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About the Author


In my stories and in my life, family—whether the one you were born into or the one you chose—is very important to me. I build families for my characters and know that family affects who they turn into, as it has me. With gratitude, this book is for my family, the one I was born into and the one I built through bonds of friendship and love.


Chapter One

As afternoon waned into evening, Loriot approached his house on Dove Lane. Weariness dragged at him with each step. He hadn’t slept more than a few minutes in the last few days, and now that the crisis had passed, he felt the fatigue down to his bones. But the lack of sleep was worth it for the good outcome of the situation.

He trudged up the few steps to his front door, its rich blue color recently freshened, and let himself in. The key turned smoothly in the lock, and the magical protections on the house recognized him as belonging, allowing him inside. He shivered, even though he didn’t feel anything as he crossed the threshold; perhaps someone with a Talent would, but he had neither Talent nor any sensitivity to magic.

Inside, the house was quiet. The formal parlor was empty, which was unsurprising as they rarely used it—only when Joceline and Oriana chose to entertain. He wanted more than anything to go up to his bedchamber and collapse into his bed for the next few days, but he couldn’t. Couldn’t even collapse for a few hours without checking on his family. But he knew where at least one of them was likely to be at this time of day.

The sitting room at the back of the house was quiet, too, so quiet he could hear the scratch of his sister’s pen on paper as he stepped into the doorway. Joceline sat at her writing desk, papers spread around her, pen flying across the page. Despite the silence, she didn’t notice him. A good writing day, then. He hated to disturb her, but she’d want to know he was home.

“Story going well?” he asked, keeping his voice quiet so he wouldn’t startle her. He’d learned it was better to have to repeat himself than to scare her when she was absorbed in a world of her own creation.

But he didn’t have to repeat himself today. She glanced up immediately, her gaze hazy and then sharpening. “There you are! I was wondering if you were ever coming home.”

He hadn’t been gone so long—only a couple of days—but he did try not to let a day go by without returning for at least a little while. He stepped farther into the room and sank down into a comfortable chair. “It was unavoidable. You got my notes?”

“Of course. You know I was just teasing.” Joceline narrowed her eyes and studied him with an intensity he could almost feel. “Is everything all right? You look exhausted, and I heard yesterday the guard was searching everyone leaving the city.”

He scrubbed a hand over his face. Sitting had been a mistake. His eyelids wanted to droop; his body wanted to melt into the cushions. “There was a kidnapping.”

“Not Prince Julien?”

“No, no. And it’s fine now,” he reassured her, trying to keep her from coming out of her chair in her alarm at a threat to the heir to Tournai’s throne. “It wasn’t a member of the royal family at all.”

“But you were involved?”

As captain of the royal guard, Loriot normally wouldn’t be directly involved in such a situation. “The baby taken was the daughter of Prince Amory’s friend, Master Tristan. The merchant. Though if what I saw means anything, he’ll likely be a member of the royal family soon.”

“Really?” Joceline leaned forward, her interest of a different kind now. “There’s going to be a marriage? To whom? The princess?”

He shook his head. He didn’t need to tell her what he said should go no further. He didn’t ever tell her anything truly secret, but Loriot didn’t see the harm in a little meaningless court gossip now and then, especially since she wouldn’t spread it. “No. Lord Etan.”

She sat back with a huff. “Well, they really are bucking tradition, aren’t they?”

He let out a short laugh. But what she said wasn’t untrue. Both Tournai’s prince and his cousin, a royal duke, had married men in the last couple of years, and now it seemed Lord Etan, another cousin of Prince Philip’s, would do the same. Loriot couldn’t think of a time when such a thing had happened, as the royal family and nobility tended to marry those who could provide bloodline heirs for their titles—and some families were even more conservative, only marrying women.

“Good for them,” Joceline said. “I hope they’re happy.”

“Now that Tristan’s daughter is back with them, I believe they are.”

Concern flooded back into her pretty face. “You found her? And the person who took her?”

“Yes, with Master Savarin’s help.” He’d gotten over any resentment he might have had that he needed the help of magic long before today and was happy to use any tool he had access to. Savarin, the most powerful sorcerer in Tournai, was not someone whose help should be turned away, and Savarin never withheld it, serving Tournai whenever he was called upon.

“The sorcerer? How did he help?” Joceline sat forward, a gleam in her eyes he recognized well. She wasn’t simply curious; she wanted to know because she might use the information in a story.

“Joceline.”

“What?”

He sighed and shook his head. “He used his magic to try to track the kidnappers and then to try to find the baby directly. He pointed us in the right direction, let us know where to search for them.” Loriot didn’t bother mentioning the help they’d received from someone else, a scholar at the university. If he read Savarin right, Savarin would be finding Master Corentin at the university soon and asking him about the magic he used, because it also sounded as if Savarin hadn’t heard of anything like it.

“Interesting.”

“Let me guess, your new story has a sorcerer character.” He arched an eyebrow at her, his mildly disapproving tone mostly put on. Which she would know, as she was aware how proud he was of her accomplishments.

“I have an idea that would call for one. What’s Master Savarin like?”

“I don’t know him very well.” He tried to think of anything he knew about Savarin beyond the surface. “He’s powerful and arrogant with it.”

She shrugged. “I’d be surprised if he wasn’t. Aren’t all powerful sorcerers arrogant about their power?”

“I wouldn’t know. I don’t know any others.” He resolutely pushed his newly acquired knowledge of the royal family’s secret Talent from his mind. He didn’t need Joceline seeing a hint in his expression and trying to badger the information out of him. He would never tell, but life would be easier if he didn’t have to fight Joceline about it.

“All the ones I’ve read about in stories are. Especially the evil ones.”

“Tell me you’re not going to base a character on Master Savarin and make him evil.” Making the most powerful sorcerer in the country an evil character in a book sounded like a horrible idea.

Another shrug. “Powerful sorcerers always seem to be evil characters. Or self-sacrificing ones who save the day.”

Loriot shook his head and heaved himself to his feet. If he didn’t move, he’d end up sleeping right there. “Alain is upstairs?”

“Yes. But wait,” she called after him as he walked toward the door. “You must know something else about Master Savarin.”

“I really don’t.” He didn’t turn.

“Is he handsome?”

Savarin’s image filled his mind—his height and broad shoulders, perfectly carved features, blond hair he thought would be soft under his hands. His stride hitched, but he shook the image away and ignored Joceline calling after him. Perhaps she would forget the idea entirely if he didn’t encourage her.

He doubted it, but he could hope. The idea of Savarin as a character in a book on the shelf of a bookshop made him cringe.

Trudging up the stairs took the last of his energy, but he forced himself to bypass his own bedchamber. He couldn’t go to bed without seeing Alain. Not after so long away, not even if it hadn’t been very long. The door to the room at the back of the house was partially open. He peeked in as he pushed it open the rest of the way. The room was tidy, except for a veritable city built of blocks in the middle of the rug. The nursemaid noticed him first, but Alain wasn’t far behind. He looked up, his bright-green eyes—twins of Loriot’s own—lighting up, and something inside Loriot melted, just as it always did under those eyes.

“Papa!”

With ease of long practice, he caught the five-year-old bundle of energy that came flying at him and swung his son up into his arms. He cuddled him close for as long as Alain would allow. As tired as he was, he wouldn’t want to be anywhere else. “There’s my boy. I missed you. Show me what you’ve been doing.”

*

Savarin sank into a chair in his study and reveled in the quiet. He tipped his head to rest against the back of his chair and closed his eyes. Aside from him, only the cook and a maid remained in the house, and they wouldn’t bother him. No one would see him take this moment to himself.

What he needed was sleep. He hadn’t gotten enough since he’d been pulled in to help find the kidnapped baby. The magic use had worn him down, even without lack of sleep, but he hadn’t wanted to be unavailable until the baby was found, in case he was needed again. The baby was home with her father now, unharmed and seemingly no worse for her experience, and the culprits were in Loriot’s hands, as they should be. The captain of the royal guard was more than capable of handling everything from there; Savarin’s part was done.

Just in time for him to lecture at the university.

Which he had done, without showing he was so tired he thought he could feel his bones creaking when he moved, and he wasn’t old enough for his bones to creak. At least it was only a lecture, not a demonstration or work with a student. For either of those, he’d have needed his wits about him.

He’d briefly considered trying to track down Master Corentin while he was at the university, but there would be time to find the visiting scholar when Savarin wasn’t nearly asleep on his feet. The description of the magic Master Corentin had used to narrow down the area to search for the missing child had ignited Savarin’s curiosity. He’d never heard of a spell like the one Master Corentin supposedly used, and he was eager to discuss it with him, to learn what type of Talent Master Corentin had and what kind of training he’d received. And whether it was a spell Savarin would be able to learn and use.

But doing so could wait. Tomorrow. He’d send a note around to Master Corentin tomorrow. For now, he would get the rest he needed.

He pushed himself out of his chair. He’d slept in the chair before—more than once when he’d been too tired or drained to get any farther—but it would never be comfortable or his first choice, if he had one. Savarin climbed the stairs to the next floor and his bedchamber with slow steps, lifting each foot and setting it on the following stair carefully. The thick carpet running along the center of the corridor muffled his slow steps as he made his way toward the back of the large house. At the time he’d bought it, he’d liked the architecture of the house and its conveniences, and yes, how large it was. Larger by far than the home where he’d grown up. Larger, perhaps, than he needed, but he regretted it only when he was too tired to get from one end of the house to the other.

The door to his bedchamber was finally in front of him. Savarin stumbled inside and closed it firmly. No one would disturb him here, unless the house caught fire or Prince Philip summoned him. And the house was spelled against fire and other catastrophes. He’d have to hope for no royal summonses.

He’d have liked a bath, but he didn’t want to wait as long as it would take to fill the large tub in the bathing room—and as tired as he was, he couldn’t use his Talent to hasten it along. Putting aside the idea of bathing until after he had some sleep, and possibly something to eat, Savarin discarded his clothing as he made his way across the room. He left each garment where it fell. He could pick them up when he woke. The maids wouldn’t complain if he left them—they were too wary of him and his Talent to complain about anything he did—but he wouldn’t make extra work for them for no reason.

The large bed with its tall, heavily carved posts and soft mattress beckoned, but he forced himself over to the windows first and tugged the velvet curtains closed, shutting out the late afternoon sunlight. With the room dim, he staggered back to the bed, the last of his energy deserting him the closer he got, and crawled under the covers. He sighed as he stretched out on the silky sheets. His head had barely settled on the pillow before he was asleep.


Chapter Two

A week later, Savarin went up to the palace. He’d spent the morning in the university library, combing through one of the restricted sections for any reference to the magical protections surrounding Tournai, veiled or otherwise, he might have missed in his previous searches. He’d been far more interested in getting out to examine the protections themselves after he’d proposed an investigation to Lord Etan. And far too impatient with his inability to find anything substantive or helpful in his first research attempts.

He’d been fascinated by the spells for years, since he first realized the old legends of magical protections surrounding Tournai weren’t just legends but that there were actual spells forming a defensive barrier at Tournai’s borders. Still, little was known about them apart from the legends. Back then, he’d been a student and hadn’t been able to devote time to studying them—and certainly wouldn’t have been granted official permission to do so. Though Savarin had always been powerful, he hadn’t had the reputation or the trust of the prince—Prince Jeton at the time, father of the current ruler. So, he’d put his interest aside for the most part, and he’d studied and worked to achieve the position he’d since attained. Even after he’d gained the respect and knowledge he needed to pursue his studies into the spells, he hadn’t had the time. But he’d squirreled away interesting mentions of the protection spells over the years.

On his most recent trip out of Tournai, by chance, he’d noticed a weakness in the barrier created by the protections, and suddenly his earlier curiosity was a matter of more urgency. If the barriers were weakening—in spots or all over—then Tournai was vulnerable. Finding out more about the protection spells—how they were put into place, how he could strengthen them to safeguard Tournai—was of the utmost importance.

Lord Etan’s secretary met Savarin at the main entrance to the palace and showed him to the office Lord Etan shared with his older brother Cathal, now a duke though he still retained his position in their cousin’s government when some might have expected him to give it up to focus on his estates or to take on a more advisory role. Savarin knew the way to the office—he’d been there more than once—but he had a feeling the secretary was less than happy with Savarin’s habit of bypassing him whenever he wanted to speak to Lord Etan. He smoothed his expression out, making sure his amusement didn’t show.

The secretary conducted him to the office, where he rapped on the door and opened it at the muffled call from within. “Master Savarin is here, my lord.”

“Thank you, Tommo.”

The secretary stepped back and bowed, gesturing for Savarin to enter the office. He did, letting Tommo close the door as he bowed to the man behind one of the desks in the room. Lord Etan was the youngest son of Prince Philip’s uncle, Etan’s father Prince Jeton’s younger brother. Whip-smart and just as charming, Lord Etan was making a name for himself in scholarly circles and was already well-respected at Jumelle’s university. He also maintained a position in Prince Philip’s government, where he was obviously just as well respected.

Lord Etan was undeniably as handsome as he was intelligent. Tall with thick dark hair and the classically handsome features shared by the men of the royal family, as well as a trim body always dressed in fashionable, richly colored clothing, he made a striking figure. Savarin would be lying if he denied being tempted to see if Lord Etan might have been interested in an affair at one point, despite how much younger than Savarin he was. Over ten years. But he hadn’t. He didn’t need a lover questioning his origins, and Lord Etan was the type of man who would want to know about Savarin.

“Master Savarin, thank you for coming up to the palace today,” Lord Etan said.

“Of course, my lord. I’m happy to.”

Lord Etan nodded and stood. “Their Highnesses would like to hear your progress as well, and I’ve been told they’re available now.”

He hadn’t expected to speak with Prince Philip and Prince Amory directly today but had no problem doing so. Walking with Lord Etan from the office and through the palace, he let Lord Etan lead, though Savarin realized quickly they were on their way to the princes’ private office. Lord Etan didn’t seem inclined to talk, or at least not about Savarin’s purpose for coming up to the palace today. But Savarin didn’t want to spend the whole walk across the palace in silence.

“If I may ask, how are Master Tristan’s daughter and sister?” he asked. When Master Tristan’s baby daughter had been kidnapped, she had been with his sister, who had been snatched as well. He’d heard nothing of them since they’d been found and brought home, not that he’d expected to, unless he was needed again for some magical purpose.

“The baby is fine. She wasn’t hurt, and she’s too little to remember what happened. Tristan’s sister…well, she’s handling it. Physically she’s just fine, but the experience has left her anxious. She’s had a few nightmares. Her family is taking care of her,” Lord Etan said. “She’ll be all right.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

“Me too.” Lord Etan’s brow furrowed for a moment before smoothing out, his expression clearing. “Thank you for your concern. I’ll let Tristan know you asked after them. He would thank you as well.”

He hadn’t known Master Tristan, merchant and—if he wasn’t mistaken—lover of Lord Etan, before his daughter was kidnapped, so his only image of the young man was that of frantic father of a missing child. But Master Tristan had written a note to Savarin, which had found its way to him through the palace guard, thanking him for all he’d done. It was a considerate gesture from one who likely had plenty to deal with even with his daughter and sister returned to him.

When they arrived, Lord Etan rapped on the door to the princes’ private study before opening it. Savarin followed him into the room. He liked this study. The princes had more formal offices they used for the majority of their meetings with others. Savarin knew he’d achieved some level of trust when Prince Philip began meeting with him in this room and not the more formal one.

When he entered the room, Prince Philip was leaning over the shoulder of his husband, Prince Amory, who sat at his desk with a sheaf of papers in front of him. The two men were quite different in appearance—Prince Philip with the look of the royal family in his stature and dark hair, and Prince Amory slightly shorter and more delicate with his auburn hair and pale-ivory skin. Savarin had thought him beautiful the first time he’d seen him and had no trouble understanding what attracted Prince Philip to him, even if Prince Amory’s appearance wasn’t Savarin’s usual type. He’d seen quickly the differences in the two men meshed well, making them a formidable pair and very much in love.

As the princes glanced up, Savarin bowed to them. He straightened only when Prince Philip spoke. “Good afternoon, Master Savarin.”

“Good afternoon, Your Highness.”

“Please, sit,” Prince Amory said, gesturing to a chair in front of the study’s desks as Prince Philip returned to the chair behind his own desk.

“Thank you, Your Highness.” Savarin settled himself in the chair Prince Amory indicated. Lord Etan took the one beside it.

“Etan has told us about your project, of course,” Prince Philip said. “Tell us what progress you’ve made.”

Savarin had raised his concerns about the changes in the protections surrounding Tournai with Lord Etan originally because of anyone he might have brought the matter to—the princes, the duke, Lord Etan—he was the one with the most chance of understanding his interest and his concern. Lord Etan was a scholar himself, probably more of a scholar than Savarin was, and one who had a keen interest in the history, legends, and magic of Tournai. He was well aware Lord Etan would inform the princes and would therefore have to explain what the problem was to the princes as well. Prince Philip and Prince Amory were not stupid men by any stretch of the imagination, but Savarin still didn’t want to have to explain magical matters to them if he didn’t have to.

“Yes, Your Highness.” He summarized his efforts at research, though it galled him they hadn’t amounted to much information at all. Only a pile of speculation. If something useful lurked within, he hadn’t been able to discern it yet. “My travels were slightly more fruitful, at least with gathering information about what condition the protections are in.”

“What did you find?” Prince Philip asked.

“I traveled the majority of our eastern border with Elleri before I had to return to Jumelle. From what I’ve seen, the barrier formed by the protections follows the border, or at least it does in that area. I did find spots where it seemed weaker.”

“Weaker how?” Prince Amory asked.

He fumbled for a moment to find the words to explain it to someone with no training in sorcery. He might have struggled to explain it to someone with training as well—the protections didn’t behave like any others he had ever seen. “Think of the spells surrounding Tournai as a barrier, a thin but strong wall, Your Highness. In a couple of spots, the wall has gotten thinner, weaker. As if someone has been pushing at it, wearing it away.”

“Trying to get through it,” Lord Etan murmured.

Savarin hesitated and then nodded. “I can’t be absolutely sure how it was weakened yet, but it appears so, my lord.”

“And can they get through?” Prince Philip asked, cutting to the heart of the matter. “Is Tournai vulnerable?”

Savarin hated to admit he didn’t know. “It’s difficult to say, Your Highness. If only because I don’t know the original intent of the spells. Obviously to protect Tournai, but against what—magical attacks? All invasions? We haven’t been attacked since the protections went up, if I’m estimating the timing correctly, so it’s difficult to tell.”

“And we don’t know what the original intent was,” Lord Etan mused. “I’m researching in the family archives to see if I can find any references for you.”

“It would be helpful to know what they were meant to do. All I can tell at this point is parts of the protections are weakening. In what appears to be a deliberate fashion, as I said, as if someone is testing them, not as if they’re wearing away on their own, which I would expect to be slightly more uniform. Though a natural breakdown is a possibility as well.” If the spells were weakening on their own—which he was surprised hadn’t happened already given they had been put in place centuries ago—he’d expect them to be eroding along the whole border at roughly the same rate. “I haven’t investigated the rest of Tournai’s borders yet, but I plan to as soon as possible.”

“What do you expect to learn?” Prince Philip asked.

“If there are any more spots that have weakened. I want to map them so that we know where they are. I also want to confirm the protections follow the current borders.”

The princes both nodded, but Lord Etan seemed contemplative. Did they realize all the implications of what these spells were and that they were still in place? He doubted it, though perhaps Lord Etan had some idea, and he wanted more information before he laid out all his theories for them.

“What’s your plan? Lord Etan said you wanted to strengthen the protections if you’re able to?”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Savarin replied to Prince Philip. “I don’t want to leave those weak spots as they are. First, I need to find all of them and to confirm my theories about the protections. And I need to figure out how the spells work. If I can’t, then anything I do to strengthen the spells and do away with the weak spots will be nothing more than a patch. It won’t be as strong, and it won’t last anywhere near as long.”

If it took at all, but he didn’t say that. He’d find a way to make the patches stick if he had to, but he didn’t plan on having to. He would figure out how the spells were put into place and what kept them working so long after their creators’ deaths. The protections had to be anchored to something, somehow, and he would find out what.

Prince Philip nodded once more, so Savarin continued, “I intend to finish a circuit of Tournai’s borders first. To discover any other weak spots and investigate the spells as I go. I can continue researching the history when I return, and perhaps Lord Etan will find something helpful as well.”

“I’ll do my best,” Lord Etan said. “The archives aren’t in the best condition. Mostly they’re just horribly disorganized and neglected.” Lord Etan sounded both insulted and resigned by his own statement, probably the result of being both scholar of history and member of a secretive royal family. “But the records are well-preserved.”

“All we can ask is your best, Etan,” Prince Amory said with a smile for his cousin by marriage.

A sharp knock came at the door as Lord Etan chuckled. Prince Philip called out a command to enter. “Captain Loriot,” Prince Philip said after the door opened and closed, “perfect timing. Thank you for joining us.”

“Of course, Your Highness. You had need of me?”

Savarin glanced over as Loriot stepped up beside Lord Etan’s chair. The captain appeared his usual competent self this afternoon; Savarin hadn’t seen him look less than competent in all their association. His thick, dark hair all in place, short beard neatly trimmed, deep-red-and-brown uniform perfectly pressed. The royal seal was embroidered on its breast, his captain’s insignia displayed on the jacket’s arm.

“Yes, Captain,” Prince Philip said. “Master Savarin will be traveling along Tournai’s borders on an important mission for us. I’d like you to accompany him.”

Shock stole Savarin’s thoughts for a moment, but the protest came quickly. “Your Highness, that’s hardly necessary.”

“There have been reports of bandits in the area, perhaps crossing the western border in and out of Amaranta,” Prince Philip said with an inquiring glance at Loriot.

“Yes, Your Highness. There are, of course, patrols out searching for them,” Loriot said, supplying the requested information.

“I’m sure the patrols will take care of the problem,” Savarin said, trying to keep his voice even and calm. Amaranta was the neighboring kingdom to Tournai’s west, one Tournai had a good relationship with. Savarin had traveled extensively in the neighboring kingdom and knew it well enough to be assured Amaranta would have its own patrols out, too, if the bandits were troubling them as well. The bandits would be found before long. “And in the meantime, I’ll be fine on my own, Your Highness.”

“I think it best you have someone with you.”

“I need not remind you I’m a powerful sorcerer, Your Highness. I can take care of myself,” Savarin said through gritted teeth. He didn’t need a nursemaid or a protector.

“No, you needn’t.” Prince Philip’s voice was mild. “Nevertheless, all it would take is one bandit catching you unaware while you concentrate on the magic, and none of your power would help you.”

“I hardly think it likely, Your Highness.”

“Likely or not. I think it’s possible, and I don’t want it to happen.” Prince Philip glanced at Loriot, standing silently by. Lord Etan and Prince Amory were silent as well. “Captain Loriot will accompany you on your journey to ensure your safety.”

Savarin wanted to argue. He didn’t want anyone with him on this trip; he preferred to work alone, to travel alone. He didn’t need anyone with him, especially not for protection. But he also recognized the futility of arguing with Prince Philip at this point. He probably shouldn’t argue with Prince Philip at any time, but sometimes he felt a discussion was warranted.

Apparently not today.

“Yes, Your Highness,” he said, giving in as gracefully as he could.

Prince Philip nodded and turned to Loriot. “Keep Savarin safe while he does what he needs to do, Captain. Brief your second because you may be away from the city for some time.”

“Your Highness, perhaps it would be best to send someone else, even several guards, with Master Savarin,” Loriot said far more diplomatically than Savarin had managed, though he could see Loriot wanted to accompany him as little as he wanted Loriot to. “My place is here, with you.”

“I do not need several guards.” Savarin couldn’t resist saying it, though Loriot was the only one who spared him a glance.

“You’ve trained your second well, and he’s experienced. We’ll be fine without you for a little while, and we’ll call you back if we need you.”

Loriot obviously heard the unyielding note in Prince Philip’s voice too. “Yes, Your Highness.”

“Good. Speak to Master Savarin about his plans.”

And that was plainly a dismissal. Savarin was going to have company on his travels whether he liked it or not.

He didn’t like it.


Chapter Three

Loriot hadn’t expected the summons to the princes’ study to go as it had. Or anything close to how it had. And from the expression on Savarin’s face, he hadn’t anticipated Prince Philip’s edict either.

“I don’t need you to come with me.” Savarin waited to speak until they were out of the study and far enough down the corridor to be out of earshot of the guards stationed near it.

“And nevertheless, I have to go with you.” Loriot couldn’t ignore an order from Prince Philip, even if he thought the action to be an ill-advised use of his time. Any of his guards could accompany Savarin and make sure no one snuck up on him. Loriot was needed in the palace in Jumelle, not haring off after Savarin on whatever his mission was. Loriot’s mission, every day, was to keep the princes and their family safe.

“I don’t need a minder or a protector.” Savarin didn’t raise his voice, but his tone was firm—it probably intimidated all the lesser mortals the great sorcerer dealt with. Loriot wouldn’t be intimidated.

“Prince Philip believes otherwise, and though I believe I’m needed here to ensure the safety of the royal family, I cannot disobey his order.” Even if he wanted to. He would do his duty to the prince. “The prince has made up his mind. There’s little sense in arguing with him about it.”

He didn’t add Savarin had tried and hadn’t gotten far. He didn’t need to—the disgruntled look in Savarin’s eye told Loriot he realized it quite well.

“It’ll be a waste of your time. I can protect myself quite well should I need to. But I doubt I’ll need to. I’ve traveled in Tournai for years and never had trouble.”

“Prince Philip wasn’t downplaying the danger of bandits. There have been several attacks and sightings recently. The army is searching for them, but they can’t be everywhere at once.”

“And I can take care of myself, as I said. I don’t need you along to protect me.”

As Savarin spoke, Loriot found himself being pushed inexorably backwards. But Savarin wasn’t touching him; no one was touching him. And still the unseen force pushed. Panic scraped along his nerves, and his hand twitched toward his sword, but a twitch was all he could manage. His arms were bound tight to his sides, his legs tied as well. He forced his breathing to remain even, ignored his pounding heart. He knew what this was—Savarin proving a point—and he wasn’t going to allow himself to react to it. His back collided with the wall, the force of the magic holding him against the plaster. He could think of more appealing situations in which to be pushed up against a wall, but he didn’t say that either, not to Savarin.

“Yes, fine. I see your point. You can take care of yourself, but if someone takes you unaware while you’re involved in one of your spells or not paying attention to your surroundings, they could slit your throat before you realize anyone is there. All the power in the world won’t help you then.” Loriot stared hard at Savarin, both because he wanted to get his message across clearly and because he refused to show the instinctive fear shooting through him at the magic being used against him. Even if the magic was only being used to make a point.

Loriot’s stare seemed to have no effect on Savarin, who loomed over him, far closer than he had been before, as Loriot remained pinned to the wall. “I can see the point you’re trying to make as well,” Savarin said finally. “I don’t believe there’s much of a chance of what you’re thinking happening, however.”

“The point is it could, and Prince Philip believes it could. You may not want my presence on your mission, and I may not want to accompany you, but neither of us has a choice.” All they could do was hope the army dealt with the bandit problem expeditiously or Savarin’s tasks out of the city didn’t take long.

Savarin let out a sound of disgust, but he stepped back, and Loriot could move. He swallowed down the relieved gasp and stepped away from the wall, straightening his uniform. He regretted the small lapse, but he did keep his eyes on Savarin even through it.

After a long moment, Savarin gave him a sharp nod, a grudging acquiescence if Loriot had ever seen one, but an end to the argument at least, which was all Loriot could ask for at that moment.

“Good. Now, what will we be doing on this trip?” Loriot asked.

“I’d rather not discuss it in the corridor. What I’m doing is confidential. I’ll explain everything when we’re on our way.”

Loriot stifled his exasperation. “All right. I take it we’re going west, toward Amaranta?”

“Yes, but we won’t be leaving Tournai.”

Loriot nodded. “When do we depart?”

“By the end of the week. I have a few matters to conclude at the university and elsewhere before we leave,” Savarin said, his tone clipped. “I’ll send word to you.”

He was getting tired of Savarin’s high-handed manner already. “I have matters of my own to handle before we go as well, so I’d appreciate some notice.”

With that, he turned and walked away, leaving Savarin standing in the middle of the corridor.

*

“So,” Amory said slowly, “were you trying to see if you could get Savarin’s head to explode?”

Philip laughed, which was at least half of Amory’s purpose in asking the question. “No, that wasn’t my intention.”

“You almost managed it anyway,” Etan said, settling more comfortably in his chair.

“I admit I didn’t anticipate such a strong reaction,” Philip said. “I think it would be safer for Savarin to have some protection. Yes, he’s a powerful sorcerer, but he can’t protect himself as well if he’s concentrating on magic. And we need him concentrating on the magic.”

“Is the bandit problem so bad?” Etan asked and glanced away. “With everything with Tristan and Bria, and now getting them moved into the palace, I haven’t been paying as much attention as I should.”

“I think we can excuse you that, Etan.” Amory smiled at him, trying to convey some reassurance. Bria’s kidnapping had been traumatic for everyone involved, and Etan was justified in turning his attention to Tristan and the baby now, to make sure they got through the aftermath in one piece.

“Yes, but just this once. I can’t have these lapses. You’re supposed to be entirely informed on every single thing occurring in Tournai.” The twinkle in Philip’s eyes and the quirk to his lips showed he teased, not that Amory wouldn’t have known already. Etan too.

“Only in Tournai? I thought I was meant to cover more ground than just the country.” Etan smiled, seemingly shaken from his embarrassment at what he probably did see as a lapse.

“You are. I was going easy on you.” Philip returned Etan’s grin before going back to the more serious topic. “There are bandits in the area, and I do think it would a good idea for Savarin to have some nonmagical protection.”

“But?” Amory prompted. He could tell Philip wasn’t only worried about bandits.

“But I’m not only worried about bandits,” Philip said, echoing Amory’s thought. “Ardunn has sent agents into Tournai on multiple occasions. They’re looking for information about us, our defenses, our vulnerabilities.”

The Ardunn empire, far to their east, was ruled by an emperor who was obsessed with conquest. He continued to push into countries to Ardunn’s east, conquering and absorbing them into his empire. He also seemed to have a fascination with Tournai, which was wealthy and strategically located both for trade and for access to the western half of the continent. “You think Ardunn sent someone to test Tournai’s protections?”

“I think it’s a possibility.”

“A logical one, considering recent events,” Etan mused, his gaze unfocused as he likely turned over the idea in his mind. “If they’ve heard the stories of the magical protections, they might have sent or hired a sorcerer to find out if the stories are true, and if so, whether the protections can be breached.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

“I can see why you wouldn’t want Savarin out there alone,” Amory said. “Even as capable as he is.”

“Capability means nothing if he’s caught unaware by agents of Ardunn. Or even bandits,” Philip added.

“Captain Loriot though?” Etan asked. “Why send him?”

Amory had wondered the same from the moment Philip had ordered Captain Loriot to go and not told him to send guards with Savarin.

“Several reasons. Savarin doesn’t need a squadron of guards, especially since we don’t know if anything will happen. The bandits may have abandoned the border and gone back into Amaranta. Agents of Ardunn may not be anywhere near there or even have been the ones testing the protections.” Philip shrugged. “We don’t even know when the protections were weakened. It could have been years ago.”

“True,” Amory said. “I hadn’t thought about the timing.”

“Me either,” Etan said. “I wonder if Savarin has any way of determining when it happened.”

“We’ll have to remember to ask him. In the meantime, I want Savarin to have some protection, someone to watch his back in case something happens, to give him the time he needs to defend himself. Just in case.”

“But Captain Loriot?” Amory asked it this time.

“Captain Loriot is good enough to do the job on his own.” Philip shook his head before Etan could speak, probably with the assertion all the royal guards were highly skilled and well-trained. “I could send other guards with Savarin, but this isn’t an ordinary mission for him. These protection spells are vital to Tournai, and it’s imperative we keep knowledge of their weakened state from getting out. I need someone with discretion who also has the experience to do the job on his own.”

“I understand your reasoning,” Amory said. If the knowledge spread too widely and got into the wrong hands, they could all be in danger. “But Captain Loriot isn’t the only one who fits those criteria. His second would as well.”

“His second doesn’t know about our Talent.”

Both Amory and Etan were silent for a moment after Philip spoke. Finally, Etan said, “Why do you think it matters that he does?”

“I don’t know if it will matter,” Philip said, an edge of frustration in his tone though it didn’t seem directed at Etan or Amory. “We don’t know much about these spells, only that they’re old. The legends of the cats are just as old, if not older, and we barely understand our own Talents. We’ve been worried anything you find in your research in the archive might be tangled in records that also mention our Talents.”

“Yes,” Etan said slowly.

Amory nodded, trying to follow Philip’s logic. “What are you thinking?”

“Is there a way they could be connected? Other than just in the potential for poor record keeping?”

Philip’s question took Amory aback, and from Etan’s expression, it did the same to him. “Why would you think so?” Etan asked.

“I don’t necessarily. I don’t know enough about these spells or magic in general, outside of our own odd Talents, to be able to form an opinion. Does anything you’ve found indicate one?”

“No. I would have told you.” Etan stared up at the ceiling for a moment. “I can’t imagine how they would be, but I’ve never heard of anything like the protection spells before, and our Talents are unique among any magic I’ve seen. I don’t understand enough about the spells to know if there could be a connection.”

“No one understands anything about the spells anymore. If anyone could, it would be Master Savarin,” Amory said.

“Exactly.” Philip flashed a small smile at Amory. “But he’s going to be out there looking. I don’t want anyone else to know our secret if we can help it, but if Savarin finds something to prove us wrong, we’ll have to consider it. Strengthening the protection spells is too important not to.”

“True,” Etan said. “And Captain Loriot’s part in this?”

Philip shrugged slightly. “He knows our secret, even though he can’t disclose his knowledge to Savarin. He can tell us if what Savarin finds seems to indicate there is a connection. Then we can decide what to tell Savarin. By then, hopefully your research will have turned something up anyway.”

Amory thought about it for a moment. “It makes sense.”

Etan agreed. “And we can all hope the precaution won’t be needed on any level. Any other considerations?”

“Captain Loriot won’t be intimidated by Savarin.”

Amory and Etan both let out a short laugh but nodded. Savarin was intimidating. Something about the way he carried himself, the way he looked at people…Amory hadn’t quite pinned down what the quality was yet, but it was most certainly there. It was one of the first things Amory had noticed about Savarin, and probably kept more people from bidding for his attention or shamelessly flinging themselves at him outright, given he was also ridiculously handsome, well-dressed, and well-spoken.

“He wasn’t happy about his orders, though, did you notice?” Etan asked.

“Yes. Not as vocal about it as Savarin but just as displeased,” Philip said.

“Should we send him?” Amory shook his head when Philip looked at him askance. “I understand your reasoning, but even with all of it, is his time and presence better used here?”

“I considered it, but his second is perfectly capable of standing in his place here.”

“And would be far more likely to be intimidated by Savarin there,” Amory completed Philip’s thought. Many of their guards would be, especially those who hadn’t had much exposure to the sorcerer. Really, Captain Loriot was the only one they could be assured wouldn’t be pushed around by Savarin, as he was who Savarin liaised with on projects for Philip and Amory, and with Philip’s other, more important reasons, he really was the one they had to send. “Yes, I see. We really should do something about the situation. Having the guards susceptible to intimidation because of Savarin’s demeanor and powers can’t be a good thing.”

“I doubt they’d completely ignore orders when faced with Savarin, especially here in the city, but I see your point. We’ll discuss it with Loriot when he returns.”

“Will he return, do you think?” Etan asked, his eyes alight with mischief. “Or will Savarin run him off for good?”

“I don’t think Savarin could run him off,” Philip said, but then wicked mischief flooded his expression, thrilling Amory. He loved to see Philip this way. It made him appear his age, without the extra years his position had put on him. “But they’re both so stubborn, I’m not sure what condition either one of them will return in.”

*

Savarin tried to resign himself to his unwanted escort over the next day, but he had little success in banishing his frustration at Prince Philip’s command. He didn’t deny Loriot’s skill in his position; he couldn’t. But it didn’t mean he wanted Loriot along. He couldn’t see the captain doing anything except slowing him down. Loriot knew nothing of magic. Yes, they’d worked together in the past, Savarin lending his Talent to tasks for the princes that intersected with Loriot’s work. But Loriot had never had to stand over him while he used his Talent.

He wouldn’t have wanted Loriot standing over him.

Savarin couldn’t imagine Loriot having any kind of patience for the work he had to do on this trip. Loriot would be bored in minutes, especially since Savarin sincerely doubted he would need Loriot to handle any danger along the way.

But he couldn’t dissuade Loriot from accompanying him. He understood, if grudgingly—Prince Philip had given an order—but his understanding didn’t lessen his annoyance. It plagued him as he stalked to the university the next day, set on some additional time in the library before he left the city. A note from Master Corentin caught up with him there, but the news on that front wasn’t good either. Master Corentin was gracious in acknowledging Savarin’s interest and request, and apologetic in putting off a meeting due to his schedule at the university.

As if Savarin wasn’t busy himself.

Gemella laughed when he told her, even as he glared at her. “You’re too used to everyone snapping to at whatever you say. You’re upset because no one is doing what you want right now.”

Her statement did nothing to alleviate his disgruntlement. It might have deepened it. “That isn’t the point.”

“I think it is.” She leaned back in her chair and regarded him with a slight smile on her face. They were sitting in her cramped office at the university, the room barely large enough for her desk, two chairs, and a small cabinet. If Savarin wanted to stretch out his legs while sitting, his feet would end up in the corridor. The workroom opening off the office was a decent size, but Savarin didn’t think it would make him feel better about the office were it his. Which was one of the reasons he didn’t keep an office or a workroom at the university. “Savarin, love, you are used to everyone falling in line with what you want because of who you are. I doubt you even know what to do when someone disagrees.”

“You disagree with me all the time.”

“Yes, and I’m amazed every day we remain friends.” A teasing light made her brown eyes dance.

Savarin huffed and shook his head. “You’re ridiculous.”

She smiled. “And what would you do without me?”

He didn’t answer, but he wondered for a moment what he would do without her. She might have been the person he was closest to in the world. He had few friends, but he and Gemella had been close for over a decade, since their student days here at the university. He was studying sorcery, training his strong Talent; she was doing the same, except her Talent was for weather working. She’d come into it young, her family realizing when the weather over their house was different from the rest of the street. She’d married another student of weather magic at eighteen, lost him to an accident a year later, and gave birth to his child a few months after his death. Gemella hadn’t remarried or even come close, and at twelve, the child was already showing signs of having inherited his parents’ Talents.

Savarin had known her before her husband died and remained friends with her after. They had been lovers briefly, a few years after her husband’s death, but it hadn’t lasted. It couldn’t, though not for anything about her. She was intelligent and strong, and quite pretty with her thick blonde hair and tall, curvy figure. They just worked far better as friends. She could disagree with him to her heart’s content, and he’d still come to her when he needed someone.

Of course, he wouldn’t tell her any of that.

“I’ll send Master Corentin another note, requesting a meeting before I leave.”

She rolled her eyes but said nothing more about his curiosity over Master Corentin’s Talent. “When do you leave?”

“You tell me,” he challenged.

Another eye roll, but she chuckled. He always did this to her, because she had the strongest weather-sense of anyone in Tournai, and she always reacted the same way. “It’s going to rain tomorrow. Hard, and you won’t like traveling in it. I’d wait at least until the day after. Maybe the day after that, so the roads won’t be a mess of mud, if you’re traveling off the main roads. But late next week or early the week after it’s looking as if there’ll be storms, strong. I doubt you’re planning on waiting long enough for them to clear out.”

“I can’t, but storms would be inconvenient. Can’t you nudge them away?”

“No, I can’t.” She sent him a glare, probably for even suggesting it. “Not without dangerously disturbing weather patterns over three kingdoms for weeks to come.”

“They really are going to be strong then, if you’ve looked into changing them.” Weather magic was delicate and difficult, something he knew even without possessing any Talent for it. Weather workers had to be cautious when using their Talents to change the weather because even a small change could have far-reaching effects. Magic had to be used carefully, when it was used at all.

“Yes. We’re still watching them. If something changes and they look to get worse, we may have to do something anyway.” She pushed a lock of hair behind her ear. “They’ll be stronger on the coast than inland, but some of them will be bad there too. Bad enough you’ll want to be indoors until they pass.”

Inconvenient was putting it mildly, then. “I guess I’ll have to deal with it and plan accordingly.”

Because he couldn’t put off this trip for so long.


Chapter Four

Loriot began preparing for a time away from the palace and Jumelle of unspecified duration as soon as he parted from Savarin. He doubted Savarin would give him much notice of their departure, nor did he believe he would wait for him if Loriot still had tasks to accomplish that would delay them. He briefly considered whether Savarin might leave without him anyway, but he couldn’t see him directly disobeying Prince Philip’s order.

Indirectly, certainly, but not blatantly.

In his palace office, Loriot consulted his schedule and the list of tasks he needed to accomplish, trying to determine what could be rescheduled or put off, what needed to be done before he left, and what he would have to push onto his second-in-command. He wished he knew how long they would be gone. But he had to do his best without it.

Loriot had joined the royal guard at eighteen, proving himself qualified through his already considerable skill with a sword and other weapons. He’d excelled in guard training and thrown himself into the work, the duty of protecting the royal family. He still did, but much of his work was now administrative, consisting of shift and training schedules, of reviews of palace and royal estate security and city defenses. The position of captain came with immense power in the palace and Jumelle, putting its holder in charge of the royal guard and technically the city guard, though the city operated under its own hierarchy on a daily basis. But the position came with a huge responsibility too—the safety and security of the royal family. He had to obey the prince’s orders, but leaving his primary responsibility to someone else, even someone capable, left a bad taste in his mouth.

His second-in-command, Ruban, was plainly surprised by the news of Loriot’s impending departure. His dark eyebrows flew up toward his hairline when Loriot told him, but he was experienced enough—he’d been with the royal guard as long as Loriot had—to not say a word about Prince Philip’s request. Ruban merely sat down and asked what needed to be done.

They’d barely finished their meeting when Loriot had been summoned by the princes once more. Any hope he’d held of Prince Philip changing his mind was dashed immediately. At least he understood the reason he was being sent with Savarin now. He wasn’t certain he would be of much help, since he knew little of how magic worked, and he still wasn’t thrilled about the extended trip, but he would do his utmost to fulfill his duty.

Loriot went home in the evening feeling marginally better about the state of what he would be leaving behind. He still didn’t like leaving, which wasn’t a comment on his trust in Ruban, but his place was in Jumelle, protecting the royal family. Tomorrow, he would pull out a set of mirrors that had been spelled to allow communication from the holder of one mirror to the other. Good ones with any kind of range were exceedingly rare, products of strong magic from a Talent with an affinity for glass and one for sorcery. The set he had access to was years old and had passed into his hands as guard captain. They would allow him to communicate with Ruban while he was away, even though he would still be too far away to help immediately.

But at that moment, he had something far more pressing to worry about; he had to tell his family. He could hear them as soon as he entered the house, the discordant twang of harp strings, the cadence of Joceline’s voice, though he couldn’t make out the words, the bright sound of Alain’s piping laugh. Smiling, he followed the sounds down the hall to a room at the back of the house they’d turned into a music room when Joceline’s lover came to live with them. Oriana made her living giving music lessons. She didn’t teach in the house, instead going to her students, but he’d gladly given her the use of the room for her instruments and her practice.

When he stopped in the open doorway, he found Joceline, Oriana, and Alain all in the room. Oriana sat next to Alain on a small couch, allowing him to pluck the strings on the lap harp she held. The noises he produced on the instrument were far from music, but Alain was happy. Joceline and Oriana were smiling, too, even though the sounds had to be painful to the music tutor. Or perhaps she was used to something close. She didn’t only give lessons to advanced students, though he didn’t think her students were as young as Alain.

Joceline noticed him first. She didn’t say anything but nodded in welcome, her eyes dancing with amusement. She could not be more different from Oriana in appearance or personality. Joceline was statuesque with thick, dark curls tumbling down her back while Oriana was willowy and blond, her hair pinned up neatly as it always was. Just as Joceline was far less restrained than Oriana.

“Papa!”

Loriot corralled his wandering attention as Alain caught sight of him and promptly forgot about the harp, launching himself across the room at Loriot. He didn’t think he would ever get tired of Alain doing so; he would be sad the day his child grew up too much to fling himself into his father’s arms. He caught Alain and swung him up to balance him on his hip. Alain was getting a little big to hold, but Loriot wasn’t going to give that up either before he had to.

“Papa, I’m playing music.” Alain smiled brilliantly as he shared his news.

“I heard you. So, Aunt Oriana is giving you lessons, is she?” He glanced at Oriana as he said it.

She nodded, her expression serene. “Never too early to start.”

“If you say so.” He looked back at his still-grinning son. “And are you enjoying your music lessons?”

“Yes!”

“That’s good. Go wash up for dinner, and you can tell me everything you learned while you eat.” He set Alain back down on his feet and watched as he scampered away, making far more noise than Loriot ever thought such little feet could. When he turned back to Joceline and Oriana, their fond expressions mirrored his own feelings. He’d been lucky when Joceline came to help him with Alain, and lucky again Oriana liked Alain, too, and was happy to spend time with him.

“You’re really giving him music lessons?”

Oriana shrugged, the movement cool and elegant. “A little. He wants to play with the instruments. I’m giving some instruction as he does.”

“He may tire of it.” He wanted to caution her, even though he doubted she would be upset with Alain if he did. But Oriana was apparently a bit of a taskmaster with her students.

Another shrug. “I won’t push him if he does. He has plenty of time.”

“How is everything at the palace?” Joceline asked.

“Fine, fine.” He stifled a sigh. Alain’s antics had provided a welcome, but too brief, distraction. “The princes gave me orders today that will take me out of Jumelle for a while.”

Both Joceline and Oriana stared at him for a long moment, not speaking. He wondered if they were as surprised as he’d been. Prince Philip had never sent him away on a mission like this one. The times he’d been sent outside Jumelle were to travel to the royal estates to assess the security at them. Those trips had never kept him away more than a few days at a time.

“A while?” Joceline asked.

“Maybe a few weeks. Maybe more.” He wished he had a better idea of the time frame, both for her and for himself. Another reason Savarin was infuriating.

“At least a few weeks? You’re not certain?”

“No, I’m afraid not. I’m accompanying someone, and how long we’re away depends on how long he needs to complete his mission.”

Silence greeted his statement again. When neither Joceline nor Oriana spoke after a few moments, Loriot continued. “I know this is highly unusual, and to be honest, I don’t love the idea, both because it will take me away from Alain for so long, and because it will take me away from the palace.” He could tell them, knowing neither would tell anyone he’d complained of the prince’s orders. Of course, the prince knew Loriot had misgivings, but it would be the heights of impropriety for him to say so.

“They can’t send someone else?” Joceline finally asked.

Loriot had been wondering the same all afternoon, but he didn’t say so. “Prince Philip wants me to go. He has his reasons.”

Oriana had been quiet throughout the exchange, but now she spoke, her voice quiet, her gaze cool and direct. “Will it be dangerous?”

“What? Dangerous?” Joceline’s head snapped around to her and then back to Loriot. “Loriot?”

“Joceline, you know what I do, and you know it involves the potential for danger.”

“But usually you’re in the palace coordinating the rest of the guards and the royal family’s security, not haring about on some dangerous mission.” She folded her arms over her chest and glared at him. Oriana reached over to place a hand on her leg, restraining or soothing, Loriot wasn’t certain. Perhaps both.

“There is some potential for danger. I am being sent to protect this person. However, I don’t see too great a risk.”

“Then why are you being sent?”

“Prince Philip is worried because of bandit attacks in the area, but the army is searching for them, if they’re even still there. The prince is being cautious.” Loriot hoped he wasn’t lying to his sister. He truly didn’t believe Master Savarin would need his protection; they’d probably return to Jumelle after an uneventful trip.

Joceline’s eyes narrowed, as if she was trying to assess his truthfulness. Oriana looked rather skeptical herself, but she only said, “What will you tell Alain?”

He sighed and rubbed a hand over his chin, the hairs of his beard catching on his palm. He needed to trim it. “That I have to go away for a little while on an assignment for Prince Philip and Prince Amory.”

“He’s not going to understand. He hates it when you’re gone even for a few days,” Joceline said.

He knew it, and he couldn’t do anything about it, despite how much it hurt him. He wished he could communicate with Alain while he was gone, but the most he might manage was a letter or two. The mirrors he would use to contact Ruban couldn’t help him see Alain, not if he wanted his family to continue to remain separate from his work at the palace. And he did; it was safer.

“I know.” He sat heavily in a chair. “It kills me to think of him upset, and it kills me to think of being away from him for so long. I don’t want to go, but I have to do this. And you’re not making it any easier.”

Joceline looked stricken. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to make anything harder on you, but I don’t like your leaving for so long. Alain is going to miss you so much.”

“I know, and I’m relying on you to help him while I’m away. Make sure he isn’t too upset.” He knew he could trust Joceline and Oriana with Alain. He did so every day, and they’d been with Alain when Loriot had had to make shorter trips out of Jumelle. They were more than capable of looking after him and distracting him from Loriot’s absence. Or they always had been—the difference was this absence would be much longer.
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