftly it burned the surprise of its presence away.

      Outside the room, running footfalls echoed. Efflyn was the queen. Of course her dark fae would come looking for her. And she and Sgleò had her trapped with them deep within Doras Mór. If Sgleò had any plan, it seemed to be one to get them killed.

      October closed the heavy silver metal door. “They are coming for your prize. Help me seal it.”

      Sgleò waved a casual hand in October’s direction, his gaze remaining fixated on Efflyn. The waft of magic touched her like a warm breeze; she ignited it. Sparks danced amid hissing light around the edge of the doorframe, melding it to the wall. Sgleò might know how to use her power, but October was developing a knack for handling magic as well. With the entrance sealed, she turned back to Sgleò and his captive.

      Efflyn watched her with wide eyes. “You are the amplifier?”

      “Where is Gavin?” Only the fae healer could have told Efflyn that.

      The Dark Queen lifted her head with a smirk that caused Sgleò to squeeze her arm. “Here.”

      The fae woman’s painful charm melted and shifted, resetting features to something more noble and strong mixed with raw beauty. Her long dark hair rippled as it changed from black to red, streaked with green at the tips.

      Sgleò held on, but his face showed doubt. “You lie.”

      “You know it’s true,” the woman said. “I’m Gavin, not Efflyn.” She stared at Sgleò’s face and reached to touch him gently with the one hand Sgleò begrudgingly freed. “Soyla did this for you? She restored you?”

      Sgleò flinched and then released Gavin with an air of annoyed dismissal. “No, the manitou woman is not that skilled. October healed me.”

      Gavin’s eyes widened as she glanced at October. “How?”

      October dropped her gaze and would not meet Gavin’s eyes. A lump in her throat made it hard to breathe. She was glad to have revived Sgleò and gained a promise from him, but the cost… it sat in her chest like a nest of sleeping snakes she didn’t want to wake.

      “Ah,” Gavin said simply as she rose awkwardly to her feet.

      The dress she’d worn as Efflyn fell a little too short and too roomy at the breasts and just a hint too tight at the waist. But with a gentle shake, the ill fit smoothed out. October was impressed and intimidated by the tall fae woman. The only other female fae she knew was Leanag, who was more annoying than mesmerizing. Gavin watched her with equal fascination. She parted her lips as the doorknob turned. The sealed door did not even tremble as someone pounded on it.

      “They must be in here.”

      “Finish the search.”

      “Efflyn, let us in!”

      October backed away. “We should go. Can we leave from here?”

      Sgleò grabbed Gavin’s arm and received a withering glare for the rough touch. “Where is Efflyn?”

      “That isn’t why we are here.” As the silver door shook due to what sounded like a small explosion on the far side, October considered pleading.

      Gavin didn’t appear at all upset by the sounds emanating from outside the room. “It is why he is here,” she said calmly.

      October searched for something that would motivate Sgleò. “You promised Riasg⁠—”

      “I did not promise Riasg anything.”

      October was done with him. As soon as they returned and he healed Adahy, she never wanted to see the ancient fae again.

      “Efflyn isn’t here.” Gavin winced as a blast rattled the door. Dust and tiny sparks wafted through a few small gaps. “She should be somewhere in the southern part of the country chasing a pixie in my guise.”

      “And you just walked into Doras Mór pretending to be the Dark Queen?” Sgleò scoffed.

      Gavin raised an eyebrow. “Yes.” Sgleò blinked.

      Damn, this woman was someone October wanted to call a friend. A louder burst briefly pressured the air in the room and sent her ears ringing. Getting to know Gavin could wait for a different day, if they escaped. “We need to leave.”

      “I can’t.” Gavin crossed her arms as she stared at Sgleò. “Not unless he removes the spell binding me to the Fair Isle.”

      October expected Sgleò to laugh and escape, but the distant glint in his teal blue eyes softened.

      “I owe you that much for the help you’ve granted me.” Sgleò flicked a hand at the wall and door, steadying the trembling stone. The faint dust in the room fell to the floor with a sandy hiss. “What was done to you to trap you here?”

      Gavin’s annoyed stance wilted as she adjusted her arms to cradle herself. “I did this to myself.”

      “And you could not break your own spell?” Sgleò did laugh at that.

      “No, I am not willing to undo it!” Gavin snapped as she stepped toward him. Sgleò stepped back, but Gavin’s focus had shifted from him to memories that diminished the fire in her eyes. She touched her forehead as she released a slow breath.

      “I cast a spell when I was a young healer, one that no other was willing to do. It was to heal the land and required mixing my blood with the soil. I knew then it would constrain me to wherever I cast it, so I made it as big as the island. I just never thought of the time and passing of centuries… of a world such as this and being trapped in an island that has become foreign under my feet.”

      For once, October understood fae lifespans — and the problems they harbored instead of the whimsical notion of living for centuries. Then scratching at the door as if a wolverine the size of a bear tried to claw through the wall broke her thoughts. She glanced warily at the uneven stones.

      Sgleò shook his head, completely ignoring the fresh sounds of the fae trying to reach their supposed queen. “It was noble of you, but now it is time to break it.” He touched Gavin’s arm gently.

      Gavin met his gaze with tears in her eyes. The pleading for help in her expression faded and firmed. “No,” she whispered. “The land is sick enough. I won’t undo the spell. It may be all that keeps pockets of magic alive here.”

      Sgleò glared at her a moment in silent frustration. “Then you cannot leave.”

      “Go, then!” Gavin waved them away, though a few tears trailed down her cheeks. “They think I am Efflyn. I’ll be fine.”

      Sgleò shook his head. “For how long? Your magic will give you away, eventually.”

      “I will not undo the spell.” Gavin was defiant despite a new barrage of minor explosions and pounding from something massive battering the wall so that the door rattled and leaked dust into the room. A few cracks splintered across the stone wall.

      Sgleò sighed, but his lips lifted in a half-smile. He turned to October. “For this, I require your help.”

      October thought he meant to leave, but as soon as October extended her hand into his waiting one, he glanced at Gavin. “I will need a drop of your blood… to aid me in finding the rest.”

      Gavin’s brows bunched as she pulled a knife from the belt around her waist and pricked her finger. She remained silent as a red drop fell like a ruby into Sgleò’s upturned palm. As crimson light streamed, he closed his fingers over it, making the flesh of his hand glow.

      October tried to ignore the blasts that shook the walls as she felt a pull as if someone tugged on strings sewn into her hands. She held still against the uncomfortable sensation that didn’t quite phase into pain as Sgleò opened his fist.

      The drop of blood glowed scarlet as light swirled around it, sparking with magic. The spiral widened along with the sucking sensation as if Sgleò pulled power from the marrow of her bones. October grabbed onto Sgleò’s arm to keep herself from falling.

      October’s ears clogged and popped. Despite that, she heard a change in the echoing shouts from outside the room. More than one voice pleaded for Efflyn and argued over who cast the powerful spell building on the other side of the sealed door.

      That was no surprise. Already, the chamber held more magic than air. Gavin kept herself steady with the support of the far wall as bands of glowing sparks set amid obscuring darkness skimmed against the walls, floor, and ceiling. They stood in a vortex of magic, a galaxy of it. The pressure of it compressed October’s chest and squeezed her eyes so they felt like they would surely pop from her skull. Tears flowed down her face, and all the moisture in her mouth swelled under her tongue so that she gagged when she swallowed.

      Under October’s palm, Sgleò’s body was tense. He gritted his teeth as he held up his hand with the drop of blood. The whirl of magic moved with him as he closed his eyelids and whispered under his breath. Time grew infinite… and incredibly painful.

      The edges of October’s vision darkened, so she didn’t see at first the dull flecks of dust swirling toward the center of Sgleò’s glowing magic. Only when they were thick enough to be seen as veins of darkness turning counter to the brilliant spiral did she notice the spell produced more than luminance and made her feel as if her insides were being compressed. October dug her fingers into Sgleò’s arm to keep from collapsing. Instead of the roaring in her ears, she focused on the bits of dirt that reached the center of the spell. There, they clung to the drop of the vibrant red gem in Sgleò’s palm.

      The dazzling light in the room faded as each grain attached to the single ruby of Gavin’s blood. With each decrease in brightness, the pressure eased slightly until October could stand on her trembling legs without feeling she was being forced to the ground. But she still clutched on to Sgleò to keep herself upright. He put his free arm around her waist, offering support while harnessing her ability to amplify magic at the same time. She was too tired to hate him for that.

      The last sparks faded as the final bits of dust slipped through cracks in the walls to congeal into a sphere encasing Gavin’s blood. Sgleò lowered his hand where now a stone the size of an egg rested.

      He held it out to Gavin. “Take your protective spell with you then.”

      Tears overflowed Gavin’s green eyes. Frantic calls on the other side of the door rushed back into October’s consciousness. She peered behind her. Sizable cracks riddled the wall. Considering the spell Sgleò had cast, October didn’t doubt he’d weakened the stone as much as the dark fae succeeded in their efforts to break through.

      Gavin didn’t seem to notice or care as she approached Sgleò’s outstretched hand tentatively, almost caressing the grey and brown flecked orb before she picked it up. Gavin cradled the stone to her breast.

      “Thank you.” Her voice wavered in a husky whisper.

      A boom reminiscent of thunder sounded in the next room, causing all three of them to duck. “Now, we should go,” Sgleò said.

      October didn’t disagree; she just didn’t know how. She felt as if she’d run, swam, and biked a triathlon. As much as she didn’t want Sgleò’s arm around her, it kept her on her unsteady feet. Even Gavin’s hands, holding the remains of her protective spell, trembled. Sgleò seemed the least affected by his magic, but then, Riasg had always claimed the ancient fae was a force closer to a god.

      Still, they were in no shape to fight. And outside the chamber, dark fae sought to break in to rescue their queen. October highly doubted they would ask questions about where Efflyn had gone before tearing the three of them to shreds.

      The wall shuddered again. Whatever the dark fae were doing to smash into the room, it was working. Sgleò kept hold of October, for which she was grateful even though she sensed the twist on her power as Sgleò closed his eyes to focus. He would ring every drop of amplification out of her before she collapsed. But she didn’t care, not if he saved Adahy. Her life had never been part of the bargain.

      The shuddering walls around them faded into thick dust that grew into a black mist. The shouts and bangs on the crumbling wall changed to echoes as if the room had become vast and those outside the door were much further away. Sgleò moved his free hand in a spiral, and with that, the mist separated. In the darkness that led to nothing, October saw the faintest glint of the spiral path.

      “Do you remember the route you walked to find me?” Sgleò asked.

      That had been days ago, but October remembered Beira’s advice. She could locate the moment Raven had sent her on the path; she was sure of it.

      “Yes, I know the way.”

      A faint line marred Gavin’s forehead, but as a fresh blast spewed rock fragments and acrid dust, she ducked and then scrambled into the corner along the edge of the wall cluttered by the open chests and shine of piled jewels.

      Sgleò took a step onto the path, dragging October with him. “Are you coming?”

      Gavin straightened. The strange crystal swirling with its violet light amid bands of darkness rested in her hand. The rest of the dresses, fabrics, gems, and treasures, she ignored. “Efflyn must not have this again.”

      Sgleò shook his head as he waved her ahead. A shout pierced the mist as if a barrier didn’t stand between them and the dark fae. As stones tumbled and the magic in the room wavered, October realized that was because one did not, not anymore. Although the dark fae had breached the door, Sgleò paused rather than follow Gavin into the crackling blackness of the spiral path. He looked back.

      “Efflyn’s home.”

      Still supported by Sgleò’s arm, October felt the surge of power like a bolt of lightning rose through her. “What are you doing?” Her hair stood on end as the air snapped with sparks. A halo of energy formed around Sgleò’s free hand as he raised it once more.

      Gavin turned at October’s shout. Her gaze shifted from October to the room in Doras Mór barely seen behind them. “No!” Gavin lunged forward and grabbed Sgleò’s arm. “There are few enough places safe for us left.”

      She wasn’t fast enough. Bolts of light shot into the stone walls and across the ceiling that lay only a few paces behind them. October pulled herself from Sgleò’s tight grip, but most of his spell had already been unleashed. The loss of her amplification barely diminished the cascading destruction heard in the roar of falling stones as if a mountain collapsed. Amid the pounding came painful screams.

      Whispering words as she drew the rune for protection, Gavin threw her magic after Sgleò’s hazardous power. The crystal in her hand writhed as the violet lights swirled faster. October threw the last of her energy into Gavin’s creation, visualizing the runes Riasg had taught her to protect Wind River.

      Gavin’s quickly sketched spell flared with light.

      “Enough.” Sgleò turned, and the small portal connecting them to the crumbling Doras Mór closed, leaving a lingering smell of ancient dust and echoing screams.
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      October stepped from the crackling spiral path and onto the soft earth of Wind River’s field. Only Gavin’s arm kept her standing. The desire to save Adahy kept her conscious.

      The house lay only a few hundred yards across the dark meadow, the porch light on just as October remembered it. She glanced beyond the silent fields toward where she’d stood at the head of them with Raven. Was that really this night, or had it been weeks ago? When were they? She couldn’t tell, at least not by remaining there.

      “Where?” Gavin asked simply.

      October did not doubt the healer could sense her need. “The cottage to the left of the barn.”

      Gavin supported October as they walked through the swishing flowers. Summer air lay stagnant over the farm, a heavy weight that needed a thunderstorm to ease the silent tension of thick humidity.

      October stopped in her tracks. “There are no pixies… no lightning bugs.” She swung to face Sgleò. “We are too late!” Bitter tears flooded her eyes.

      Sgleò shrugged. “Then we will walk backward a few more hours or days. You are the one that led us here.”

      Gavin pulled October forward. “It is oppressive, but not yet a death keen. Let’s see before deciding.”

      October went with Gavin because she would have simply fallen into the field, unable to move without the healer’s support more than willingness. She wasn’t sure she could survive seeing Adahy dead, not as she had glimpsed when she’d followed Amadahy.

      But it had been dawn then when she’d peered through the curtain of this world and wherever the path she’d walked lay. October glanced toward the sky. Only a faint smudge that may have been a cloud on the eastern horizon as much as the first signs of a new day hovered above the low, forested ridge.

      They might not be too late. Hope, wild and as powerful as the magic that had pushed her into Sgleò’s arms in Scotland, ripped through October. She found the strength to stumble the last of the distance across the tidy patch of grass in front of the little cottage. Without knocking, she yanked open the door. A draft of smoke holding more herbs than she could name washed over her.

      Inside, Soyla stood over Adahy’s unmoving form, chanting as she held burning sage above where he lay on the center table. Qaletaqa did not miss his drum beat, though he peeked open one eye to see who entered. Riasg, who stood opposite Soyla, stopped in mid-speech, his jaw slowly dropping.

      Bramble was the first to move. He launched himself from the nearest counter with a trumpeted chirp at odds with the somber mood.

      “I knew you’d return!” Clinging to October’s arm ike an oversized burr as if he’d become entangled in the wool jacket she still wore, Bramble cooed and trilled. “I felt you leave.”

      A figure hunched by the door straightened. Eyes blazing as she wiped her cheeks dry, Leanag turned with the wrath of a Fury.

      “How dare you come back!” Leanag’s angry glare shifted to Sgleò as he pushed his way forward. “Who?” Leanag backed away from him with the wide-eyed gaze of an instantly infatuated girl.

      October snorted. The young fae woman could have him.

      Sgleò ignored everyone in the cottage, though no one could ignore him. His hair blazed with a silver light highlight with white gold. Azure eyes held the color of the sun, even in the dim candlelight. And his power… the air shimmered around him as minute sparks of magic vibrated to life. There was no mistaking he was something greater than anyone October had seen beyond Raven.

      “Sgleò,” Riasg whispered.

      Riasg’s gaze fell on Gavin, who nodded with a half-smile where she stood at the door. He slumped against the counter behind him as his eyelids closed.

      On the table in the center of the room, the candle burning at Adahy’s head flickered and faded.

      “No!” Soyla cupped her hands around the tiny flame. “Please, you must save him. Anything⁠—”

      Sgleò waved the budding offer away. “The task has already been won. Now, the boon has just to be granted.”

      Gavin snorted. “You may have the power, but I am the one with the knowledge.” She elbowed her way past Leanag to stand opposite Soyla. “A wound?”

      “His shoulder.” Soyla’s long fingers trembled as she removed a poultice from Adahy’s injury. The edges of his flesh were black, and fine veins laced through his brown skin.

      “This happened… a week ago?” Gavin asked.

      “Not even twenty-four hours.” Soyla’s voice sounded like gravel.

      The time hit October again. For her, it had been days. Her grief and desperation weighed on her until she felt as if it would collapse her to the floor with only the hope of having found Sgleò granting her the energy to keep going. For everyone else, it had been hours. But a losing battle waged across those long moments etched deep lines in Soyla’s face and sapped Qaletaqa’s strength.

      “Sensitive, then,” Gavin said and placed the herb pouch back on the wound. “It isn’t unheard of… and it isn’t too late. I promise.” Gavin gently touched Soyla’s arm before turning to Sgleò. “One of us will need to touch the poison, and the other heal.”

      Sgleò returned her stare without blinking. Gavin’s jaw tightened. October knew the frustration on Gavin’s face.

      “Let me help. I’m human; the toxins don’t affect me.”

      “You will not touch him!” Leanag jumped in front of October.

      “Riasg, get her out of here.” Soyla did not look at Leanag or respond to her indignant shouts as Riasg physically hauled her from the cottage. “I will remove the poison; he is my son. You help focus their magic,” she said to October.

      Warm tears scalded October’s cheeks as she nodded. An ounce of the weight she’d carried the last few days lifted.

      “No, daughter, let me,” Qaletaqa stood.

      Soyla shook her head. “You are still weak. I will do this. There is no time to argue, Father.” Soyla swallowed hard, making the dampness on her cheeks glisten.

      Through the narrow windows of the cottage, October glimpsed the murky glow of pre-dawn. No, there wasn’t much time left at all.

      “We need to hurry,” October said, though she didn’t feel like she had the breath in her lungs to speak.

      Gavin held out a hand to October and one to Soyla. She peered across Adahy’s body from where she stood at his head and glared at Sgleò. “I will lead, and you will follow.”

      Sgleò took Soyla and October’s hand. “It is why I came,” he answered, but his voice had the petulant whine of a schoolboy.

      October pushed the irritation aside. Sgleò’s arrogance and Gavin’s willingness to sacrifice did not matter. Only healing Adahy did.

      On her shoulder, Bramble twitched as magic pulsed through the four standing around Adahy with joined hands. He burrowed claws into the wool jacket as he perched like a bird of prey, ready to flee or pounce. Qaletaqa thumped his drum in time with the waves of rising magic that became the beat of October’s pulse.

      But though magic swirled through them and throughout the cabin, it did not touch Adahy. He lay amid a black hole in its center. The candle flame at his head thinned and elongated, its fire growing transparent. October trembled in fear.

      Soyla dropped Gavin and Sgleò’s hands, placing them on her son’s chest and abdomen. Behind her, the spell pulsed, maintained by Gavin and Sgleò’s outstretched fingers. They waited for a chance to reach Adahy but remained blocked by the chemicals in him that destroyed their magic. Tears ran in unbroken lines down Soyla’s cheeks as she stared at her son’s face. She opened her mouth and began to sing.

      It wasn’t a chant so much as a song, and it wasn’t magic as much as a mother’s love-given voice. The magic gathered by Gavin and Sgleò burned through October, held ready as they waited, caught between night and day, success and failure. October’s ears roared as tension grew, but despite Soyla’s song, nothing changed. The candle flickered.

      Then a smudge appeared in front of October. So quickly that she only recognized the form and action after the vision was gone, Amadahy stood opposite her daughter and rested her hands on top of Soyla’s. Adahy’s body jerked upright.

      But the motion wasn’t a return to life so much as a reaction to intense pain. Adahy shook, his hands falling from his side on the table to dangle above the floor. Black veins pulsed across his naked chest, fading and appearing stronger as they inched toward Soyla. She sang louder as Qaletaqa’s drumming beat faster.

      Soyla cried out as the first dark line touched her. Her mouth gaped in agony, though she continued singing from deep within her throat. Fingers tightening to rigid claws, she held them in place on Adahy as obsidian lines raced from him and up her arms. Her body jerked and twitched, but she kept her fingers steady. Finally, her song choked off mid-note. Soyla slumped forward, her twitching slowing as she incrementally slipped to the floor as her legs gave out.

      “Now!” Gavin said and placed her palms on Adahy’s shoulders.

      Sgleò followed Gavin’s example. The change was immediate. Magic flowed into Adahy like he was an empty cup. To her right, October could feel the power around Gavin vibrate as she whispered a phrase under her breath. Adahy’s form glowed with a halo of light.

      Qaletaqa rose to his feet as his voice lifted in his chanting. He circled them once before pounding a double beat on the drum. His chant fell silent at the same moment as Gavin’s whispered spell. The magic in the room hummed a second longer before fading like pixie dust.

      October staggered at the release from the energy that had coursed through her. She grabbed onto the table as Bramble squeaked. The world kept tipping. Desperately, as her vision faded to darkness, October stared at Adahy. She had to know if he lived. Just slightly as her knees buckled, she saw his eyelids flutter in the light of the candle above his head, which burned steady and bright. With that slight reassurance, she collapsed to the floor.
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      “He what?” Riasg tried not to react as October told him how Sgleò had been healed. But as October stammered a reply, he knew he was failing.

      “I didn’t exactly stop him.” October crossed her arms. “And it made him agree to heal Adahy.”

      Riasg bolted out of the chair where he’d settled when he’d realized October was awake. The bedroom was small, but he found room to pace across the narrow floor. October watched him with eyes still ringed by dark lines. She looked like she needed to sleep for a week and not the handful of hours it had been since she’d helped to save Adahy. Curled up at her feet, Bramble peered at him before cracking an enormous yawn.

      The little brownie was still healing himself. Heck, Riasg felt the wound in his shoulder and side as well as a few bruises made by Ailith with every breath. But, comparatively, he’d come out pretty intact. He was alive.

      Riasg stopped in front of the open window and let the breeze dance against his skin as he crossed his arms. Without turning, he said, “You aren’t OK with it.”

      The binding between them made him feel he was tied to a stone falling into the depths of a pond. No, October was doing worse than she admitted. Riasg curled his fingers into a fist, which urged him to consider finding Sgleò, even if the results of that wouldn’t do him much good.

      “I’m not really alright with Leanag’s promise either, but there isn’t much about that I can do.”

      Bramble cooed at October. Riasg glanced at her. She picked at lint on the bedcover. He didn’t know what to say. He racked his fingers through his hair. There were a lot of things weighing on October, and, by the veil, he couldn’t really fix any of them.

      “I think you did well mitigating what Leanag demanded.” Gavin stood in the doorway, watching them both.

      October glanced up with eager eyes. “Adahy?”

      “Sleeps,” Gavin assured October. “As does Soyla, and so should you.”

      October shook her head. “It isn’t like I was injured or have power of my own to drain. I feel more restless than tired.”

      Riasg ignored the pointed glare October sent in his direction. The only way he would stay in bed was if he was tied to it… and couldn’t summon any magic.

      “Fine. If you must be as stubborn as Riasg, then you should eat.”

      Gavin tried to hide her amused smirk by turning quickly, so Riasg ended up glaring at the back of her skull. Being blood-bound was no joke. All of his efforts to protect October seemed undone by Sgleò’s callousness, and he’d only heard the initial few minutes of her days away. What she hadn’t told him made his veins twist like snakes. He left her to dress and took Gavin’s advice — October needed food. He could, at least, take care of that.

      The house was silent in the afternoon sun. For the first time since Riasg had arrived, no one tended the fields other than the wild fae. He stopped in the middle of the kitchen, staring at the organized clutter, at a total loss of what to do. This was Soyla’s domain.

      Riasg had never been a cook, and the last he’d seen of Qaletaqa had been of the old man torn between which room he should keep watch over more: his daughter or his grandson. Riasg would be better off going to the field to pick some lettuce. He snorted and tried to ignore the fact he was trying to find food for a human and started rummaging through cupboards.

      As October shuffled into the kitchen, Riasg placed a bowl of Muesli on the table for her. Bramble slid down her arm from his perch on her shoulder and limped to the full dish. October’s laughter broke Riasg’s irritated stare.

      “He needs to eat too.”

      “He’ll eat five times his weight if you let him.”

      Bramble stuck out a milk-covered tongue with a piece of oatmeal sticking to it before plunging his face back in the sweet cream.

      “Right, sit.” Riasg put another bowl on the table and growled at Bramble when he glanced at it. Bramble snarled in return with milky fangs. It was good to see the little creature feisty.

      “Have you told him about Doras Mór?” Gavin joined them, placing a dish of freshly picked berries on the wooden table.

      October bit her lip. “No.”

      Riasg opened his lips and hesitated. He wasn’t sure he really wanted to know, not if the somber expression on October’s face and the spark of anger in Gavin’s eyes were any indication. He sat and rubbed his forehead.

      “What happened there?”

      Gavin placed her hands on her lap as she answered, “Sgleò destroyed it.”

      The words meant nothing for a moment. The idea was outside comprehension. “No!” Riasg bolted to his feet.

      He remembered his ache of having been barred from the Dark Court, but Doras Mór had been more than that and to so many. Most of the dark fae sought safety within its walls. It had been his home for over a century.

      “Where is Sgleò? I will–”

      Gavin caught his arm as he turned from the pacing he hadn’t realized he’d launched into.

      “There is more, sit,” she demanded.

      Riasg really didn’t want to learn more, but he would not argue with the healer. His promise to her was discharged, but the woman carried enough magic to intimidate Sgleò if the crazy old fae had any sense.

      He gritted his teeth as he sat stiffly in the wooden chair. Bramble peered at him and cooed, slobbering bits of grain and milk across his rounded belly.

      “Tell me he had cause or need.”

      Gavin shook her head. “I will give you the details later, but you must hear this first.”

      She pulled something from the pouch at her waist before placing a crystal nearly the size of her hand in the center of the table. Raw and uncut, the slightly misshapen hexagon wand swirled with dark smoke edged in a violet haze.

      “Have you seen it before?” Gavin asked.

      It pulled at Riasg, and he swore that the twisting veins moved toward him. He lifted a finger and held it near the rough end. His skin tingled as fuchsia lightning zipped through the length of the crystal.

      “No.” But it seemed familiar.

      “It was Efflyn’s. She…” Gavin choked on her words and glanced away as she struggled through what she had to say. “She used it to capture power from her people.”

      Surprise twitched his finger. Accidentally, he grazed the stone’s smooth surface. Pain as if he’d been stabbed exploded through his hand and up his arm. Yanking backward, Riasg cradled his arm against his side as a deep throb seeped into his chest. He stared at the crystal and then Gavin again.

      “She couldn’t have.”

      “I don’t understand.” October’s voice broke the stare between Riasg and Gavin.

      Gavin cleared her throat. “It is a queen’s duty to protect her people. Only those with the greatest magic can maintain the enchantments that keep humans out and our homes hidden.”

      Riasg ran the fingers of his non-aching hand through his hair. “There were rumors that Efflyn wasn’t as powerful as she seemed, but she always managed enough magic when she needed it.” He stared at the crystal. “Because of that?”

      Gavin nodded. “Instead of asking the dark fae to defend her, she stole their power to claim it as her own.”

      Riasg shook the idea from his head. He didn’t believe it. Efflyn was terrifying, strong, and sexy; she didn’t need to steal magic.

      “It can’t be.” He banged his fist on the table to offset the internal pain twisting through him. His entire arm went numb instead. “If she were that weak, the dark fae would have torn her apart. She wouldn’t have been able to remain queen.”

      “Exactly.” Gavin reached over and touched his arm. Warmth flowed through him, and the discomfort eased everywhere but the emptiness in his chest. “But if they were too feeble to fight her, and she too strong with their magic…”

      Riasg pulled away as he stood. He didn’t want this to make sense; it couldn’t. Yet… he leaned his forehead against the window frame where he’d walked. But when he peered through the glass, he didn’t see Wind River’s fields. He remembered his time in Doras Mór, especially the last few decades. “It’s the goddamn Cailite Ré. All the fae who felt weak and hopeless… who fell into using ola to ease their pain.” His glance at Gavin begged her to say he was wrong.

      “She was the cause. I managed a refuge. This place exists. You see hope here and strength. What was it like in Doras Mór?”

      Riasg closed his eyes. “Dark and forlorn, a slow death. She was killing us.” Fresh anger, greater than a need to attack Sgleò, which was admittedly a suicidal thought, tingled to life in pinpricks across his skin.

      “That is why you are more powerful now?”

      Riasg’s unfocused gaze found October. He blinked her into clarity.

      “You said when we were in Boston that you thought I was amplifying your magic, but I wasn’t. You slowed time.”

      Gavin raised an eyebrow. “During the Cailite Ré? Impressive. You may have more spunk than I gave you credit for. Though, you were a bit of a mess when you showed up at my doorstep.”

      Riasg snapped his loose jaw closed. He didn’t know himself, much less this version that they saw in him. It didn’t feel like anything he’d ever hoped to be.

      “I don’t have that sort of power.”

      It was a lie, though, and he knew it. Magic itched beneath his skin and tickled his lungs when he breathed. It was like he denied he lived. Gavin realized it too. The edges of her mouth crinkled as she fought a smile.

      Riasg sucked in a breath so hard his nostrils flared. “I need a walk.”

      He raced out the back door before anyone responded and didn’t glance back for fear he’d see Sgleò on the porch as he used to sit before October healed him. By giving herself to him, the undeserving sod. Fingers curled into a fist, Riasg stormed into the woods and tried to ignore the fact that his mood whipped leaves into windy spirals. Gusts swayed branches away from his path. He, the perennial screw up, the one abandoned to live as a wild thing in the forest; he could not have the sort of power that legends were told of.

      A raven cackled on a branch over his head.

      Riasg stopped and stared at the creature, knowing better to pick a fight with one such as him. Instead, he tried to control his rage. Fitful winds pulled his hair like spiteful brownies. The raven laughed again at Riasg’s lack of success.

      “This is not who I am.”

      The raven scratched its beak with a clawed foot. “Apparently, you do not know yourself well, then.”

      Riasg snarled. The raven eyed him, holding far too still to pretend to be a common bird. But what creature was ordinary in Wind River?

      “But I’m not worthy enough for you to show your true form too, though?” He mocked himself more than he baited the raven.

      The bird fell forward, catching himself in a glide of black wings as he landed on a lower branch where he perched slightly above Riasg’s upturned head. “This is one of my true forms. The other… I only show to those deserving. For all that you are, you are not that yet.” He fluffed his feathers as he tucked his wings. Lifting his black beak, he glared down at Riasg. “Take your anger out on those who deserve it, boy.”

      “Efflyn.”

      For all his dislike toward Sgleò, Efflyn carried his hatred over a much longer time. She had taken from him something he didn’t even realize he had, a possibility of himself that he hadn’t known existed. And that was just himself. What she’d done to the people she was meant to protect…

      “She must be punished for this.” Riasg didn’t hear if the raven answered him or not. Ideas tumbling together like a magnetic puzzle assembled in his mind, he walked unseeing of his path back to the farmhouse.

      The dark fae needed to learn what Efflyn was and what she had done. They needed to find safety. He needed to go back. Plans to return to Scotland to help the dark fae tumbled in his thoughts. Unlike Sgleò, he couldn’t walk the spiral path. Instead, he would have to go to an airport… and create documents. Tasks that had been a challenge when coming to the States were barely an afterthought to him now. With any luck, he would be in Scotland in under twelve hours.

      Riasg came to a halt in the middle of the flowering meadow outside the farmhouse. Their perfume wrapped around him in a cloud of pollen.

      He could make it to Doras Mór in under a day, but from what October had said, the destruction had happened three days in the future. Riasg rubbed the ache in his temples.

      So, he couldn’t go straight to Doras Mór. If he intruded there, Sgleò would not free Gavin or return here to heal Adahy. That was an event he would not undo, no matter how much he loathed Sgleò for destroying the Dark Court.

      “Fuck.”

      “Riasg?”

      He glanced up quickly enough to catch October wiping her cheeks dry as she stood on the porch. The sight of her orange hair blazing in the afternoon light and hazel eyes, more green than brown from the tears that still flicked her lashes, compressed his chest. Damn the blood bond as well; it was another aspect he hadn’t considered. Perhaps getting away from it would do him good. If he could.

      “I would think realizing you have more magic than you knew wouldn’t be such a bad thing?”

      It was the only part he caught of what she’d been saying as they walked toward each other to meet amidst the high grass and meadow flowers. Drawn together, that was what the blood bond did. Even now, he wanted to reach out and comfort her.

      The effort to stop himself strained his voice. “Why are you crying?”

      “Adahy.” She paused as she cleared her throat. A fresh wave of tears rolled down her cheeks.

      At that, Riasg’s heart stopped beating. After everything, the stupid kid had to be fine. He couldn’t have… Riasg curled his fingers so tightly his nails bit into the flesh of his palm.

      “He woke up, and I went to see him, but Leanag⁠—”

      A sob cut off October’s words. He pulled her to his chest as she leaned forward. It felt like he had the rage of the sun compressed to the size of a marble under his ribcage, contained and so powerful.

      “That wasn’t the barter she made with you.” Riasg watched the upper windows, searching for the spoiled fae princess. When he found her, it was more than words he planned on using on her. “I’ll take you to him.”

      October shook her head. “I need a moment, and… he asked for you.”

      Riasg left her on the porch, staring out at the fields as a few tears slipped down her cheeks. Inside the house, a renewed energy vibrated in its walls. As he passed the open windows overlooking the barn, he heard Qaletaqa’s stern voice followed by a plea from Leanag. Riasg’s smile didn’t spread past his lips. The girl deserved a harsher lesson.

      Outside Adahy’s open door, Riasg lounged against the doorframe as Soyla spoke to her son. The manitou woman was pale, with dark shadows under her eyes. In truth, she looked worse than Adahy except for the radiant joy on her face. Light motes danced around her in a halo. No wonder the house felt whole.

      “You should rest for a few days,” Gavin said as she stood. She paused when she saw Riasg standing in the doorway. “Don’t talk to him too long.”

      Riasg opened his palms as he shrugged, pretending innocence of her veiled accusation. Considering everything that had happened and what had yet to happen, he really wasn’t sure where to start filling Adahy in with anything. Perhaps waiting was the best idea.

      Soyla rose to her shaky feet as Gavin supported her. Riasg barely noticed as they shuffled out and he walked to Adahy’s bedside.

      “Stop staring at me like that. I’m fine.”

      “You look like shite.”

      Adahy shook his head as the muscles across his face hardened. “Tell me Leanag did not force that bargain on October.”

      Riasg took a slow breath. “It depends on which version you heard, mate. But yeah, Leanag’s favor owed was she couldn’t touch you again or some such curse.”

      Riasg swallowed as Adahy’s body tensed. He seemed ready to jump out of bed and find Leanag, which was about the opposite of Gavin’s implied instructions. The last thing Riasg needed was the fae healer annoyed with him.

      “Look, we’ll get Leanag to take it back.” Riasg held out a hand to keep Adahy from rising.

      Adahy’s energy and resentment left with a puff of air. “You don’t know Leanag if you think you can manage that.”

      Riasg preferred the anger over the expression of hopelessness that filled Adahy’s face. He’d known Adahy cared for October, but the devastation that brought a new pallor to the young manitou as he shrank into himself made Riasg ache. And he didn’t have a fucking clue what to say.

      Riasg dropped into the chair next to Adahy’s bed more than sat. “You’ll be OK.” It was a stupid platitude, but silence wouldn’t do.

      A few tears shimmered in Adahy’s eyes as he stared anywhere but at Riasg. “I couldn’t tell them,” he said at last. He took a hiccup of a breath and finally met Riasg’s gaze. “My magic is gone. I feel… like I’m dead.”
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      “Will he be OK?” October pulled a strand of hair away from where the wind blew it across her eyes.

      Around her, on the hillside near the top of Wind River’s protected valley, tall grasses and multi-colored poppies swayed in the breeze. The rustling blades and fine leaves touched her shoulders as she sat amid them as their summer smells perfumed her hair. Places like this, away from the farmhouse, were the only spots she found peace these handful of days since Adahy had been healed. It made her feel akin to Riasg, who prowled through the woods as if chased.

      Riasg leaned against a stout oak at the edge of the forest and peered back at the farmstead. “Yes?”

      October snorted and kicked a clod of grass with her heel. “You sound positive.”

      Riasg sighed. Surprisingly, he walked the few yards from the shadows to sit cross-legged amid the plants by her side. Even that small act, he managed with a grace that still mesmerized her. Sgleò might have enchanted looks where Riasg held a more strikingly handsome, bad-boy Brit appeal, but Riasg had Sgleò beat for his perfect movements and ease in nature. Which was jarring at times, considering Riasg looked ready to head to a goth party.

      “He’s extremely sensitive to the chemicals in the bullet,” Riasg explained.

      “I noticed.”

      Riasg wasn’t helping calm her worries.

      “When I was addicted to ola, it lessened my power mostly except for right after taking it. Then,” he shrugged. “I had nothing. Adahy is in the nothing phase.”

      “And no one knows how long it will last.”

      Adahy was devastated by his lack of magic. Soyla made up for Adahy’s moping by fussing over him even more than a mother who’d nearly lost her only child would react. Adahy was forbidden from leaving Wind River lest another ounce of tainted dust touch him. It seemed too much, but Adahy didn’t seem to care. Without magic, he wouldn’t work in the fields, and with his recent healing, he didn’t have the strength to journey far, anyway. He wasn’t the Adahy she knew, and that pained her worse than Leanag’s claimed favor. Not that she’d tell Leanag that.

      The young fae princess held her ground like she was the Queen of Wind River. Soyla had too many other worries to deal with. If it wasn’t for Gavin stepping in to keep an eye on Wind River’s protections and health, October doubted the crops would be tended or produce collected to take to the city. Qaletaqa, even if he wasn’t worried about his daughter and grandson, couldn’t manage it alone. And Sgleò, no matter his power, was too much of an ass to help.

      October rocked sideways so that she lightly bumped Riasg. “At least, he has you to step him through the process.” She meant it as a joke, but Riasg stiffened like she’d called him a drug-addled brownie.

      She sighed internally and clasped her legs tighter to her chest. That was what she missed the most — the fun times in Boston with Riasg, Adahy, and Bramble. If she had the power to walk the spiral path, she’d go back there and live them again and again. She didn’t know how the fae didn’t succumb to that… when it wasn’t the end of their world and all their lives shit while they were trapped within it.

      “About that… you are fine here, aren’t you? Safe?”

      October’s forehead wrinkled as she turned to Riasg. “Seriously?” He met her gaze steadily and without his usual mischievous smile. “What the fuck? Yeah! Just great. Love having Leanag prance about and watch me every time I talk to Adahy and sharing a house with Sgleò, who⁠—”

      She couldn’t say what Sgleò had done because she still didn’t have a word for it or understand it. Used her? But she’d wanted him at that moment, too. Fire had erupted in her with a lust that overwhelmed even her grasp on why she’d traveled to find him. She didn’t know why or that side of herself, and without understanding it, she didn’t know what to call it. Which meant she hadn’t told Adahy yet.

      Riasg said nothing. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him worry his lower lip with his teeth. A flutter tickled her chest. If it were Adahy, she’d ask what was wrong. But Riasg… he’d only tell her when he felt ready. And for a goddamn fae almost two centuries old, she might be dead by the time he got around to it.
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