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      Sienne’s cold magical light reflected dully off the black stones of the corridor, as if they were made of something that sucked the light in and held tightly to it. Moisture slicked the walls, but despite the warmth and wetness, nothing grew on them. Water dripped, somewhere in the distance. The noise came at irregular intervals, probably from more than one source. Knowing that didn’t make the sound grate any less on Sienne’s nerves.

      A regular plink, she could have ignored, but the erratic tap-tap, tap, taptaptap kept her on edge, listening for the next one. The smell of old stone, cold and damp, filled the air, mingled with a whiff of something sour that rose up with every step. It was like being inside the digestive tract of some oddly angular beast.

      The stone swallowed up the sound of her footsteps and that of her companions just as it did the light. It was a strange corridor, as wide as it was high and seeming without end. Sienne pinched her nose against a sneeze and summoned another couple of magic lights. Their light banished the darkness a few paces, but didn’t illuminate the corridor more than about ten feet away.

      She sent the new ones flying ahead and heard Dianthe curse. “Too bright,” her friend exclaimed.

      “Sorry. This place has me on edge. No lanterns, no torches, not even brackets to hold lanterns or torches.” She shifted her spellbook to a more comfortable position.

      “Nobody’s been down here but us for decades, maybe centuries,” Alaric said without turning around. “There’s nothing to be worried about.”

      Sienne eyed the giant Sassaven’s broad back. “Then why are you tense?”

      “Because I could be wrong, and someone’s already retrieved the salvage from this place.”

      “Am I the only one who believes this corridor has gone on forever?” Perrin said. “With no discernable landmarks, I cannot imagine how we could tell if that were true.”

      “I have marked the walls,” Kalanath said, demonstrating by drawing the steel tip of his staff with a skree across a stone at head height. “But there is no turn, or door, so it does not matter.”

      “It relieves my mind,” Perrin said. “Pray, do not stop.”

      “The corridor turns here,” Dianthe said, “and there’s a door up ahead.” She vanished into the darkness. Sienne came around the corner to see her examine the thumb latch, then try it. “Not locked.”

      “That could be bad,” Alaric said. “Let’s see what we have.”

      Dianthe pushed the door open and waited for Sienne to send her lights through before entering. Sienne followed Alaric and moved to the side to allow Perrin and Kalanath to enter. The sour smell was diminished in this room, which was vast enough Sienne’s lights, clustered around the door, didn’t illuminate the far end. Chairs with disintegrating cushions stood in groups here and there throughout the cavernous room. Damp, rotting tapestries whose subjects were lost to time hung from the walls, which for once bore patches of moss. They seemed the only healthy, thriving thing in what Sienne was increasingly inclined to call a lair. The ceiling was unexpectedly low, though no lower than it had been in the hall. In this vast room it felt as if it were poised to fall and crush them. Sienne shivered and stepped closer to Alaric.

      “It’s empty,” she said. “Should it be this empty?”

      “Reva Nocenti was killed before she could retreat with her possessions,” Perrin said. “But there are records enough of her underground palace that other scrappers may have looted it in the hundred-odd years since her defeat.”

      “This was an entrance,” Kalanath said, prodding one of the cushions with the tip of his staff. “A place for people who wish a thing to come.”

      “An antechamber,” Sienne said. “That makes sense. Though not much else about this does. Why would a wizard care about ruling a dukedom? Particularly a wizard who was as interested in research as Nocenti was?”

      “Power does strange things to people,” Alaric said. “Why would someone spend three fortunes building an underground palace when an aboveground palace is half as expensive, and has windows?”

      “There are two doors,” Dianthe said. She’d crossed the room, trailing a light, and the far wall was now visible. “Anyone have a preference?”

      “You sound like you’re in a hurry,” Alaric said.

      “Aren’t you? This place gives me hives. See, I’m scratching.” Dianthe rubbed her forearm. “Let’s find this salvage and get out.”

      “I apologize for not being able to direct us more, ah, directly,” Perrin said.

      “You got us this far. And figured out there was something here at all. I call that more than enough help,” Alaric said.

      Sienne brought a light closer to the door nearest her, the one on the left. It was nearly as tall as the ten-foot-high ceiling and half that wide, carved all over with scenes of a beautiful noblewoman dressed in the style of a century past, passing judgment on groups of people—merchants, peasants, even other nobles. “I think we should take this one.”

      “Why is that?” Perrin said.

      “Because it probably leads somewhere interesting. The other one is plain and I bet it leads to the storage room.”

      “She has a point,” Dianthe said.

      Alaric nodded. “Then left it is.”

      The room beyond the carved door was as cavernous and claustrophobic as the first. More rotting tapestries hung on the walls, more mossy growth gleamed verdantly in the white light. Directly ahead, on a dais reached by three shallow steps, stood a throne carved of black marble, unrelieved by cushions, even rotted ones. The wall behind the throne was carved in a bas-relief whose details Sienne couldn’t make out at that distance. She crossed the room to look up at it. It showed the same woman with her hands held out in a pose like the Mercy card in a hazard deck, water overflowing her cupped hands.

      “I sense a theme,” Perrin said.

      “We already knew Nocenti was arrogant,” Alaric said. “Though this certainly proves the point. Dianthe?”

      “I see no signs of any concealed doors or rooms,” Dianthe said. “But I’m not sure she’d want her treasury where so many outsiders go, even if it’s well-hidden. The only exit is that archway over there.” She pointed.

      “I think perhaps we should be certain we are not leaving anything behind,” Perrin said, removing his riffle of blessings from inside his vest. “Not to disparage your abilities, Dianthe, but Averran sees better than we do, and if the wizard Nocenti knew the seeming spell, it might be beyond all of us to find what she hid. I have several of these revealing blessings today, and I daresay that is a hint I should use them.” He tore a purple-smudged square of rice paper from the little bundle and held it high, bowing his head and murmuring an invocation. Purple fire consumed the paper, and a bright violet light outlined all the stones of the walls, turning the moss a dusty gray color. When it faded, Perrin said, “Nothing.”

      Alaric was already headed for the archway, in which drifted shreds of a filmy curtain that might once have been red. “Between the two of you, I think we have an excellent chance of finding the lost treasury.”

      Sienne took up her place in the middle of the group, cradling her spellbook in the crook of her left arm. “I hope nobody else found it first. It’s so disappointing when we make a find and it’s been cleaned out already.”

      Once again, the walls of this corridor were clean of moss. She wondered what made the difference. Nothing obvious, at any rate.

      “My augury blessing suggests strongly that whatever is here is worth our time,” Perrin said. “I, for my part, hope it is a non-magical treasury. Selling off gold and silver is much easier than haggling over artifacts, however more potentially valuable the artifacts are.”

      “There’s a door ahead, and the corridor branches right before it,” Dianthe said. “The door’s not locked. More specifically, it can’t be locked.”

      “We might as well check it first,” Alaric said.

      The room beyond was clearly a barracks, with three rows of bunks devoid of mattresses or bedding filling the space. “Nothing worth looking at here,” Dianthe said. She crossed the room to the door on the other side and reached for the latch, only to snatch her hand back as if she’d been burned. “Somebody trapped this door. Recently.”

      “How recently?” Alaric said, joining her at the door.

      “Not that recently. A year or so.”

      “That’s still recent.” Alaric glared at the door as if that would disarm the trap by itself. “Can you disable it?”

      “I could, but it will take time. We’re probably better off seeing if there’s a way around it. Though the fact that there’s a trap there tells me somebody found something worth hiding.”

      “Or they intend to deceive other scrappers,” Perrin said.

      “Or that. In either case—”

      “We move on,” Alaric said.

      They backtracked and took the second corridor, which ended in a T-junction where they went right. The next room they found was an armory, stripped bare of all but a few rusted swords and armor stands. Sienne examined the walls of the corridor outside the armory. “Strange,” she said. “There’s moss growing here where there isn’t any just ten feet away in the cross-corridor.” She leaned close and sniffed the moss. It smelled reassuringly green.

      “This place has mold growing all over it,” Alaric said. “There’s probably some quality of the walls that encourages it, or inhibits it.”

      “Probably,” Sienne said.

      Far in the distance, something went thunk. Sienne froze. “What was that?”

      Alaric raised his head like a pointer scenting game. “I don’t know. It didn’t sound like something falling. Did you knock something over?” he called to the three still in the armory.

      “No,” Dianthe said, and a moment later she joined them at the door. “It sounded like a door slamming, or a portcullis dropping.”

      “Huh,” Alaric said. “Did you find anything hidden?”

      “No, and Perrin’s blessing didn’t either. Let’s move on.”

      “Aren’t we worried about that noise?” Sienne asked.

      “There’s nothing we can do about whatever it is,” Alaric said. “We’ll just have to hope it’s not some gate trapping us in here.”

      Sienne shivered. “You could have kept that thought to yourself.”

      Turning left at the T-junction led them down a winding corridor to a dead end. “I guess we’ll have to tackle that trap, after all,” Dianthe said as they turned and headed back.

      “We’re not in a hurry,” Alaric said, “and I don’t—what’s that smell?”

      Sienne sniffed. A breeze brought the scent of something rotting to her nose. Something rotting, tinged with the burning, sour odor of a strong acid. Her heart pounded faster. “Could there be ghouls down here?”

      “Nothing for them to eat,” Alaric said. “I don’t think anything could live down here except bugs and rats.”

      Dianthe stopped at the corner leading to the T-junction. “You know,” she said in a too-casual voice, “we haven’t seen any rats down here at all. Or beetles, or spiders.”

      Sienne drew closer to Alaric. “What does that mean?”

      “It means we might be in for a fight,” Alaric said. “Let’s not be carried away by our imaginations, all right? Lack of vermin doesn’t have to mean anything.”

      Sienne realized she was shaking and clutched her spellbook tighter. She was being ridiculous. She and her companions could defeat anything this lair could throw at them. She couldn’t stop shaking. Her arms and legs vibrated with it. Just as she realized the vibration was coming from outside her, Alaric said, “Something’s coming. Something big.”

      They had nearly reached the T-junction. Sienne’s lights illuminated the short corridor clearly. No one was there. The vibration had grown to the point that it was audible as a low hum that sang through Sienne’s bones and teeth, rattling her skull. She stepped in front of Alaric and opened her spellbook to fury. It sounded big, and anything this big needed more than one force bolt. She wasn’t taking chances.

      Behind her, she heard the rasp of Alaric’s sword sliding free from its sheath. The sound comforted her. She held up a hand, reminding them to stay silent. It was possible whoever this was didn’t know they were there.

      The lights danced in the air, caught in the vibration. The smell of rot and acid was so strong Sienne could taste it. She swallowed hard and clenched her teeth together, blinked away tears from the stinging, acidic air, and focused hard on the T-junction corner.

      The air rippled, and two of Sienne’s lights went out.

      She blinked. The rippling in the air didn’t stop. Something was there, something almost invisible in the now-dim light. She made more lights and flung them down the corridor. As they sailed into the junction, they vanished.

      “Kitane’s eyes, look at that,” Dianthe breathed. A rat danced—danced!—into view, reared up on its hind legs. Its fur was almost gone, and bone shone through in places. Sienne covered her mouth to hold back a shriek. She still had nightmares about undead monsters, and maybe this rat wasn’t big enough to hurt anyone, but it still horrified her.

      She brought up her spellbook and flipped back to burn. Force had no effect on the undead. But as she began to read, Perrin said, “Dear Averran, it is floating. There is something there, carrying it.”

      Sienne took another look. The air before them shimmered, and as another light went out, Sienne realized the rat wasn’t moving its limbs. Perrin was right—something was carrying it, something nearly invisible that moved slowly into the T-junction. “What is that thing?” she exclaimed. Now that she was looking more closely, she could see other things embedded in the field, or mass, or whatever it was: tiny stones, wisps of what might once have been moss, more small furry bodies nearly eaten away, the twisted remnants of a lantern bracket.

      Kalanath stepped forward, his staff extended. Its steel tip prodded the thing. “It feels like a jelly,” he said. The thing reached the wall and stopped. Kalanath pressed harder, then yanked his staff back as the wood below the steel cap began to smoke. “That is fire-hardened oak,” he said. “It is a powerful acid, whatever it is.”

      Sienne summoned more lights. “But what is it for?”

      Alaric chuckled. “I think we just met the cleaning staff. Look—Sienne, shine a light up high there. It’s exactly the same shape as the corridor.”

      Sienne did as he directed. With a dozen lights shining on it, the creature was visible as a cube of some thick, clear liquid, its skin shimmering with oily rainbows. It was almost pretty.

      The vibration began again. Kalanath took another step back. “Ah,” he said, “it is moving again. Toward us.”

      “It’s not that fast. We can stay out of its way,” Alaric said. Then a peculiar look crossed his face. “But this is a blind corridor.”

      They all looked at each other. “I think we should back up,” Dianthe said.

      They retreated around the corner, all the way back to the blind end. “Sienne, can you get us out of here?” Alaric said.

      “I can get some of us out of here,” Sienne said. Her palms were sweaty, and she surreptitiously wiped them on her trousers. “Moving all of us with ferry takes all my reserves, and I’ve already cast spells today, to get us in here. But I can try force-blasting it.”

      “We can fit two of us across the corridor,” Alaric said. “Maybe if we hit it hard enough, we can get it to reverse its course.”

      They ran back down the twisting corridor. The cube hadn’t advanced very far, though it had consumed more of Sienne’s lights. Sienne opened her spellbook and read off the evocation force. The syllables of the spell were hard and etched with acid, burning her mouth the way the acid in the air burned her eyes. She kept from blinking until the spell shot away from her in a tremendous burst of force.

      It splashed against the cube and vanished.

      “Burn it,” Alaric said. Sienne flipped pages and read again, tears trickling down her cheeks from the burning sensation. Scorch would be more powerful, but it would also burn everyone in the area, so she stuck with its lesser cousin burn. Dark blue fire shot away from her to strike the cube, flickering across its surface.

      This time, she got the thing’s attention. A high, wavering scream joined the low hum, creating a discordant melody that felt like needles being stabbed into her ears. Alaric grabbed her and pulled her back as the cube accelerated toward them. It still wasn’t moving faster than a brisk walk, but the way it just kept coming, inexorable and ponderous, made Sienne want to flee.

      Alaric squared up to the thing and swung his massive sword in a great two-handed blow. It struck the cube, which made no effort to get out of the way. The sword sliced through the membrane of its skin, and a thick, clear liquid spurted out, striking Alaric in the chest. He shouted and sprang backward, swiping at himself. The stench of acid redoubled. Sienne stepped in front of him and read off burn again. The blue fire struck the cube, turning it a translucent sapphire color briefly. It sped up again. Sienne saw no other indication that her spell had affected it.

      Sienne turned to Alaric and nearly screamed at the sight of his chest, the jerkin and shirt burned away, raw red burns covering his chest and stomach. Alaric was paler than usual and grimacing with pain. “You need to get out of here,” he panted. “Take Dianthe.”

      “I’m not leaving you. Don’t be stupid.”

      “Sienne—”

      They’d backed almost all the way to the dead end. Hands grabbed Sienne and pulled her away from the oncoming juggernaut. Then Perrin said, “O Lord, have patience in your crankiness, and grant me this blessing.” A pearly gray wall went up between them and the cube, which was now only ten feet away and closing fast.

      “Smart,” Alaric said. “But will it last long enough?”

      “I have no idea. We did not see this thing earlier, so perhaps once it reaches the end of its route, it will return to wherever it lurks when it is not on duty.” Perrin stepped forward to the edge of the gray barrier. “Unless it does not consider itself finished until it touches the wall behind us.”

      Dianthe swore. “This is ridiculous. We haven’t seen a single blind corridor in this whole damned labyrinth until now. I refuse to believe there’s no way out of here.” She pressed her hands to the wall and closed her eyes, feeling her way along it.

      Sienne stood watching the cube advance. She felt Alaric put his arm around her shoulders and squeeze gently. “Get out of here,” he said.

      “Make me.”

      “I would if I could. Sienne—”

      The cube pressed against the gray barrier, which started to sizzle. The scent of jasmine and mint mingled sickeningly with the stench of acid. Sienne and Alaric backed away. “I have one more shield blessing,” Perrin said. “I will not go without a fight.”

      The shield popped like a soap bubble. The cube lurched forward. Perrin invoked the blessing, stopping the cube three feet from them. Sienne stared through the barrier at it. “At least we know which corridors are safe,” she said. “The ones with moss still growing on the walls. I wonder why those don’t get cleaned.”

      “If I remembered which ones they were, I could make a guess,” Perrin said.

      The barrier shivered. “Dianthe, if you’re going to make a discovery,” Alaric began.

      “Shut up, mountain,” Dianthe said through gritted teeth.

      With a pop, the shield vanished. The cube once again advanced. “Well,” Alaric said, “it’s been—”

      A whoosh of dank, sweet air free of acid taint blew past them. “Save it for later,” Dianthe said, grabbing Kalanath and hauling him through the gap she’d just opened. “Move!”
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      Sienne darted through the opening, followed by Alaric, who immediately turned and shoved the secret door closed. It moved ponderously slowly, and the cube began to press through the opening before the door closed on it, leaving them all in blackness. Sienne leaned against the wall, not caring about the dampness, and waited for her heart to slow. Beside her, Alaric breathed more heavily than his exertions accounted for. She fumbled in the dark until she found his hand and clutched it. He gripped her hand tightly and drew her into his embrace. She felt raw skin and pulled back slightly. “Did I hurt you?”

      “Not much. Make a light, will you?”

      “Oh. Sorry.” She made half a dozen magic lights and sent them spinning into the air. Her friends all blinked in the sudden light, which made them look ghostly, even dark-skinned Kalanath and the well-tanned Perrin. “I can’t believe we’re alive. I knew I should have made more of an effort to find transport. Ferry is just too exhausting with a team this size.”

      “Nobody’s blaming you,” Dianthe said. “Let’s take a look around this place.”

      Sienne made more lights and shot them off into the corners of the room. It wasn’t very big compared to the others they’d found, maybe twenty feet on a side and with the same low ceiling the entire palace seemed to have. Empty shelves lined the walls, with chests bound in corroded brass occupying the center of the room. All the chests had their lids flung open, and most were arranged in a way that suggested they’d been shoved around.

      Kalanath peered into one of them. “Empty.”

      “So is this one,” Perrin said. “I would guess they all are.”

      “Well, damn,” Alaric said. “If this was the treasury, we’re too late.”

      “We don’t know that it was the treasury. It could have been an ordinary storage room,” Dianthe said. She examined one of the shelves and shook her head. “Nothing here.”

      “An ordinary storage room wouldn’t have been stripped bare,” Alaric said. “Scrappers don’t take what they can’t sell, and they wouldn’t burden themselves with the kind of ordinary things people tend to store.”

      “But why would Perrin’s augury show this place had salvage, if it’s already been taken?” Sienne asked.

      “Possibly this was not Nocenti’s only treasure chamber,” Perrin said. “She was arrogant and clever, true, but she was also paranoid and mistrustful. I think we should be looking for a secret room.”

      “Go ahead,” Dianthe said. She’d moved from the shelf to the room’s only visible door and was staring at the latch with her hands on her hips. “Our friends, whoever they were, left us another trap. I wish I could find them so I could strangle them. This smacks of deliberate malice.”

      Perrin nodded and removed another blessing from the riffle. “Our thanks for the shields that warded us against that monstrosity, Lord,” he said, “and if you would, have patience in your crankiness, and grant me this additional blessing.”

      Violet fire flared, and lines of purple light traced the stones of the wall, turning all of them a funny gray color. They showed the secret door as a brightly lit rectangle that continued to glow long after the rest of the light faded. No second hidden door appeared. “I have only one more of these blessings,” Perrin said. “I hope I do not misuse them.”

      “I thought you said Averran likes it when people use their initiative to figure things out,” Sienne said.

      “He is also opposed to his worshippers leaning too heavily on his aid.” Perrin went to stand near Dianthe, but not too near. “We should exhaust our other resources before calling on him again, I think.”

      Dianthe was crouched before the door, peering at the latch. She brought both hands in front of her face, cupped as if catching a stream of water. Then, with a twist of her left wrist, she caught something invisible to Sienne and drew it away like someone gathering up a rope into a coil. “That wasn’t too bad,” she said. “Though it would have been unpleasant if we’d just walked through the door.”

      “Locked?” Alaric said.

      “No. They probably thought the trap was enough.” She opened the door and stuck her head through. “No acid-filled cubes. It’s another storage room.”

      “Dianthe, you start looking for a concealed door. Everyone else, let’s be thorough.” Alaric gestured for Sienne to precede him out the door.

      It was a storage room, but not bare like the first. Barrels and crates lay piled haphazardly throughout the room, some of them split open to reveal moldy grain or rusted metal. There were shelves here, too, all as empty as in the first room, but in this case it was because someone, or several someones, had swept the crockery and casks to the floor to lie in shattered heaps around the shelves. The smell of decay and fungus was strong enough Sienne had to breathe through her mouth. “What are we looking for? Because I can tell you right now, there’s no market for bolts of rotted fabric.”

      “We want to be sure not to overlook anything mundane that might have resale value,” Alaric said. “Though I’m not betting on it. The idiots who came through here first had no idea this pottery was valuable. If it weren’t shattered, we could get more than a hundred lari for each set. Old crockery is popular among the well-to-do.”

      “I could mend it, but that would take forever,” Sienne said. She picked up a handle and the curving side of a jug and fit them together, using a small magic to repair the crack. “Though it is a perfect repair job.”

      “We’re not quite so desperate for cash as to make you reassemble the lot.” Alaric took the mended piece out of her hands. “Dianthe?”

      “Still looking,” came the reply. “I wish I had a better sense for how this labyrinth was laid out. I have no idea which of these walls could theoretically have enough space for a secret room behind it.”

      “There are two doors,” Kalanath said. “I think the wall they are in is not it.”

      “Don’t touch the doors,” Dianthe said. “I haven’t checked them yet, and those idiots might have thought it was funny to leave more surprises.” She felt along one of the walls, then stopped. “This stone is a different color.”

      “How can you tell? It all looks black to me,” Sienne said.

      “I just can. There’s something here, but I can’t find it.”

      Alaric stepped up to the wall and began feeling along it with his right palm. His left hand, Sienne finally saw, was as blistered from the acid as his chest. “Do you need healing?” she said. “Your hand, and your chest…”

      Alaric looked at his palm and the backs of his fingers as if he’d never seen them before, then touched his chest gingerly. “It’s only just starting to hurt. I didn’t realize how much I’d burned myself getting that stuff off me.”

      “I cannot repair your clothing, but flesh is another matter,” Perrin said, coming to Alaric’s side. Sienne watched as he muttered an invocation and green light spread across Alaric’s chest and hand. The scent of jasmine and mint swept away the funk of mold briefly, making the room smell of spring. Alaric flexed his newly-healed hand and nodded thanks.

      “I think it’s time for that blessing, Perrin,” Dianthe said. “I’m sure there’s a door here, but I can’t find a way to open it. Maybe a little divine light will help.”

      Perrin tore off the last of the purple-smudged blessings and walked around a shattered crate to close to the center of the room. “O Lord, if you will, have patience in your crankiness, and grant me this blessing,” he said, “and if it is not too much trouble, guide our hands in this matter.”

      The violet light traced the black stones once more. Sienne gasped. A thicker line of light like glowing mortar outlined a jagged section of wall, then vanished. She stepped closer. Now that she’d seen it, she couldn’t imagine how they’d missed it before. The blessing had left the stones within the outline scrubbed dry, and the secret door was obvious.

      “Perfect,” Dianthe said. “Now we just have to find a way in.”

      “It doesn’t look like it was made to open,” Sienne said. “More like someone bricked it up when they were done. Thoroughly, so it blended with the other stones.”

      “That’s possible,” Alaric said. He ran his hand over the surface. “But I don’t relish the thought of having to batter it down.”

      Dianthe was on her hands and knees, creeping along the base of the wall with one hand lightly touching the stones. Her eyes were closed. “Just give me a minute.”

      They waited in silence. Sienne was sure Dianthe could work despite distractions, but there was no point increasing the difficulty of her task. She watched Dianthe stand and brush moisture off her knees. “Perrin,” she said, “I need your pastels.”

      “Certainly,” Perrin said, removing the packet of colored sticks he used to mark his blessings. “May I ask why?”

      “You’ll see.” Dianthe withdrew a pale blue one and drew an X low on the wall near the left edge of the dry spot. “Sienne, I want you to cast force on the wall, right where the X is.”

      “Are you sure? That could bring the ceiling down on us.”

      Dianthe handed the pastels back to Perrin. “I don’t think so. There are marks just here, radiating out from the spot I marked, that look like what force does to stone. And I’m certain there’s no other opening mechanism.”

      Sienne shrugged. “All right. Everyone stand back, just in case.” She read off the evocation. The power built within her until it burst forth with the final syllables of the spell. The bolt of magical energy shot away from her to strike the wall in the exact center of the X.

      A shuddering groan like two mountains colliding filled the small room. Sienne dropped her spellbook to hang loose in its harness and covered her ears. With a sharp crack, part of the wall popped free and swiveled toward the companions. Stale air rushed out of the dark space exposed by the spell. Sienne coughed and lowered her hands. She looked at Alaric, who’d stepped between her and the wall when it began to move. “Lights,” he said.

      Sienne made lights and sent them flying into the space. Their glow revealed a room no bigger than a closet, its whitewashed walls blinding after the darkness of the outer room. A chest big enough for Sienne to curl up in sat on the floor, its steel bindings and lock plate gleaming and free of rust. She let out a long, awed breath. “That has to be intact,” she said.

      “Let’s hope so,” Dianthe said, kneeling to examine the lock. “There’s no sign it’s been tampered with, and no traps. I bet Nocenti thought the secret door would be enough protection.” Her fingers were busy with her lock picks as she spoke. “That, and this lock is fiendishly difficult.”

      It felt like hours before the lock clicked open. Sienne spent the time staring at the doors they hadn’t yet opened, feeling superstitiously that another scrapper team might burst through them and attack. She found she’d opened her spellbook to fury without realizing it, thought about closing the book, and decided to embrace paranoia.

      The sound of Dianthe lifting the chest lid dragged her attention back to what mattered. She pressed forward with the others, then took a step back when Dianthe said, “It’s not going anywhere. But by Kitane’s eyes, there’s a lot of it.”

      Sienne dropped to her knees next to Dianthe to get out of the way of the men. She reached out to touch a silver mirror decorated with pale purple stones that winked in the white light. “This is the kind of treasure I dreamed scrappers always found.”

      “In nearly seven years of scrapping, I’ve never seen a trove like this,” Alaric said. He reached past Sienne and Dianthe and picked up an ivory scroll case, carved with starbursts and capped with jet. “Sienne, see if there’s anything wizardly in this.”

      Sienne scooted to one side and worked the cap off. Inside was a sheaf of parchment, tightly curled on itself. She shook it hard until the pages slid out into her hand, then spread the sheets flat on the floor. “Spells,” she said. “The parchment’s untreated…well, that makes sense, you can’t turn parchment invulnerable without destroying it. Looks like…break, cat’s eye, shift, and…this evocation is an old-fashioned variant on shout.” She smiled. “And I’ve never seen this summoning before.”

      “Is that good?” Kalanath asked. He had a pair of golden earrings set with agates in one hand and a silver bracelet in the other.

      “Could be. A lost spell is worth far, far more than its market value. Well, it would have to be, because no one will know how much to ask for it. If I sold this to the university, or to Stravanus…depending on what spell it is, it could be worth the rest of this treasure combined.”

      “Don’t get too excited,” Alaric warned. “We have to get it home first.”

      “I know. Oh, that necklace is beautiful!”

      “Blue star sapphire,” Dianthe said, “and worth a minimum of a thousand lari.” Dianthe always knew about gems.

      “I believe this is Nocenti’s personal seal,” Perrin said, holding up a fat signet ring with an intricate pattern incised on the top. “A collector might find it valuable.”

      “Plenty of coin, too,” Alaric said, hefting a small sack. “We’ll count this later. Let’s load up.”

      Sienne handed out more treasure, a silver comb, a crystal egg with a silver stand, a cloak pin of a white-gold metal Dianthe said was platinum, and several more bags of coin. That left only one thing at the bottom of the chest, something that glowed in Sienne’s wizardly sight.

      Sienne lifted it out. It was a slim ash baton about fifteen inches in length, with a smooth grip shaped to a hand a little bigger than hers—well, her hands were small, so that wasn’t surprising. Tiny crystals embedded in the wood made a spiral from the tip to just above the hand grip. A few of them were dark, but the rest sparkled like diamonds. Sienne wrapped her hand around it and waved it, directing an invisible orchestra to attention. “It’s pretty, but I don’t know what it does.”

      “It’s fancy, for a stick,” Alaric said.

      “No, it’s a wand. An artifact. I’ve seen them before in Stravanus. They can let people who aren’t wizards cast spells—or, rather, each wand has a spell imbuing it, and if you know how to activate the wand, you can cast the spell.” She touched the darkened crystals, counted the rest. “But wands can only be used a certain number of times before the magic runs out. Looks like this one started with thirty spells, and eight have been used.”

      “So when you say you do not know what it does, you mean you do not know the spell on it,” Kalanath said.

      “Right. I know the masters at Stravanus have a way of learning which spell is on a wand, and it’s sometimes possible to figure it out by experimentation, but that can be wasteful and potentially dangerous.”

      “I imagine I can request a blessing that will tell us,” Perrin said, “if Averran chooses to help. He may consider the search for that knowledge a divine blessing in itself.”

      “Sometimes I wish your avatar weren’t quite so devoted to seeing humans grow in wisdom on their own,” Alaric said. “But it’s a problem for another time. Let’s get out of this place.”

      Sienne stowed the wand in her pack beside the scroll case. Now was the most dangerous time, after they’d succeeded in finding their treasure but before they were home safely. It was easy to become complacent despite there still being obstacles. She opened her spellbook to burn again. No more acid-filled cubes of jelly, she thought, no undead, no swarms of diseased rats…

      Dianthe was studying the two doors. “They’re not locked and there’s no nasty surprises waiting. I don’t know which to choose.”

      “Left,” Alaric said.

      “You always sound so decisive,” Sienne said. “How do you know?”

      “I don’t, but assertiveness can cover a multitude of sins,” Alaric said.

      The left-hand door opened on a long corridor, at the end of which was another closed door. Dianthe swore. “Trapped. I think this is the door in the barracks. I can deal with it, but it’s risky. Traps that sit around for a long time can degrade—bits go rusty, or shift, and that makes them more dangerous.”

      “But we know what’s on the other side of this door, and what I like about it is that there are no horrible corridor-cleaning creatures there,” Sienne said.

      “Let’s go back and try the other door,” Alaric said. “This is not a risk I want to take.”

      Weariness struck Sienne as they trudged back down the hall. She’d lost track of how long they’d been in this subterranean palace. It was hard to imagine anyone living here voluntarily. Reva Nocenti had to have been slightly mad to think it was a good idea.

      The second door led to another corridor that turned left almost immediately. “It’s leading us back toward the barracks, or at least in that direction,” Dianthe said. Sienne eyed the walls, clear of dirt or moss, and moved a little closer to Alaric. They were all walking faster now, not needing to say aloud what they were all thinking: how soon before that thing comes back?

      They came to another left-hand turn. Sienne wished her internal compass, product of a small magic, was any use down here. She knew they were facing northwest, but that told her nothing about the more important question of where the exit was. She’d had the stink of rot and acid in her nostrils for so long she’d begun hallucinating nicer smells, like roses or even manure.

      “Do you see that?” Alaric said to Dianthe.

      “I see it.” Dianthe sounded grim.

      “What? See what?” Sienne demanded.

      “A cube, way at the end of the corridor,” Alaric said.

      “Is it coming this way?” Kalanath asked.

      “Can’t tell.”

      “I think this corridor leads to the exit,” Dianthe said. “Either that, or it’s parallel to it.”

      “There seem to be no other doors along this hall,” Perrin said. “Should we turn back?”

      “The cube is definitely coming this way, Alaric,” Dianthe said. “Not as fast as the other, but we need to make a decision.”

      Sienne looked past Alaric’s bulk at the shimmer that marked the presence of a cube. She made a few lights and hurled them down the hall to light it up more fully. As they flew, they cast odd shadows on the floor—

      “There’s a side passage,” she exclaimed. “On the right.”

      In the glow of her lights, the cube was clearly closer than she’d thought. Dianthe said, “I think that’s the exit!”

      “The thing is very close,” Kalanath said.

      “Run,” Alaric said.

      They pounded along the corridor, Sienne working desperately to keep up with her longer-legged companions. The stench of acid burned her throat as she gasped for air. Alaric blocked her view of the oncoming cube now, but she didn’t need to see it to know it was going to be a close race. If the cube blocked the exit before they reached it…they could turn around, try their luck with the trapped door, but that was its own kind of danger. She pushed herself harder, grateful the cube’s cleaning secretions didn’t leave the stones slippery.

      Dianthe made a sharp right turn, and Sienne tripped over her own feet trying to stop. Alaric caught her under the arms and gave her a shove in Dianthe’s direction. The acid in the air was almost overpowering. Sienne kept running down this new corridor, praying the cube had a preset path and this wasn’t part of it.

      The path sloped gently upward, and Sienne’s legs ached from running up the incline. Just as she registered the presence of moss on the walls, Alaric said, “It’s passed us. We’re safe.”

      Sienne stopped and crouched with her hands on her knees, breathing deeply. “This is the way out, isn’t it?”

      Fresh, warm air struck her by way of reply. “It is,” Dianthe said, holding open the door at the end of the hall. Sienne walked past her into the shallow cave that concealed the entrance to Reva Nocenti’s underground lair. The air smelled of stone and, faintly, animal waste, but she’d never smelled anything more delicious. It was dark beyond the cave mouth, but it was the beautiful darkness of a true summer night, not the pitchy blackness of underground, and tension slipped away from Sienne like water flowing down a drain.

      Alaric came up behind her and put his arms around her. “One hurdle down,” he said. “Back to Glorenze, then another two days will see us in Fioretti.”

      “Now who’s looking beyond the mark?” she teased.

      “Just planning ahead. I feel I could sleep for days, but the work is just beginning.” He kissed the top of her head. “Let’s start walking.”
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      Every time Sienne returned to Fioretti, it felt like a different city. The capital bustled with life and energy no matter the season, and old buildings were always being torn down to make way for new construction. The people were different, too, thousands of men and women coming to Fioretti for a fresh start or leaving Fioretti to try their luck elsewhere.

      But now the City of Golden Ways sparkled and shone as never before. Sienne reined her horse Spark in to watch a pair of men hanging strings of lights between lampposts using invisible fingers, and marveled at the colors, red, white, and gold. Every door they passed had a wreath made of thin, flexible vines woven with yellow forsythia branches or red or white berries. Some of those were probably poisonous, but it was unlikely anyone would try to eat them.

      “We’re not going anywhere for the next week, are we?” she asked. “I don’t want to miss the festivities.”

      “I don’t see why the celebration is so important,” Alaric said. “It’s not as if the city has done anything more than exist for four hundred years.”

      “That still makes it the oldest city in Rafellin,” Perrin pointed out. “Nearly as old as the wars that tore civilization apart. It is a milestone everyone can find common ground to celebrate, regardless of income or religious beliefs.”

      “There will be food, and athletic events, and dancing,” Sienne said. “You should enter the contests, Alaric. Wrestling, or I think there are tests of strength…”

      “I’m not a citizen,” Alaric said. “I think it might dampen things if I defeated a Rafellish contestant.”

      “Hmm. You’re probably right. We’re still going dancing.”

      Alaric clutched his right knee and pretended pain. “I think I pulled a muscle running from that cube.”

      “I am happy to heal whatever troubles you,” Perrin said with an arch smile.

      Alaric muttered something under his breath. Sienne said, “It will be fun, you know it will.”

      “Anything for you, sweetlove,” he said, smiling in a way that warmed Sienne’s heart.

      They left the horses at the stable and continued on to their lodgings on foot. Master Tersus’s house felt more like home to Sienne than the ducal palace in Beneddo, where she’d grown up, ever had. She looked forward to a good home-cooked meal and her own comfortable bed. Inns were never the same, no matter how expensive they were.

      She shifted her pack to keep the ivory scroll case from digging into her spine and said, “Who should we approach to sell this stuff? I imagine we can’t use that old coin as modern currency.”

      “Right,” Alaric said. “This find is big enough, we should make it public knowledge, which will boost our reputation and get us more contracts in the long run. So we’ll need to declare it with the government, to establish provenance. They’ll want a cut, but we should still make enough to keep us going for a year even if we took no other jobs.”

      “Which will give us time to continue the search,” Dianthe said. “Though we probably don’t want to stop working entirely.”

      “And some of that money will have to go toward buying access to private libraries,” Sienne said.

      “Does not the University of Fioretti library suffice?” Perrin said.

      “The three books I found there were only partially helpful. I haven’t given up hope of finding a book that has the whole ritual we need.” Sienne couldn’t help feeling personally responsible for her failure, though she knew it was stupid. They needed to find a ritual that would free Alaric’s people, the shape-shifting race called Sassaven, and although a year of searching had taken them farther than Alaric had gotten alone in ten years, they had hit a wall recently. The bulk of the research burden had fallen on Sienne, fluent in three languages and familiar with reading ancient books, and every time she left the university library empty-handed, she felt despair creep a little closer.

      “We have the knife, the goblet, and the sedative potion,” Kalanath said. “It is more than we had a year ago.”

      “And we’ve found pieces of the ritual,” Alaric said. “Kalanath’s right, we’ve made progress.”

      They were passing the world-famous Fioretti marketplace, home to hundreds of booths selling anything one could possibly want, and the noise was so great Alaric had to pitch his voice louder to be heard. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of voices argued and haggled and laughed, creating waves of sound that rushed over Sienne, making her wish she could cover her ears like a child in a thunderstorm. “What did you say?” she shouted.

      “I said we can worry about it another day!” Alaric said.

      Sienne nodded, not wanting to shout over the din. She took a few more steps to keep up with Alaric, whose powerful form parted the crowds like a battleship, and gasped as someone grabbed her arm and pulled her to the side. “Alaric!” she shouted.

      Instantly he was there, breaking the grip of her assailant and twisting the dark-haired man’s arm high behind his back. The man yelped in pain and said, “Let me go! Sienne!”

      Sienne took a step back in surprise. Her hands and face felt as numb as if struck by force. “Rance,” she said faintly.

      “You’re an idiot if you think you can attack people in broad daylight,” Alaric snarled, and twisted harder. Rance let out a hiss and arched his back, trying to get away from the implacable grip.

      “Let him go,” Sienne said. “He’s…let him go. He wasn’t trying to hurt me.” That, at least, she was certain of. Rance had only ever inflicted emotional pain on her.

      Alaric released Rance, who took a couple of long steps away from the Sassaven and rubbed his wrist. “Do you know this man?” Alaric asked.

      She felt a flash of anger and humiliation that left her wishing she could run away from all of them, anything not to let her two worlds meet in such spectacular fashion. “This is Rance,” she said. “Rance Lanzano Verannus.”

      Alaric’s brow furrowed. “This is Rance?”

      The way he said it, as if Rance’s identity were an impossibility, as if there were something shameful about it, made Sienne wish even more that she could hide. “Yes.”

      “It is the Rance who married your sister, yes?” Kalanath said, with an air of having solved an intractable puzzle.

      “Yes.” Her ex-lover, her first lover, who’d left her when the opportunity to marry her sister and become heir to a dukedom had fallen into his lap. She felt she needed a map and a guide dog to fully explain what he was to her.

      Alaric still had that look of consternation on his face. “I thought he’d be taller,” was all he said.

      That made Sienne want to laugh. Rance was handsome in a dark, Rafellish way, with hazel eyes that twinkled when he laughed, but he was several inches short of six feet tall and compactly built. Alaric, at over six and a half feet tall, loomed over Rance like the mountain he was popularly compared to.

      “Sienne, who are these people? Where have you been for the past year?” Rance looked bewildered, which made sense—he probably hadn’t expected to just pass her on the street when she’d spent the last year staying thoroughly lost.

      “In Fioretti. I’m a scrapper now. These are my companions.” That was simple and straightforward, something she felt on solid ground with. “Why are you in the capital?”

      “We came for the celebration. King Derekian summoned us. And—but I’m overwhelmed, Sienne. Don’t you know how much your parents have worried about you? We all thought you were dead!”

      “Well, I’m not dead.” How had she missed how whiny he sounded? She’d thought she loved him, and love did strange things to the perceptions. “I thought the king would have told them I was safe.”

      “The king? Why would the king do that? Sienne, come with me. Your parents need to see you.” Rance reached for Sienne and was arrested by Alaric’s hand landing heavily on his shoulder. “Don’t touch me.”

      “Don’t touch her, and I won’t have to,” Alaric rumbled. “She’s not going anywhere.”

      “Oh? And who are you, to make that decision for her?”

      “I told you, he’s my companion,” Sienne said, interrupting Alaric’s retort. “And I’m not going anywhere.”

      Rance hesitated, looking at Alaric, then at the others, who’d remained silent but watchful during this conversation. “You don’t understand. They really need to see you. It’s important.”

      “Why is it important?”

      “I…you should speak to your parents. I can’t explain it.” His eyes flicked to her friends again, in a way that said clearly I can’t explain it in front of these people.

      “The duke and duchess are in Fioretti?” Dianthe said. “Sienne—”

      “I don’t have anything to say to them,” Sienne said, but she felt her certainty slipping away. Seeing Rance made her carefully constructed world fall apart, made the illusion that she was simply Sienne the scrapper wizard and not Lady Sienne Verannus impossible to maintain.

      “It is a small thing,” Perrin said. He’d avoided looking at Rance and had his attention fully on her. “They cannot make you do anything you do not wish.”

      Sienne wasn’t sure that was true, but if it wasn’t, it was her own weakness that made it so. “Tomorrow,” she told Rance. “Where are they?”

      “Why not right now? I’m going there—just went out to pick up a few things for Felice.”

      The mention of his wife, her older sister, was like a splash of cold water to the face. She could bear seeing her father, could endure seeing her mother, and Rance himself…it was like their affair was a ghost of a thing, nothing that roused any current emotions except, perhaps, embarrassment. But coming face to face with her sister, knowing that they’d shared a lover—that was too much to bear. It hardened her heart against Rance’s pleas. “Tomorrow,” she repeated. “We’re just back in town and I’m tired. They can wait a little longer.”

      Rance sighed. “They’re at the Plaza of Sighs,” he said. “Number four, across from the Gavant chapel. Can I at least tell them when to expect you?”

      “Ten o’clock tomorrow morning. And yes,” she added as Rance opened his mouth, “I’ll come alone.”

      Rance looked swiftly away from Alaric, who looked ready to explode. “Thank you. I…thank you. Tomorrow at ten.” He made as if to clasp her hand, thought better of it, and disappeared into the crowd.

      Sienne stared blindly in the direction he’d taken until Dianthe said, “Sienne. Let’s go.” Then she turned and followed her friends toward home. She wasn’t sure if they were being tactful, or if the noise was just too great to carry on a conversation, but she was grateful for their silence.

      They walked as far as the bottom of the street where Master Tersus’s house lay before Perrin said, “Are you certain you wish to go alone?”

      “No, I’m not,” Sienne said, “but I think I have to. I don’t know why, but it feels wrong to have you all with me when I meet my parents for the first time in over a year. Like I’d be bringing a siege weapon to a knife fight.”

      Kalanath chuckled. “It is true, we are fierce in each other’s defense. It is maybe not a thing you need.”

      “I know where that house is,” Dianthe said. “We’ll be waiting for you to return, and if you don’t, we’ll storm the place.”

      “I know. Thank you.”

      Alaric held the door for them all, and Sienne breathed a sigh of relief when it closed behind them. They’d had an uneventful journey back from Reva Nocenti’s lair, but she hadn’t felt safe until now, surrounded by familiar walls and with the smell of beef stew simmering on Leofus’s stove.

      “I’m going to nap before dinner,” Dianthe said. “Carrying so much treasure through the streets makes me tense, and that makes me sleepy.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Sienne said. “Alaric?”

      “I’ll be up shortly,” he said. “Leave your packs, and I’ll store the treasure in a secure place. Master Tersus will let us use his safe.”

      Sienne dropped her pack at his feet and trudged up the stairs in front of Dianthe. At her bedroom door, Dianthe stopped her, her face still and worried. “You don’t still…care about that man, do you?”

      It was so ludicrous Sienne laughed, and controlled herself before it could turn into hysterics. “Of course not! Why? Did it look like I did?” The remnants of her laughter evaporated. “Alaric didn’t think so, did he?”

      “I doubt it. He just…he was awfully quiet all the way back, the way he gets when he has something on his mind.”

      “He’s probably just tired. But I won’t let it go at that, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      “Thanks. Sleep well.”

      Sienne went into her room and took off her boots and socks, wriggling her toes in pleasure. Alaric couldn’t be jealous of Rance. It was just ridiculous. Nobody sane would choose Rance over Alaric…all right, Rance was handsome in a roguish way, but Alaric was strong, tall, well-muscled, and had those hands that made Sienne shiver when he touched her. It was probably nothing.

      She lay back and listened for the sound of Alaric’s heavy feet on the stairs. Her muscles weren’t tense anymore, but she didn’t feel sleepy, just relaxed. Of course, when she thought of her parents, she tensed up again. They were the ones who’d arranged the match between Rance and Felice, the heir, and with a year’s distance she could admit they hadn’t done it to be cruel, because they hadn’t known about Sienne’s attachment to Rance. But she’d humiliated herself in begging them to let her marry him, and she’d never forget the pitying look in her father’s eyes or the scorn in her mother’s voice: We can’t insult the Lanzanos by offering them the lesser sister. Lesser sister. It still made her burn with fury and residual humiliation.

      And now she’d have to see them again after swearing she’d never return home. Technically, she hadn’t broken that oath, but she felt the spirit of it had been, maybe not violated, but certainly stretched to the breaking point. Was her whole family here? Maybe she could see her siblings, whom she’d missed—not the younger ones, who’d been infants when she left home for her fosterage in Stravanus, but certainly her next younger brother Alcander. That was a cheery thought.

      She heard someone coming up the stairs with a heavy tread and sat up. But Alaric passed her door and moved on down the corridor, and moments later his old bedroom door opened and shut. He hadn’t used that room for over a month, not since they’d started sleeping together. It felt like a punch to the stomach. So he wouldn’t come to her. Maybe she was wrong, and he was jealous. Or angry. She hated it when they were at odds; he was her heart, her dearest love, and when they weren’t one she ached inside.

      She left her room and went down the corridor to knock at his door, then opened it without being invited. “What’s wrong?” she asked, closing the door behind her.

      Alaric was seated on the bed, removing his boots. “I’d rather not talk about it.”

      “That never gets us anywhere. You’re not jealous of Rance, are you? Because there’s nothing to be jealous of. I wouldn’t have him back even if I didn’t love you.”

      He fixed his pale blue eyes on her. “Then why didn’t you tell him I’m your lover?”

      “I—didn’t I?” She scrambled backward in memory. She’d called Alaric her companion when Rance had asked who he was. She closed her eyes and thought about kicking herself. “I didn’t. I don’t know—no, wait, I do know why I didn’t.” She walked over to Alaric and took his face in her hands. “Rance is going to tell my mother every detail of our encounter, and I want the news that I’ve taken up with a giant Ansorjan scrapper to come directly from me.”

      Alaric raised one eyebrow. “Is that so important?”

      “Love, if my mother is going to have a heart attack, I want to be there to witness it.” She leaned down and kissed him lightly on the lips. “I assure you I’m not ashamed of you, or embarrassed to let my old lover know I’ve moved on, or…or still secretly in love with that slimy bastard. I can’t wait for Rance to find out what you are to me, because you are superior to him in every way, and I think he knows it.”

      A smile touched Alaric’s lips. He put his hands around her waist and pulled her down to sit on his lap. “I wasn’t angry,” he said, “I just had a moment of insecurity. Don’t hold it against me.”

      “I never would. And now I think we should go back to our room and reassure each other. There’s plenty of time before dinner.” She squinched her eyes closed. “No, we can’t. I’ve run out of the preventative. I’ll have to find an apothecary first.”

      “Why are you using a preventative?”

      “Because I’m not interested in ending my scrapping career early to take care of an infant. I didn’t think I’d have to tell you that, love.”

      Alaric shook his head. “I thought I told you it’s not necessary. Sassaven and humans can’t interbreed.”

      She drew back, astonished. “I…had no idea.”

      “I could swear I told you. I’m sorry.” His grip around her waist tightened. “I hope that’s not distressing.”

      “Why would it be distressing? I had enough of raising children when my youngest sisters were babies. We were too poor to afford full-time nannies, and my mother enlisted Felice and me in shouldering our share of the burden. I’m relieved I don’t have to worry about it.”

      “Oh.” He looked thoughtful, as if he wanted to say something else, but just shook his head.

      Sienne took the opportunity to kiss him, long and sweet, promising a world of delights. “Let’s go. Sex in those seedy inns is never as satisfying as sex in our own big bed.”

      “I don’t know,” Alaric said, standing and swooping her up in his arms. “I find it satisfying wherever we have it.”
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