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‘Tis bitter cold, and I am sick at heart.

– Shakespeare





Prologue

London, 1814

‘Look at you. Drunk again. You are pathetic,’ Lord Hubert said to his younger brother.

Major Jason Sherbrooke merely let out a low, insolent laugh in response. Staring into the fire, he sank more deeply into his tattered armchair and took another swig from his bottle of blue ruin.

Picking his way through the clutter of the major’s seedy bachelor lodgings, Algernon Sherbrooke, Viscount Hubert, pulled out a fastidiously pressed and monogrammed handkerchief, veiling his nostrils from the dirt that hung in the air. ‘Heav’n preserve us, this room smells of rotted cheese or piss or some foul thing. Don’t you ever clean up after yourself?’

‘To be sure, I am the soul of industry,’ Jason slurred.

Algernon pursed his lips. The cause of his brother’s malaise was obvious. He flicked a downward glance to the empty sleeve of Jason’s disheveled, red uniform coat. The major had lost his right arm during the vicious cavalry charge at the Battle of Albuera. He had been lucky to escape with his life. Pulling a coarse wooden chair over to the fire, Algernon gingerly lowered himself onto it. ‘Perhaps you should hire a maid rather than sitting around here feeling sorry for yourself.’

‘The devil I will. The last one stole from me,’ he grumbled.

‘It is no wonder, considering your address.’ Indeed, Jason’s lodging house was so ill-situated that it was not far from the slum tenements that Algernon owned – very secretly – in a treacherous quarter of the East End. Alas, that investment had not yet yielded the returns he had hoped, though he had raised his tenants’ rents again last month. He did not care if Christmas was a fortnight away. He’d evict anyone who did not pay in full. ‘Why do you stay in this rat’s hole? We both know you can afford better.’

Jason looked at him dully. ‘What does it matter?’

‘Have you no pride?’

‘What the hell do you want, Algy? I rather doubt I owe this visit to a sudden rush of fraternal affection in your breast. Have you been infected with the bloody holiday spirit, or is there a reason you’re here?’

Warily, Algernon scanned Jason’s sun-weathered face with its scraggly copper mustache. He would have to proceed with caution. Even drunk, his sharp-witted younger brother was not a man to be trifled with, hardened as he was by his years of war. ‘Perhaps I came to stop you from drinking yourself to death.’

‘Waste of time.’ Raising his bottle again, Jason cast him a sidelong glance. ‘But somehow I doubt that was your motive.’

Algernon held him in a penetrating stare for a long moment, then sighed, giving it over. ‘No. It was not.’

‘In the army, we respect a man that comes straight to the point.’

‘Very well.’ Algernon’s narrow face tautened as he paused, his hazel eyes turning even colder. ‘I must have Miranda’s dowry.’

Jason’s bleary eyes cleared with astonishment.

‘My situation is grave—’

‘Oh, no. No, you don’t. Stop right there. Absolutely not.’

‘Hear me out—’

‘There is nothing to discuss.’

‘Jason!’

‘That money is not mine to give, Algy, and it is certainly not yours to spend. Richard left it for his daughter—’

‘His by-blow! Damn it, Jason, it’s not as though she’s one of us.’

‘Miranda may be illegitimate, but that does not change the fact that she is our brother’s child.’

Their eldest brother, Richard, had been Viscount Hubert before the title had passed to Algernon, the second-born. An unmarried rake, Richard had died without legal issue, only a beautiful little daughter by his beloved mistress, the famed actress Fanny Blair. But Fanny had died with him on the lake that summer day when their pleasure boat had sunk. Only their then-eight-year-old daughter, Miranda, had survived, rescued by a fisherman.

‘She is your niece and mine,’ Jason finished staunchly.

‘Not by law,’ he said coldly.

‘By blood.’

‘We owe her nothing. Let her find her own way in the world!’

‘God, listen to yourself, Algy. You’ve always been such a coldhearted prick.’

‘How can you be sentimental about this girl? Her mother was little better than a whore!’

‘Well, I happen to like whores,’ Jason said with a smirk, crossing his booted heels before the fire.

Biting back words he knew he’d regret, Algernon shot up out of his chair and paced across the cramped, filthy room, stepping over a broken footstool, empty bottles, and piles of soiled clothes in his path. He kicked a book out of his way and stopped by the far wall, blinking hard as he struggled to bring his vexation under control. Damn it, how was he to make this drunkard see reason? Within the folds of his lace cuff, his hand curled into a fist. ‘If I am ruined, the whole family will be disgraced, including you.’

‘There, there, Algy, you won’t be ruined,’ Jason said, chuckling. ‘You’ve got the wits of a fox and the morals of a snake. I have faith in you. You’ll find a way. But I will not hear you speak more against Miranda. It so happens I am very fond of that child.’

‘Oh?’ Algernon pivoted. ‘Then when was the last time you went to visit her at school? A year ago? Two? Five?’ he pushed on as Jason blinked, clearly taken aback. ‘Before Albuera, I warrant!’

Jason flashed him a warning look. ‘Miranda is being well cared for at school until she is ready for her debut.’

‘Debut?’ he cried. ‘Firstly, she is a bastard and shall have nothing of the kind—’

‘Yes, she will. That’s what the money’s for.’

‘Well, she’ll get no help from me,’ he snarled. ‘I will make damned certain that neither my wife nor my girls acknowledge her in Society. Secondly, do you even realize that the time for this grand debut you envision is already passing? Miranda is nineteen years old. If you were so concerned about her welfare, you’d have realized that the appropriate age for her coming-out was a year or two ago.’

Jason stared at him, looking rather aghast. ‘She’s not nineteen!’

‘Oh, yes, she is. Wake up, man! Put your bottle down and think! She is a grown woman – one you cannot mean to bring into our circles. Society will never accept her. Don’t you see it would be cruel to thrust her into a situation where she cannot possibly succeed?’

‘Oh, she’ll succeed, Algy. You don’t know Miranda. She’s fearless. Besides, she’s always shown the promise of her mother’s beauty. A fair face can take a woman far in “our circles.”’

Algernon forced himself to remain calm. ‘Listen to me. If it is indeed a good school, then Miranda will have been prepared for a position as a governess or some other respectable ladies’ work befitting her station. I ask you – why must we be responsible for Richard’s by-blow?’

‘We aren’t, Algy. I am.’ Jason shook his head in disgust. ‘Richard knew you’d treat her like dirt if he left her in your care.’

‘Where is your loyalty, damn it? I am your brother and I am facing ruin! Last year’s harvest was poor. The ’Change is down—’

‘And let me guess – you had to cover your darling Crispin’s losses again at the gaming tables.’

Algernon narrowed his eyes at him. ‘Crispin is my son, my heir. Am I to leave him at the mercy of cutthroat moneylenders?’

‘I see. So, you’d rather take Miranda’s dowry – her very future – away from her so that your fool boy won’t lose face at the club. No, Algy. You and your son can both go to hell.’

‘Jason—’

‘Algy, it’s only five thousand pounds anyway. Crispin can lose that in ten minutes. This money will make the difference for Miranda’s entire future.’

‘You fool.’ Algernon paced over and eased back down onto the chair beside him, intensely searching his brother’s haggard face. ‘Five thousand pounds? Don’t you put that bottle aside long enough to pay attention to your own accounts?’

Jason shifted uncomfortably in his chair. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Before you went off to war, you invested the bulk of her inheritance money in a little company called Waring Iron Foundries. Do you remember?’

‘Yes, what of it?’

‘Jason.’ Algernon shook his head at him. ‘Waring Foundries landed so many war contracts that the company’s become an empire. That five thousand is now worth fifty.’

Jason’s jaw dropped. He set his bottle down and stared at him in shock.

Algernon succumbed to a wry smile at his brother’s stunned expression. Perhaps now the fool would listen to reason. There was a long silence, broken only by the whistling of the winter wind at the eaves and the popping of the hearth fire.

‘Fifty thousand pounds?’ Jason cried abruptly, regaining his tongue.

‘Yes! You did it, Jason!’ Algernon whispered feverishly. ‘You’re the one who deserves that money. You see what you are capable of when your brain isn’t soaked in spirits?’

‘Damn me, fifty thousand pounds!’ Tilting his head back, Jason slapped his thigh and began laughing drunkenly. He climbed out of his armchair, picked up his bottle again, and lifted it merrily. ‘Ho, Miranda, my lass! Fifty thousand pounds! By God, my girl, you’ll buy yourself a duke!’ He stumbled past Algernon, his face flushed with excitement. ‘Damn me, it’s a bloody miracle.’ He pulled out his army haversack and, awkward with the use of his left hand, began packing a few articles of clothing.

‘What do you think you are doing?’

‘I’m going to Warwickshire to fetch the lass from school, that’s what! If she’s nineteen – is she really nineteen?’ he asked, looking up from his task.

Algernon did not answer the question. ‘You’re not going anywhere.’

Jason straightened up warily, abandoning his task. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Don’t be absurd. There is no way in this world or the next that we are placing that kind of fortune in the hands of a nobody.’

‘She is not nobody, Algy. Not anymore.’ His mustache tilted with his crooked grin. ‘She’s Miss Miranda FitzHubert, heiress. You’d best remember that lest she cut you when she’s a duchess.’

Algernon rose from his chair, his expression turning dangerous. ‘Now, listen here, brother. You will hand that money over to me. I will not stand publicly disgraced over your misguided chivalry toward our bastard niece. Sign the account over to me. When I am on my feet again, I will replace the money, if you wish. Miranda will never be the wiser.’

‘Bugger yourself, Algy. Try the bank.’ Jason’s laughter stopped abruptly as Algernon coolly pulled out a pistol and leveled it between his eyes.

‘My dear brother, you do not seem to grasp the seriousness of my situation. I must have that money, Jason. And I shall. Bring me the documents and sign over the account. Now.’

Jason stared incredulously at the pistol, then at him. ‘Have you lost your bloody mind?’

‘We are kin. She is nothing.’

‘You son of a bitch,’ he whispered. ‘You’d do it, too, wouldn’t you?’

Algernon cocked the gun with his thumb. ‘Just do as I ask, Jason. You’re drunk. You’re not thinking clearly. Indeed, you’re not fit to manage the money or the girl. As head of the family, I will take charge from here.’

‘You would blow my brains out as I stand here for fifty thousand pounds, wouldn’t you, Algy? Of course you would. You’d do it in a heartbeat! After all’ – Jason paused, his face tautening with growing rage – ‘you killed Richard to get your hands on the title, didn’t you? Didn’t you?’ he bellowed as Algernon’s eyes flared with anger. ‘I don’t know how you did it, but you caused Richard’s boat to sink on the lake that day. You treacherous worm! I’ve always suspected it, but not until this moment was I sure.’

‘I fear you have drunk yourself into lunacy, Jason,’ Algernon said in cold, deadly quiet. ‘Now be a good lad and get me the documents.’

‘The hell I will! Do you think I’m afraid of that gun? I’ve been looking down the barrels of French muskets these past five years. What the hell do I care? Go on, pull the trigger, Algy, you coward! I haven’t got a damned thing left to lose.’

‘Don’t tempt me, Jason,’ he whispered. ‘It would be such a waste. I am your next of kin, and I know you made a will before you went to war. Killing you would only make Miranda my ward; then her fortune would come under my control, in any case.’

‘You’re wrong there, old boy. Do you think I’m daft enough to name you as her guardian?’ His lips thinned in a feral smile. ‘No, brother, I made certain amendments to my will while I was in the army – among men I could trust. Tell the truth, Algy. Aye, admit you killed Richard and Fanny, and tried to kill Miranda along with them, and I’ll give you the money.’

Algernon stared at him for a long moment. His heart was pounding, but his self-control was exquisite. Slowly, he lowered the pistol, but not to his side. Instead, he stopped at the level of Jason’s heart.

‘Give my regards to Richard,’ he murmured.

The gin bottle fell; the shot rang out, the pan’s flash illuminating Algernon’s narrow face and soulless eyes. Reeling back, Jason crashed to the floor, clutching his chest. Algernon lowered the pistol to his side.

Gasping for air, Jason stared, aghast, at his brother’s spotlessly polished boots as the viscount stepped over him, calmly went to the escritoire in the corner, opened the lid, and began searching through his private papers.

Reeling with pain and disbelief at his brother’s sheer evil, Jason’s first thought was that he was dying. His second was to curse himself for not protecting Miranda’s inheritance as he should have through Chancery Court, but Richard had died so suddenly, and he, eager to be off to war, had eschewed the headaches of dealing with that lumbering bureaucracy, instead putting the money in the private investment fund in Miranda’s name with himself as trustee.

She was in terrible danger. If Algy could kill his own brothers in cold blood, he would hardly scruple over his illegitimate niece. Helpless to stop him, Jason lay on the floor in a pool of his own blood.

‘Ah, here we are … Miranda FitzHubert. Oh, dear. What’s this?’ Algernon paused. ‘Jason, Jason, what have you done? Well, this is most unfortunate.’

Agonized, Jason looked up as Algy paced over to him slowly. The viscount tilted his head, peering down at him. His face was a blurry oval against the encroaching darkness in the room. His voice seemed oddly muffled, floating down crossly to him.

‘You should not have put her name on the account, Jason. Now how am I to open it? You see what you have done? Now I shall have to get rid of your precious niece, too.’

‘No!’ he choked out, but Algernon’s shiny boots stalked away, returning to the desk.

Jason lay there watching his lifeblood pump out of his chest onto the floor, seeping into the dirty cracks between the planks. Through the horror, he realized his existence could now be measured in seconds, but at least he had done one thing right, he thought, picturing the severe, righteous face of the warrior he had named in his will as Miranda’s guardian – the hardest, toughest man he knew, the fearless colonel of his regiment.

Damien Knight, the earl of Winterley. Protect her …

Through the ethers, he sent out the desperate warning to his beloved brother in arms. He knew he had not erred in his choice. Damien Knight was a bloody war hero, for Christ’s sake.

There had always been a mist of legend around the man – a mysterious glow of divine favor, as though he had been born for no other purpose than to fight for his king and to defend the weak, protect the innocent. Like some knight of olden times, he was as pure of spirit as he was ferocious in battle. Jason had entrusted Miranda to him because of the man’s unassailable honor; he’d had no idea that Damien’s terrifying, almost superhuman killing skills might be called upon in his role as her guardian.

As consciousness began drifting away from him, slowing the blood in his veins, he commended her to his friend; for himself, there was nothing more that he could do. He closed his eyes, knowing it was futile to fight the leaden coldness spreading through his limbs.

‘Jason?’ Algy’s crisp voice sounded muffled now, as though coming to him from a growing distance or through some shimmering, watery veil.

Beware of him, Knight. The only thing that can hurt you is a coward. Then all thought dissolved in the peace settling over him. His fading eyes perceived an inward light of indescribable beauty. Powerless, weary, and wounded, he let it enfold him. In truth, death came as a relief to Jason Sherbrooke. The war had ruined him, disfigured him in body and soul, but now he felt no pain. He closed his eyes. At last.

He was going home.


Chapter One



Berkshire

With a hard-eyed stare, Damien Knight, the earl of Winterley, swung the long-handled axe up over his head and slammed it down with savage force, cleanly splitting the upright log down the middle. The sharp crack of the blow ripped across the snow-frosted field like a gunshot, rousing the squabbling blackbirds that fed upon the frozen stubbled cornstalks. His movements were smooth, his mind blissfully blank as he threw down the axe, adjusted one of his thick leather gloves, and picked up the splintered halves of wood, stacking them on the fortresslike pile that had grown over the past weeks to looming proportions, as though no amount of fuel could build a fire capable of warming him. Positioning the next log on the tree stump that served as his chopping block, he dealt it, in turn, a death blow.

He repeated this ritual again and again, concentrating intensely on the task, allowing it to absorb his tattered mind, until suddenly, in the nearby field, he noticed that something had caught his stallion’s attention.

His white warhorse was his only companion in this place. The stallion had been idly pawing through the frost, nibbling at whatever bits of grazing it could find, but now it lifted its head and pricked up its elegantly tapered ears toward the drive. Damien wiped the sweat off his brow with the back of his arm, rested his other hand on the axe’s handle, and squinted against the white glare of the mid-December day, following his horse’s stare.

The stallion let out a belligerent whinny and raced toward the fence, its ivory tail streaming out like a battle pennant. He watched the animal for a moment in simple pleasure. It must have been a month since Zeus had worn a saddle. Both of them were reverting back to a state of nature, he thought, scratching the short, rough, black beard that had grown in on his jaw. Without surprise, only a dim flicker of distress, he watched as his identical twin brother, Lord Lucien Knight, came cantering up the drive astride his fine black Andalusian.

Zeus raced alongside them on the opposite side of the fence, trumpeting challenges to the black for encroaching upon his territory. Fortunately, Lucien was too skilled a rider to lose control of his mount.

Damien dropped his chin almost to his chest and let out a sigh that misted on the crisp, cold air. He supposed his brother had come to check up on him.

He did not fancy the notion of anyone seeing him like this, but at least with his keenly perceptive twin, he did not have to pretend that he was right in the head.

Lucien and his bride of three weeks, Alice, were living in Hampshire, a two-hour ride from Damien’s ramshackle manor house, newly bestowed on him by Parliament along with his title. Not that he knew much about being an earl. His new rank seemed merely to have made him the servant of the bloody politicians. Picking up his last split logs and adding them to the woodpile, he cast an uncertain glance toward the run-down, overgrown mansion they had given him. Constructed of white-gray limestone, Bayley House, circa 1760, was modeled on a classical Greek temple with a triangular pediment atop four mighty columns. Damien thought it looked like a mausoleum.

It felt like one inside, too, sprawling hectares of empty floor bereft of furniture, cold enough to preserve a corpse. He half fancied the place was infested with ghosts, but he knew too well that it was only he who was haunted. He had neither the gold nor the energy to see the house brought back to life and properly appointed, nor did he particularly care. Spartan that he was, he did not require luxury.

Upon arriving here in November shortly after Guy Fawkes Night, he had set up camp and had been bivouac king near the fireplace in what had once been the drawing room. His fellow officers from the regiment – what few survivors there were – had scattered and returned to their families, but at least he was still surrounded by his equipment, all sixty pounds of which he had carried on his back for hundreds of miles on marches through Portugal and Spain. It comforted him: his trusty tent; his scuffed and battered tin mess kit and wooden canteen; his greatcoat for a blanket; his haversack for a pillow; a bit of cheese, biscuit, and sausage to sustain him; a few cigars. A soldier needed little else in life, except, of course, for liquor and whores, but Damien had given these up in an earnest effort to mend his fractured wits through the ascetic life.

’Sblood, though, he missed the lasses a hundred times more than the gin, he thought with a wistful sigh. Lucien could have his refined lady wife; Damien preferred low, bawdy wenches who knew how to handle a soldier. The mere thought of a soft, willing female roused his body’s starved needs, but he ignored his agonized craving for release, coolly setting the axe out of the way as his brother approached. He could not risk anything that might upset his precarious equilibrium.

Snow flew up from under the black’s prancing hoofs as Lucien reined in, vibrant and pink-cheeked with the cold, his silvery eyes sparkling with the aura of the newlywed. He sat back in the saddle for a moment, rested his right fist on his hip, and shook his head, looking Damien over in sardonic amusement. ‘Oh, my poor, dear brother,’ he said with a lordly chuckle.

‘What?’ Damien growled, scowling a bit.

‘How charmingly rustic. You look like some hermit woodsman. Lancelot, maybe, after he became a monk.’

Damien snorted. ‘So, she let you out from under the cat’s paw for a few hours, eh? When’s your curfew?’

‘Only long enough for my sweet lady to remember afresh how desperately she adores me. When I return’ – he flashed a wicked smile – ‘the welcome home ought to be worth it.’ His luxurious black wool greatcoat whirled out behind him as he dismounted with an agile movement. Smart and elegant, full of Diplomatic Corps finesse, Lucien reached into his coat and presented Damien with a newspaper as he strode toward him. ‘I thought you might like to see what is going on in the world.’

‘Napoleon still under guard on Elba?’

‘Of course.’

‘That’s all I need to know.’

‘Well, burn it for fuel, then, though you certainly seem well supplied in that particular. Planning on burning a witch?’ Lucien looked askance at the giant woodpile.

Damien regarded him wryly and accepted yesterday’s copy of the London Times without further argument.

Lucien passed a shrewd glance over his face. ‘How goes it, brother?’ he asked more softly.

Damien shrugged and turned away, abashed by his concern. ‘It’s quiet here. I like it.’

‘And?’ Lucien waited for him to report on his mental condition, but Damien dodged the unspoken inquiry, avoiding his twin’s penetrating stare.

‘Needs work, of course, this old place. Fences to be mended. We’ll plant barley there’ – he pointed to the fields – ‘oats there, wheat over there, in the spring.’ If it ever comes, he thought.

‘God, grant me patience. Do not be deliberately obtuse, please. I didn’t ask how your house is. I want to know how you’re doing. Has there been any repeat of—’

‘No,’ he cut him off, flashing him a warning look. He had no desire to be reminded of his hellish delirium – or bout of madness or whatever the devil it had been – on Guy Fawkes Night. He hated even thinking about it. The booming of the festival cannons and exploding fireworks had played a kind of trick on his mind, deluding him into thinking he was back at the war. For a full five or six minutes, he had lost track of reality, a horrifying state of affairs for a man so highly trained to kill.

When he thought of how easily he could have hurt someone, it made his blood run cold. He had exiled himself here since that night and did not intend to show his face in Society again until he had somehow cured himself, was no longer a threat to the very people he had sacrificed his innocence to protect, and had become once more the ironclad military hero the world expected him to be.

He noticed Lucien studying him, reading him in his all-tooknowing way, those silvery eyes flashing with formidable intelligence. ‘Still having nightmares?’

Damien just looked at him.

He did not want to admit it, but the ghastly dreams of blood and destruction were even more frequent now, as though his addled brain could not unburden itself of its poisons fast enough. The rage in him was a frozen river like the ice-encrusted Thames that wrapped around his property. He knew it was there, but the strangest thing was he could not quite … feel it. He could not feel much of anything. Six years of combat – of ignoring terror, horror, and heartbreak – had that effect on a man, he supposed.

‘You really shouldn’t be alone at a time like this,’ Lucien said gently.

‘Yes, I should, and you know why.’ Avoiding his brother’s scrutiny, he shoved some of the wood into a neater pile, then dusted a few stray bits of bark off his buff-leather trousers.

‘At least you’re still coming to London for Christmas with the family, I trust?’

He nodded firmly. ‘I’ll be there.’ As long as the too-jolly prince regent could restrain himself from sponsoring another irritating fireworks show for the city, Damien saw little reason to worry. Christmas was a holy, tranquil night; it was New Year’s Eve that tended to be raucous, accompanied by the usual rowdiness, noise, and explosives. He would return to his sanctuary at Bayley House by then. ‘Do you want something to drink?’ he offered, belatedly remembering hospitality.

‘No, thanks.’ Lucien slipped his hands into the pockets of his greatcoat and looked away, squinting toward the horizon. He seemed to hesitate. ‘There is … actually another reason I’m here, Damien. The truth is … ah, hell,’ he whispered, shutting his eyes. ‘I really don’t know how to tell you this.’

Damien looked over, taken aback by Lucien’s stark tone. A prickle of dread ran down his spine as his gaze took in his brother’s paling face and anguished stare. ‘Jesus, Lucien, what is it?’ Abandoning the woodpile, Damien walked over to him, drawing off his gloves. ‘What’s happened? The family—’

‘No, we’re all fine,’ he said quickly, then lowered his head and spoke with difficulty. ‘I was in London on business earlier in the week when I heard. The news is all over Town. I’m so damned sorry, Damien.’ Steeling himself, he lifted his head and looked into his eyes. ‘Sherbrooke’s dead. He was murdered Wednesday night.’

‘What?’ He felt his stomach plummet with nauseating swiftness, but could only stare at his brother without comprehension.

‘Apparently there was a robbery. The intruder shot him in the chest. I came as soon as I heard.’ Lucien gazed at him in distress. ‘I know – God, I know – you’re in no condition to hear this, but I didn’t want you to find out some other way.’

Damien felt the air leave his lungs in a whoosh. ‘Are you sure?’ he forced out.

Lucien gave a pained nod.

‘Oh, God.’ He turned and walked a few paces away, then stopped, blank with shock. He dragged his hand through his hair and just stood there, at a loss, staring at the bleak horizon and the winter-bare trees of the orchard on the ridge, black and gnarled, and the cold glint of the frozen river. The sun had gone behind the clouds, and where there had been bright sparkles on the snow, now there was only a white, unforgiving glare.

There was a very long silence.

Behind him, he heard Lucien’s black stallion snort and paw the ground in princely impatience. His brother murmured softly, quieting the animal, while Damien fought in silence to absorb the blow without falling to his knees in sheer despair. He had thought they were safe now. The war was over. How could he have forgotten that death, the ultimate victor, marched on?

He spun around abruptly, wrath darkening his face. ‘Do they know who did it?’

‘No. Bow Street is still investigating. They suspect any number of known thieves in the area. I’ve taken the liberty of sending a few of my young associates to inquire into the matter.’

‘Thank you.’ He looked away, trembling, his face hard and expressionless, but even he was shocked by how quickly he adapted to the news. To be sure, this was an old routine by now, the death of a friend, he thought in deep, welling bitterness. There were courtesies to be carried out, rituals to be observed. He was the executor of Jason’s will. There were duties to be fulfilled. He clung to them for his sanity’s sake.

His men would need him, too, he thought. As their colonel, it fell to him to set the example of conduct, discipline, manly self-control. They still depended on him, as they had on the battlefield, to stand firm against the chaos and disequilibrium they all felt. Half a decade of their lives had passed in a roaring, blood-spattered flash of horror, and suddenly, here they were, dazed to find themselves in tranquil old England again, blooded savages thrown back into Society, where they must be gentlemen again. By God, I have been selfish, he thought, closing his eyes and damning himself for leaving them, coming out here to lick his wounds. If he had stayed in London, if he had looked after Sherbrooke better … I should have been there.

He bowed his head, agonized by the thought. Clearly, he had tarried in solitude long enough.

When he lifted his head again, his eyes were as cold and gray as stone, and when he spoke, his voice was the controlled, deadened monotone of a seasoned commander. ‘I will be needed in London for the burial, I presume. He was not close to his family.’

Lucien passed an uneasy glance over his face, trying to read him. ‘There’s something else.’ He reached into his waistcoat and took out a folded piece of paper, handing it to him. ‘Sherbrooke’s solicitor has already tried to contact you. I told him I would deliver this. It seems Jason named you not only executor of his will, but guardian of his ward.’

‘Damn, I had forgotten,’ he murmured, taking the letter. He cracked the seal and unfolded it with a private shudder to recall the conversation after the Battle of Albuera when Sherbrooke, half dead from saber wounds, his right arm gone, had begged him to accept the guardianship of his little orphaned niece if he didn’t survive. Damien had assured him that, of course, he would.

With a wave of loss that he quickly tamped down, he remembered how Sherbrooke used to buy souvenirs for the little girl, sending bits of Spanish lace and beads back to England for her from every town they conquered. Gaudy, colorful scarves, little dolls, satin slippers.

What the devil was her name again? He skimmed the solicitor’s letter. Yardley School, Warwickshire …

He had never seen the child, but he knew she was the bastard daughter of Sherbrooke’s deceased eldest brother, Viscount Hubert, by his mistress, who had been some sort of actress. Before Albuera, Sherbrooke had spoken often of the lively child, reading her earnest, little-girl letters aloud, to the hilarity of the officers at the mess, but after being maimed, he seemed to forget all about her, withdrawing into himself, drinking ever more heavily.

Ah, yes, he thought, scanning down the page. That was it.

Miranda.

Just like the girl in Shakespeare’s The Tempest. A deuced fanciful name for an English schoolgirl, he thought with a stern frown. No doubt it was the actress’s doing. He supposed the chit was fourteen or fifteen by now – or had she passed that age years ago? he wondered with a sudden flicker of uneasiness. He brushed it aside. Folding the solicitor’s letter, he tucked it into his breast pocket.

Duty had a galvanizing effect on him. For a man of action, he had felt cut adrift since his regiment had been dissolved at the close of the war. He rolled up his emotions and tucked them away as quickly as a piquet could pull up camp and march. For the first time in weeks, he had some direction. After all, his demons could not haunt him when his mind was fixed on helping other people – his men, his new ward. He would hurry to London, arrange the memorial service for Jason, and steady his men after this difficult blow. With Lucien’s background in espionage for the Foreign Office, the two of them would help Bow Street however they could in the effort to find the person who had done this; then Damien would ride to Warwickshire to break the news in person to the girl about her uncle’s death.

Damn, he thought bleakly. That would be the hardest part. He would rather rush a fortified line of French earthworks than face a female’s tears, no matter her age, but it had to be done.

He looked hollowly at Lucien, the silver-tongued, multilingual diplomat-spy. ‘How do you tell a little girl who watched her parents drown that the only person left in the world who loved her is dead?’

Lucien winced and shook his head. ‘Gently, my friend. Very, very gently.’

‘Jesus,’ Damien whispered, then looked away and let out a sharp curse under his breath. For Sherbrooke’s sake, he vowed to give the girl the best of everything, even if it meant foregoing the purchase of the broodmares with which he had planned on starting his racing stock in the spring – his dream, such as it was.

Above all, he would find out who had done this.

‘I’ll go with you to London if you wish,’ Lucien offered, watching him closely.

‘Thanks,’ he muttered, scratching his scruffy jaw with a barren sigh. ‘I’ve got to shave.’

Ready or not, it was time to face the world.

Warwickshire, a week later

‘The food is hideous. I hate Mistress Brocklehurst. I was never meant to be worked like a galley slave. I wish I was dead!’

‘Oh, Amy, quit whining. I did three times more work than you today, and you don’t see me moping.’ This tart reply issued from within the hollow of the unlit fireplace, echoing slightly, but only the speaker’s drab, purple school uniform was visible, streaked with ashes, above a pair of prettily turned calves in black worsted stockings and battered half boots.

‘But you have to do the most,’ Amy said, her blond curls drooping like the feather duster in her hand. ‘You’re the eldest. And the strongest.’

‘And you’re the laziest,’ Miranda FitzHubert retorted as she crawled backward out of the hearth with a smudge of soot on her nose. She stood, winced, gave her aching back a stretch, then elbowed the pouting twelve-year-old aside as she marched over to rinse her cleaning rag in the bucket of blackened water. ‘Hurry up, you lot!’ she ordered the other dull, spiritless girls. ‘I’ve got to be out of here by five, and nobody had better make me late.’ It was the one, precious, magical night a month that made her existence bearable.

‘Yes, Miranda,’ the others murmured at their tasks around the cold, drafty schoolroom.

The main body of the school’s thirty pupils had left for the holiday break, but the four girls presently scrubbing the schoolroom – Miranda, Amy, Sally, and Jane – had no families to go home to and so had to spend their dismal Christmases at Yardley. They were a company of outcasts – by-blows, orphans, poor relations – forgotten and unloved. To pay for their keep between sessions, the headmistress, Brocklehurst, had put them to work with tasks that would have caused a scullery maid to shudder.

‘What do you suppose the others are doing right now?’ Sally mused aloud as she carefully wiped the baseboards.

‘Oh,’ Jane sighed, standing on a chair to polish the wall sconces, ‘I’ll bet they’re baking pies with their mothers or shopping for presents for their papas.’

‘Who cares what they’re doing? I don’t see why you all are so gloomy. It’s a lot more peaceful around here without them,’ Miranda muttered, then attacked the caked-on dirt coating the brass fireplace grill.

Meanwhile, the clock on the mantel above her went on ticking relentlessly. She lifted her soot-smudged face and glanced at it. A quarter to five! God’s knuckles, she would never make it in time! The curtain rose at six.

Mentally rehearsing her lines for the umpteenth time, she redoubled her efforts, vehemently scrubbing the brass gridiron until she could make out the reflection of her own green eyes blazing with determination in it.

She hurried the others along until, at last, they finished cleaning the schoolroom from top to bottom, put away their brooms and brushes. Miranda hushed Amy’s chattering as the girls tiptoed past the headmistress’s parlor, where Brocklehurst and Mr. Reed, the cheese-paring clergyman who had founded Yardley School for Girls, were having tea with the nasty old ladies from the Altar Guild.

The girls climbed the stairs to their cold, bare dormitory on the topmost floor of the old converted farmhouse. Moonlight striped the darkened room from the long row of windows on the wall. Striding down the long line of cots to the smoldering hearth at the far end of the dreary room, Miranda’s step was light in anticipation of her long-awaited adventure. She glanced out through the frosted pane and saw yesterday’s snow still thinly covering the surrounding fields. Though it was scarcely past five o’clock, full darkness had fallen.

‘How can ye have any energy at all, Miranda?’ Jane asked wearily, falling onto her cot. ‘You worked like a dog.’

‘I’m too excited to be tired – and too nervous,’ she confessed. As the other girls lay inert on their cots or shut the curtains and began undressing with slow, weary movements, Miranda hurried to the crackling fire and pulled the cauldron out carefully on its metal crane. She ladled a washbasin full of the steaming water, then lit a few rushlights in the dark room.

They glowed like orange fireflies as she set them around her to light her task, her jittery anticipation growing by the minute. Will there be many people in the audience tonight? She hoped the playhouse was full to the rafters and bursting at the seams. The soldiers from the nearby barracks always loved her. Sometimes the travelers from the coaching inn came for the entertainments, as well. Maybe some fashionable Londoners would even be there. Maybe they would think she was even good enough for Drury Lane! she thought. Well, almost.

Soap in hand, she scrubbed her face, throat, and hands, scouring the dirt out from underneath her nails, dabbing the moist washcloth over her long, dark, wavy hair to get the soot out of it. The girls watched her in dull-eyed interest as they waited for Mrs. Warren, the cook, to bring up their tea and one slice of stale bread each.

Amy sidled up to her with a petulant look. ‘I want to come with you!’

‘Absolutely not.’

‘Why?’

‘They don’t let children in.’

‘But I want to hear you sing in the burletta. I want to see you dance in the ballet!’

‘Too bad,’ Miranda replied briskly as she plopped down onto the nearest cot and took off her sorry black boots and peeled off her smelly black worsted stockings. She put the washbasin on the floor and stepped into it with a giant sigh of pleasure; then she sank down on the edge of the bed again, savoring the luxury of letting her feet soak for a few minutes. She would be on them for the next six or seven hours, after all, mostly dancing.

‘You’re so lucky. It’s not fair. I want to be an actress, too! You’re going to run away with Mr. Chipping’s acting troupe, and I shall die!’

‘I wouldn’t do that to you, Amy.’

‘Really?’ The child sat down beside her and put her arm around her, leaning on her shoulder like the most devoted little sister, though her eyes sparkled with mischief.

Miranda cast her a wry smile. ‘If I ran off, how would my Uncle Jason know where to find me when he comes to fetch me?’ If he ever comes, she thought, but did not utter the dismal words aloud.

‘Please can I put on some of your rouge?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘Amy, you’re twelve.’

‘Rouge is wicked,’ Sally announced, pushing herself up to a seated position from where she had sprawled on her cot.

Amy grinned at her. ‘Of course it is. That’s why Miranda likes it. Miranda, when you’re a rich and famous London actress, will you come and fetch me out of Yardley?’

Her long, dark hair slipped forward over Miranda’s shoulders as she bent down to wash her soaking feet. ‘If you promise not to whine every day.’

‘I won’t have anything to whine about!’ Amy hopped up to sit on the heavy table by the wall, swinging her crossed heels prettily. ‘Just parties and balls and fine frocks and a hundred boys to swear they love me.’

Miranda looked at her dubiously and lifted her feet out of the basin. She was hurriedly drying her feet and legs when all of a sudden, a bloodcurdling scream shot up through the floor. All the girls froze and looked around at one other, wide-eyed.

Amy jumped down off the table and began hopping about in panic. ‘Oh, no! Oh, no!’

Miranda whirled to her. ‘What have you done now?’

‘Nothing! It wasn’t me!’

‘Amy!’

‘FitzHuberrrrt!’ Brocklehurst’s roar zoomed up the stairs, followed in the next instant by marching footsteps that the girls knew all too well and feared like the advance of a Roman legion.

Miranda glanced in distress at the closed door of the dormitory, then at the child. Amy’s round face was pale and she was backing away from the door.

‘Amy, what happened?’

‘It was an accident!’

‘Oh, blast, Amy. What did you break now?’

Amy’s huge blue eyes filled with tears. ‘Her stupid Wedgwood doggy!’

Every girl in the room gasped with dread.

‘Oh, no,’ Miranda whispered, her heart sinking.

Brocklehurst’s tirades tended to be lengthy. This could interfere with her slipping away tonight to reach the Pavilion Theatre in time. If she didn’t leave in fifteen minutes, she would miss the curtain call. Mr. Chipping had given her the starring role as the heroine in tonight’s burletta, The Venetian Outlaw. If she failed him, he might never give her such a large part again. He already thought all actresses were irresponsible. She didn’t want to prove him right.

‘Amy, you have to own up—’

‘But Mr. Reed will flog me! Please, Miranda, I didn’t mean to do it! I was only dusting it while you went to get another pail of water. It fell off the mantel.’

‘And you simply put it back?’ she exclaimed.

‘It didn’t shatter – there were only four or five big pieces. I rested them back together and leaned it against the mirror.’

‘You were too busy primping at your own reflection, I warrant!’ she said angrily.

‘No, I wasn’t, I swear! I didn’t think anyone would notice it was broken! Or I thought maybe Brocklehurst would think she had broken it herself the next time she went to pick it up! Please, Miranda, you have to help me! She’s going to kill me!’ the child shrieked. ‘Please!’

‘Damn and blast!’ Miranda cursed under her breath, whirling around as the door slammed back on its hinges. Her body tensed, well used to this fight.

Miss Brocklehurst towered in the doorway. The candle in her hand illuminated the severe angles of her mannish face, further harshened by wrath. ‘FitzHubert.’

The woman always emphasized the Fitz in her last name as though to remind Miranda deliberately of her illegitimate status, but she refused to be ashamed of the lovely, flamboyant creature who had been her ill-fated mama.

In her other hand, Brocklehurst suddenly held up the decapitated head of her Wedgwood china doggy. ‘You bad, cruel, horrid girl! I know full well you hate me, but this – this is beyond the pale!’

Miranda summoned forth her acting skills and forced her chin downward. She clasped her hands behind her back, the picture of contrition. ‘I apologize, ma’am. It was an accident.’

‘“I apologize, ma’am. It was an accident,”’ she mimicked spitefully. ‘Do you think I shall let you off so easily?’ Bristling, Miss Brocklehurst prowled into the room. She set her candle on the nearby table. ‘Bad, proud, intractable girl! I have tried – oh, how I’ve tried – to make something of you, but you will never amount to anything.’

Miranda’s chin came up a notch. Her green eyes narrowed with blazing defiance. Oh, yes I will. Bad, proud, intractable – maybe that much was true. But she would amount to something. They’d see. She knew exactly what she wanted to be; she had dreams they could never crush. Dreams that would take her far, far away from here.

‘Don’t you dare glare at me, girl,’ Brocklehurst warned, but Miranda was too angry to obey, staring at her in simmering rebellion.

Crack!

The blow took her off guard. Miranda’s head snapped to the side with the force of the headmistress’s slap. Amy stifled a scream, clapping both of her hands over her mouth.

Recovering from the blow, Miranda insolently turned the other cheek, like a true Christian.

The headmistress glowered at her for it, but did not strike her again. ‘You insufferable baggage. You shall have no supper tonight, nor tomorrow night, nor the night after that. I’ll starve you into submission, if need be! And you will be on slops duty – for a fortnight!’

Ugh, not the chamber pots. Miranda grimaced and looked away in revulsion.

‘Miss Brocklehurst, if I may, do allow me to intervene,’ a nasally male voice intoned from the doorway.

Miranda instantly stiffened. Paling, she looked over as the Reverend Mr. Reed sauntered into the dormitory in all his pompous indecency, no doubt happy for an excuse to glimpse the girls wearing nothing but their shifts.

Jane grabbed her frock with a gasp, and Sally dove beneath the bedsheets in horrified modesty as his gaze flicked over them. Then, lingeringly, he eyed little Amy.

Miranda felt her blood run cold. ‘I said it was an accident,’ she forced out, drawing the pervert’s attention to herself.

His gaze darted to her in warning. ‘What is this impertinence, FitzHubert? Do not speak unless you are spoken to.’

She held his gaze in loathing. For all of Miss Brocklehurst’s spite and bullying, far worse was Mr. Reed’s inability to keep his hands to himself. And when it came to discipline, wielding the birch was his favorite pastime. It had been weeks since he’d had the opportunity to flog anyone. Miranda gulped silently, fearful that he was eager to keep his hand in play.

‘This act of subterfuge indicates a serious lack of moral development,’ he remarked, stalking slowly toward her, his pale, long-fingered hands dangling at his sides. He had thinning hair, a bony beak of a nose, and shifty eyes. Tall and spare, he stood with a slight stoop that added to his air of furtiveness. ‘Are you proud of this act of destruction, FitzHubert?’

‘Pride is her natural manner,’ Brocklehurst said in contempt.

‘Mm, yes, vanity. Are you vain because men think you beautiful, miss?’ His stare raked her body and her face. ‘Do you forget that pride is first among the mortal sins, the very sin that toppled the angels?’

‘I have tried for years to remove that stain from her character,’ Brocklehurst chimed in, nodding.

‘As have I, ma’am, as have I. Alas, I see we both have failed,’ he said, staring at Miranda for a moment in lecherous malice. ‘In addition to what Miss Brocklehurst has indicated, you will come to my office tomorrow following the eleven o’clock service and take your punishment from my hand … privately.’

Miranda flinched down into the core of her soul and closed her eyes, dropping her chin slightly, but she knew better than to argue with him. That would only make it worse. It doesn’t matter, she told herself fiercely. She had lived through the humiliation and pain of a flogging before. Amy had been saved again. That was all that mattered – that, and tonight’s performance. She could get through it tomorrow if only she could have her dream tonight.

When she heard Amy sobbing a few feet away, she feared the guilty child would confess. She shot the girl a sharp look askance. Hold your tongue.

In that moment, more than she despised Brocklehurst, even more than she detested Mr. Reed, she cursed Uncle Jason for abandoning her here and going off to war, forgetting about her. She despised him for it.

Patriotism, bah! she thought bitterly. He had gone for the adventure and had long since forgotten she existed. He had left her, his bastard niece, dangling here between two worlds – neither aristocratic, like her father, nor fallen, like Mama. He barely even remembered to pay her tuition anymore, as Brocklehurst frequently reminded her. She was little better than a charity girl, and that was even more humiliating than having to submit to the birch. Closing her eyes, she fought the feeling of it all crushing her. Only by remembering the last time she was onstage could she even breathe.

She struggled to remember the faces of the people who had watched her in delight and admiration and had listened to her singing with charmed looks. She knew of course that the rollicking entertainments and gaudy spectacles at the Pavilion hardly ranked as legitimate theater; Mama would have lifted her nose at the place with a diva’s disdain. The amphitheater served another audience entirely – not lords and ladies, but the working people of Birmingham’s factories, potteries, breweries, and mills, those who dug its canals, and the nearby garrison of soldiers. Miranda didn’t care. Even if it was only a third-rate circuit theater, when the limelights gleamed and the applause rushed over her, she was someone else up there, someone beautiful and carefree, who made everybody happy, like her mother had. She made people laugh and forget their woes, and when they applauded and cheered and even threw flowers, for a fleeting instant, she was someone who was loved.

It was the closest she would ever come to recapturing those halcyon days in her father’s glittering world of wealth and privilege, when she had been a little girl and would sing and dance to entertain her doting, wonderful parents. Life had been safe and warm then, full of Father’s manly elegance and Mother’s butterfly joie de vivre. How they had loved each other! If only they had been married, she thought in misery. If only tonight she could run away with the circuit company and never, ever come back to Yardley to be abused and beaten and called all manner of hurtful things.

But she knew what would happen to Amy if she left. She had seen the way Mr. Reed watched the pretty child when he thought no one was looking. Miranda had made it her mission to see that he kept his distance, because she was the only person at Yardley School who dared defy him. Even if Reed and Brocklehurst ground out her spirit one particle at a time, she refused to abandon that vexing little girl the way she had been abandoned.

Having handed down her sentence, Mr. Reed and Miss Brocklehurst marched out in haughty procession. When the door had shut and the girls were alone once more, there was a terrible, hollow silence.

The only sound was Amy’s soft, mournful crying, until Miranda’s stomach grumbled indignantly, at which noise, Amy cried harder. ‘You can have my supper, Miranda. It’s all my fault—’

‘Oh, shut up, Amy. It doesn’t matter. The food is wretched anyway.’ Miranda put her head down and quickly turned away to hide the tears smarting in her eyes. She lowered herself to her knees beside her cot and reached under the straw pallet, carefully pulling out her costume. She held it up and gazed at it in reverent silence. It made her heart ache, it was so beautiful, spun from ethereal gossamer muslin in the most delicate shade of pale lavender, embroidered with silver spangles.

The other girls gathered around, staring at the costume in wordless awe, as though it were a mysterious artifact from another world. It was a gown for a fairy princess, a changeling child caught between the mortal world and the fey one, belonging fully in neither. Miranda shrugged off the haunting thought. Having washed up prior to her sentencing, she sat on her cot and quickly donned the flesh-colored tights that all the dancers and actresses wore beneath their costumes, then lifted off her workaday purple dress, rinsed the rest of her body with a washcloth, shivering in the cold, and slipped into the sleeveless muslin dress. At once, she felt herself transformed.

Hurrying to the mirror, she tied her thick, wavy hair back with the matching lavender bandeau. The other girls looked on in growing wonder all the while. She dabbed a drop of rouge on her cheeks and rubbed it into her lips, then looked around for her slippers. She slid the sequined, satin dancing slippers out from under her cot, but pulled her worn, clunky half boots back on, for she still had a long trek through the snow to reach the Pavilion.

Amy looked at her morosely as Miranda donned her mantle over the skimpy lavender gown, Miranda gave her fellow orphan a brilliant smile that she hoped looked fearless. Amy smiled wanly and opened the window for her. Jane stood on a chair and looped the rope that Miranda had stolen to serve as her escape ladder around one of the exposed rafters.

Peering out the window, she assessed her escape briefly before climbing up onto the sill and grasping the rope. In short order, she shimmied down the side of the building, holding on to the line like one of Admiral Lord Nelson’s ablest seamen. The light snow crunched under her boots as she plunked down onto the ground.

She signaled for the girls to draw the rope back in; then Amy tossed down her dancing slippers one at a time. The child waved woefully, her golden curls drooping.

‘Don’t forget to go down and unlock the kitchen door after everyone’s asleep!’ Miranda called to her in a whisper.

Amy nodded and waved. ‘Break a leg!’

Miranda blew her a kiss; picked up her slippers, one in each hand; and ran. The winter moon shone on the snow-frosted roof of Yardley School, which sat on Coventry Road about three miles outside of Birmingham, in sight of the River Cole and the Warwick Canal. It was a large, old, rectangular farmhouse of gray stone, with white-painted shutters and a slate roof. The school and all its miseries receded into the darkness behind her as Miranda raced away through the fields north of the village.

The clear December evening was so still it seemed to be holding its breath. The cold was sharp, but the silver gleam of moon and stars glittered magically on the snow in every direction as far as the eye could see. The only sound was her panting and her footfalls as she ran. Her misting breath streamed out behind her like a bridal veil.

She saw a band of deer pawing through the snow for forage. A startled hare darted across her path. At last, she came to a silent country road and turned left. A few minutes later, she skittered nervously across the bridge over the River Cole. She hated going over bridges. Having watched her parents drown, she wanted nothing to do with any body of water anywhere on earth. On the other side of the bridge, at Bordesley Green, her adventure took on its usual element of danger. The vagrants’ bonfires were burning, out there on the distant green. She summoned forth a burst of speed and sprinted as fast as she could, skirting the large, dark, open expanse. They called it Mud City.

It was the blight of Birmingham – a growing squatters’ village inhabited by criminals, beggars, pickpockets, thieves, and low, skulking rascals of every stripe. They had set up camp on the green and were so insolent that they had frightened the mayor and the town elders into letting them stay, lest they riot. The nearby garrison of soldiers had been stationed there to make sure the filthy creatures kept the peace. Miranda knew it was reckless of her to pass on the outskirts of their territory, but she was almost late and it was the quickest way to the Pavilion. She was freezing in her skimpy costume. Besides, she was not easily intimidated by anyone.

As she came away from the dark, open space of the green and approached the Pavilion, she saw the gaslights shining inside. Her heart leaped with rising excitement. Outside the theater, people were milling about everywhere, queued up to buy their entrance tokens, mostly men finishing their cigars before going in to find a seat. She raced up to the building, attracting numerous stares and half a dozen indecent propositions, but she ignored them and took no offense, for she knew full well how most of the girls in this business made extra money.

She pounded up the wooden steps of the back entrance, her heart racing with excitement. This night was special somehow. She could feel it.

Marching through the back hallway, she flung into the dressing room with a beaming smile.

‘Miss White!’ the players greeted her, using her stage name. She dared not use her real name, for her Uncle Jason would throttle her if he ever found out about this.

‘You’re late! We were beginning to worry!’ the clown said anxiously.
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