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			For all the ghosts who kindly haunted me during my childhood.
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			CHAPTER 1

			THE WARRING MONKS

			MOST EMINENT ARBITER of the King’s Laws, Duellist of Well-­Deserved Renown and, Perhaps Boldly Stated, My Colleague in the Investigation of Matters Occult and Supernatural Pertaining to the Safety of Our Troubled Nation, I Greet You Thus, Estevar Valejan Duerisi Borros,

			Rumours of theological disputes erupting between the monks of my abbey will have reached your notoriously vigilant ears by now. Though not subject to the King’s Laws, Isola Sombra nonetheless resides within your judicial circuit, and it is for this reason, as well as for your particular investigative expertise, that I seek out your assistance at this most troubling hour.

			Given your often hostile attitude towards religion, you may have already deemed this a mundane ecclesiastical dispute beneath the notice of a Magistrate so highly regarded as to have been dubbed the King’s Crucible.

			‘Bickering among religious zealots can neither be described as unusual or of any great importance,’ I imagine you declaring upon receiving the news, no doubt fiddling with the braids of that preposterous beard of yours (I must again remind you, Estevar, that the oiling of one’s hair is both a sign of vanity and, given those foreign scents you will insist on employing in this unwise aromatic endeavour, an offence against those downwind of you). ‘That silly old Venia,’ you will be muttering to yourself as you read this letter, ‘forever predicting hurricanes from every stray summer breeze.’

			We have never been friends, you and I – indeed, our correspondences on the intersection between religion and the supernatural have often grown so heated as to make me wonder whether you are about to appear at my door with a rapier in one hand and a writ for a duella honoria in the other. Perhaps the disharmony between us is inevitable: I am a priest and you a magistrate; I serve the Gods and you serve a set of laws written by fallible kings and queens. But while I have tried many times to make you a man of faith, it is precisely that lack of faith on which I must now depend.

			Something unnatural takes place within the walls of Isola Sombra. Since the murders of the gods two years ago, debates have raged as to which new divinities will take their place. What began as earnest theological enquiry has become a conflagration that will engulf us all. I fear what might ensue, should angry words turn to condemnation, and condemnation to open warfare within the abbey. My efforts to calm my brethren have failed, and my own status as Abbot of Isola Sombra diminished to an empty title and a tower from which I dare not venture.

			Estevar, I have asked a trusted emissary to place copies of this letter in the hands of every travelling Bardatti troubadour passing through this duchy in hopes that one of them finds you in whichever courtroom or duelling circle your passion for justice and intemperate nature has brought you. I need a Magistrate, Estevar. I need the only Greatcoat in all of Tristia who understands both the laws of this land and the occult traditions that have both protected and plagued it in the past. My only hope is that the monks of my abbey will place their trust in the King’s Crucible to resolve the theological disputes over which my own counsel no longer holds sway.

			Ride swiftly to Isola Sombra, Estevar, I beg you. It is from this holy place that religion first spread throughout Tristia. If we fail to purge the divisions between my brethren, something far more dangerous may be coming in its wake.

			Venia, Abbot of Isola Sombra

		

	
		
			PART THE FIRST

			THE SIGILS OF SEVERING

			[image: ]

			The first sigils of the rite are not an unlocking, but a separation. Begin by washing and chilling the flesh, then inscribe upon the skin the symbols depicted herein, chanting the words as set forth below, and with every stroke strip away the will from the mind. Once the two are irrevocably severed, then shall the body become a canvas for your intentions.

		

	
		
			chapter 2

			THE ABBEY IN THE SEA

			Out beyond the shore of the Western Sea, a great abbey towers above the waves. Tall as any castle, Isola Sombra’s treasures are the envy of princes. Its six colossal spires, armoured in stone walls impervious to the buffeting winds and pelting rains, rise up as if to taunt the gods to which they were once consecrated. The relentless fury of the storms which lately assail the abbey suggests such impertinence has not gone unnoticed. Given those same gods were murdered two years ago, an inquisitive traveller to this once holy site might wonder whose outrage now summons the tempest?

			The tiny islet upon which the abbey was built centuries ago is tethered to the mainland by a half-­mile-­long causeway barely wide enough for two carts to pass each other without one being shoved off the slippery cobbles and into the sea. During the winter months, thick fogs often blanket the causeway, blinding travellers to the unpredictable currents. Anyone foolish enough to attempt the crossing during a squall is likely to find themselves swept away beneath the ocean swells, horses, wagons and all.

			Estevar Borros had neither wagon nor horse. He slumped heavily in the saddle somewhat precariously strapped to the mule he’d purchased six months ago at the start of his judicial circuit. He’d named the beast Imperious, though the ostentatious sobriquet wasn’t due to any regal bearing evinced by the mule, but rather for the way its rain-­drenched muzzle would turn every few plodding steps so it could glare at its rider and remind him precisely who was to blame for their soggy predicament.

			‘The fault isn’t mine,’ Estevar grumbled, his words drowned out by the sleet and rain currently hampering their approach to the causeway. ‘Bring suit against the First Cantor if you’re so aggrieved. It was she who assigned us this gods-­be-­damned judicial circuit that never ends.’

			Imperious offered his own grunt in reply, which Estevar took as agreement that the responsibility did indeed lie some two hundred miles to the northeast with a woman barely nineteen years of age whom fate – and the execrable former First Cantor of the Greatcoats – had placed in charge of the King’s Travelling Magistrates.

			Estevar’s ice-­cold fingers reached beneath the dripping black braids of his beard to pull up the collar of his muddy crimson greatcoat in a hopeless attempt to protect his neck from the beating rain. Even this small movement drew a groan from him. That damned wound . . . The seven-­inch gash just above the bottom rib on his left side showed no sign of healing. This particular ache could not, alas, be blamed on the new First Cantor, but rather on Estevar’s own temper.

			Staring into the thick fog ahead of them, he could almost picture that suave, conceited duellist standing there: long and lean, his blade swift as a devil’s tail, his spirit unburdened by conscience. His employer, a wealthy lord caravanner charged with the murder of his own wife, had demanded an appeal by combat after Estevar had rendered his verdict. There had been no necessity to accept the challenge; the evidence had been incontrovertible, and King’s magistrates aren’t bound to cross swords with every belligerent who disagrees with the outcome of a trial. And yet . . . there was that smirk on the too-­handsome face of the merchant’s champion, as if no one so wide of girth as Estevar could possibly score a touch against him.

			In fact, Estevar had won first blood. His use of an unusual Gitabrian sword bind – rather clever, he’d thought at the time – had sent his smug opponent hurtling to the courtroom floor. A single clean thrust to the forearm with the tip of Estevar’s rapier – hardly more than a scratch – had been precisely the sort of merciful and honourable declaration of victory expected of a Greatcoat. When the clerk of the court struck the bell to end the duel in Estevar’s favour, he had even extended a hand to assist the man back to his feet.

			Arrogance. Sheer, wanton arrogance.

			His enraged opponent had pushed himself off the floor with one hand and delivered a vicious rapier cut with the other. Worse, at the instant of full extension, he’d added injury to insult by turning his wrist to add a vicious puncture to an already deep laceration, the sort of wound that invariably leads to infection and rarely heals properly.

			The King’s Third Law of Judicial Duelling was unequivocal on the matter: Estevar was the victor. Unfortunately, the local viscount, no admirer of the king’s meddling magistrates, had taken advantage of Estevar’s public humiliation to overrule his verdict. The lord caravanner had ridden away unpunished. His murdered wife was buried in an unmarked grave the next morning, denied both justice and priestly blessings.

			Estevar pressed a hand over the nagging wound. There wasn’t so much as a scratch on the leather. The bone plates sewn into the lining would have protected him, had he not been so vain that he’d consented to the duellist’s demand that he fight without it.

			‘Surely so redoubtable a physique, one so voluminous in vigour, needs no armour to protect the many, many layers of valorous flesh beneath?’ the tall, sleek fellow had shouted mockingly before the entire court. ‘What use those silly bone plates sewn into the lining of that preposterous garment you “Greatcoats”’ – he’d imbued the word with such irony! – ‘insist on wearing when compared to the blubber straining its seams?’

			Fool of a fool of a fool, Estevar’s mother would have chided him – which was nothing compared to the lashing he could expect to receive from the preposterously young First Cantor when this last stop on his judicial circuit was dealt with and he returned to Castle Aramor.

			Voluminous, he thought bitterly, pressing even harder against the wound, but failing to ease the sting. Six days and a hundred miles since he’d cleaned and sewn up the cut, but the pain hadn’t abated one jot. Worse, it now felt hot to the touch, suggesting infection. Perhaps if I survive the fever I’ll name the scar ‘Voluminous’ as a reminder to have a thicker skin in future.

			‘And now what shall we do, Imperious?’ he asked the mule. ‘We’re under no obligation to heed the abbot’s request for judicial arbitration between his unruly monks. As Venia so reliably reminded us in his letter, Isola Sombra does not consider itself subject to the King’s Laws. Why should we tarry here when we could already be on our way home?’

			Despite his optimistic words, Estevar had no illusions about the welcome awaiting him at Aramor once the First Cantor learned that one of her magistrates had lost a judicial appeal he’d been under no obligation to grant in the first place, only to then take a grievous injury due entirely to his inexcusable pride rather than any skill of his opponent. He would be lucky if she didn’t immediately demand he relinquish his coat of office.

			Imperious swivelled his sorrel head once again, this time in an attempt to bite his rider’s hand as punishment for bringing him to this hellish place. Evidently, it wasn’t only the First Cantor to whom Estevar owed profuse apologies.

			‘Let us away home then,’ he declared, tugging gently on the reins to circle his mount back towards the mainland road. ‘We’ll leave the monks to their quarrels.’

			He was about to give the mule’s flanks an encouraging nudge when a voice shouted out from the mists, ‘Hold where you are!’

			Man and mule both turned. The grey haze between the mainland and the causeway had thickened, distorting the voice and making it difficult to locate its source. A less experienced traveller might have heard the command of an angry ghost come to exact revenge for some long-­forgotten crime. Estevar, however, had investigated many supposed supernatural apparitions during his tenure as a Greatcoat, and quickly decided this one sounded more man than spectre. He patted Imperious’ neck to calm him, but the mule lowered his head and hunched his shoulders, as if determined to leap into battle against their unknown assailant.

			‘Who approaches the cursed Abbey of Isola Sombra?’ the hidden figure demanded.

			Estevar closed his eyes a moment, allowing the eerie echoes to surround him. The voice was deep, confident, but that gravitas was trained rather than natural. The accent – most notably the rising inflection on the last vowel of the abbey’s name, almost as if he were saying ‘Som–brae’ – suggested a commoner raised in this duchy, not highborn himself, but accustomed to being in the presence of nobles.

			He reached back for the oilcloth bag strapped behind the cantle. He’d wanted to protect his rapier from the rain and hadn’t anticipated having to fight his way into an abbey famed almost as much for its hospitality as its wealth. With his fingers chilled to the bone, the knots were proving perniciously difficult to untie. His mind, however, was moving more nimbly, envisioning the unfolding scene from the perspective of the fellow who now sought to block his passage.

			He sees only a fat man in a leather greatcoat slouched wearily upon a mule, Estevar thought, someone too slow to present a genuine threat. Someone he can bully as he pleases.

			This was, regrettably, a common enough conclusion on meeting Estevar Borros. A magistrate’s first duty being to the truth, he decided it was incumbent upon him to cure this new acquaintance of a potentially fatal ignorance. He coughed briefly before allowing his own deep baritone to rumble across the sandy shore.

			‘To you, stranger, is the privilege of greeting Estevar Valejan Duerisi Borros, often called the King’s Crucible. As one of His Majesty’s Travelling Magistrates, the duty of hearing appeals to the King’s Justice throughout the Seventh Circuit of Tristia falls to me. Any fool who stands in the way of that endeavour will soon find himself flat on his back, gazing up at the sky and asking the gods why they cursed him with such poor judgement as to challenge me.’

			Not bad, Estevar mused, all thoughts of abandoning the monks to their own devices banished as he drew his rapier. The cadence was a little off, but melodious eloquence is surely too much to ask of a fellow in my feverish state.

			At last, a tall figure emerged from the mists. First came the glint of steel, the position and angle suggesting a longsword held in a high guard. Next came the shimmer of a chainmail surcoat partly covered by a hooded cloak of pure white trimmed in silver and emblazoned with three azure eyes across the front.

			A Knight of the March of Someil, Estevar reasoned, which explained both the accent and commanding tone.

			The chainmail was going to be a problem. Estevar’s rapier was a duelling weapon meant for courtroom trials and back-­alley ambushes, not squaring off on the battlefield against armoured knights. Tristian steel came in varying qualities, however, and a Greatcoat’s rapier was as fine a weapon as was ever forged in this benighted little country. Wielded with force and precision, the point could shatter the links of a mail surcoat to find the fragile flesh beneath. That was, of course, assuming its wielder was not already wounded and exhausted.

			The wise move would be to fight from atop the mule. The added height afforded a superior position, and Imperious was no shy pony to cower in the face of danger. Should the need arise to flee, being already in the saddle would increase the odds of escape.

			But my opponent is a man of war, Estevar reminded himself, trained to slash the throat of his enemy’s mount first to counter his advantage.

			He dismounted, hiding his unsteadiness beneath a show of nonchalance. He patted his mule’s reddish-­brown mane and whispered into one long, twitching ear, ‘No heroics, my friend. When the first blow is struck, turn tail and run. Find yourself a mare and – well, as I don’t suppose mules can reproduce, just enjoy yourself and think fondly of your old friend Estevar.’

			Imperious ignored him, instead issuing a braying warning to the approaching knight. Running away clearly wasn’t the beast’s style.

			‘Damned good mule,’ Estevar murmured, bringing his rapier up to a centreline guard suitable for initiating a deceptive flick at the eyes followed by a more powerful – and desperate – thrust to the narrow gap between helm and gorget, which would be his best hope of evading the mail surcoat.

			‘Borros?’ the knight called out, coming into full view at last. A handsome devil, you had to give him that. The very portrait of a young chevalier: broad in the shoulder, narrow in the hips, square-­jawed and golden-­haired beneath a steel half-­helm. Even the broken nose lent his otherwise smooth features a determined dignity. No doubt many a lad and lass had swooned over this one. At his side dangled a curved ivory horn. Estevar had known the blare of such instruments to carry for miles across flat terrain. ‘You are truly Estevar Borros, the King’s Crucible?’ the knight asked.

			‘The storm is not so deafening that you failed to hear me the first time,’ he replied, widening his stance and raising the blade of his rapier. ‘Now, stop where you are. Inclement weather and poor soil make for arduous grave-­digging, and I have more pressing business at the abbey.’

			Without warning, the knight rushed Estevar. The fool might well have impaled himself, had not the combination of a magistrate’s quick judgement and a duellist’s quick instincts enabled Estevar to tilt his rapier blade off-­line in time to stop the point sliding over the steel gorget and into the knight’s exposed throat.

			‘My name is Sir Daven Colraig,’ the young knight declared, hugging Estevar with frantic relief. ‘I am Sheriff Outrider to His Lordship, Margrave Someil. It was he who commanded me to await you here these past seven days.’

			‘Seven days?’ Estevar had to suppress a groan when the young man’s exuberant squeezing aggravated his wound. He shoved the fellow away, not quite as gently as he’d intended. ‘You expect me to believe you’ve been out in this storm for an entire week?’

			Sir Daven nodded, water dripping from his helm onto the golden locks plastered to his forehead. ‘Indeed, Eminence. The margrave had hoped you would arrive sooner.’

			‘My pace was perhaps more leisurely than anticipated,’ Estevar admitted.

			Yet why would the Margrave of Someil be keeping abreast of a magistrate’s travels? And why would he make one of his knights camp out in the cold and wet until my arrival?

			‘The Abbey of Isola Sombra is less than half a mile across the causeway,’ Estevar observed. ‘The monks are known for their gracious hospitality to all who arrive at their gates. Why await me here? Unless it was to prevent me from reaching them myself?’

			Sir Daven slid a gauntleted hand into his cloak and withdrew a cylinder of black leather roughly eight inches long and barely an inch in diameter. The message sheath was banded in azure and bore a silver wax seal of a wasp shattering a shield: the hereditary insignia of the Margraves of Someil. ‘I know the Greatcoats have oft been at odds with the nobles of this duchy, Eminence, but my lord is no enemy to the new king, nor to his magistrates.’

			Estevar eyed the black leather tube warily. Bribing magistrates was a common tactic for those with a vested interest in the outcome of a case. The lord caravanner had offered him a small fortune to avoid a trial. Was this some attempt by the Margrave of Someil to secure a ruling against the Abbey of Isola Sombra, whose legendary obstinance in refusing to pay taxes – either to the king or to the local nobility – rested upon the dubious claim that their tiny island was by tradition a sovereign nation unto itself?

			‘Please,’ Sir Daven said, jabbing the message sheath at Estevar’s chest, ‘read my lord’s words and heed them, I beg you.’

			Imperious attempted to bite off the knight’s hand. When that failed, he snatched the leather cylinder away from him.

			‘Cease, you avaricious beast,’ Estevar growled, yanking the crushed tube from between the mule’s teeth. ‘Save your appetite for the abbey, where we shall shortly be feasted as befits visiting dignitaries.’

			He undid the azure ties, unfurled the parchment and read quickly, before the rain smudged the ink, rendering the missive illegible. He checked the half-­seal at the bottom of the parchment, comparing it with its mate on the other side, a security device. The rich purple-­black ink he recognised as a rare mixture made of the iron-­gall from an oak tree and the crushed seeds of a berry found only in this duchy: a concoction so carefully guarded by the margraves that even the finest forgers found it near-­impossible to reproduce. All of which suggested the document was authentic, which made the five lines scrawled upon it all the more troubling.

			 

			From his Lordship Alaire, Margrave of Someil,

			Warden of the March, Defender of the Faith,

			To you, my friend, in earnest warning,

			As you love life and value your soul,

			you will not set foot on Isola Sombra.

			A blaze ignited in Estevar’s belly, chasing away the cold and wet, even the ache of his wound. When bribery was deemed unlikely to succeed, the nobility all too often resorted to blackmail and bullying.

			 ‘A threat?’ he demanded, crushing the parchment in his fist as the rain poured down even harder, the thunder in the sky above punctuating his outburst. ‘Your precious margrave would seek to intimidate a Greatcoat into abandoning his lawful mission? Does he so fear what the Abbot of Isola Sombra might reveal to me of his activities that he’d stoop to—?’

			‘Abbot Venia no longer rules Isola Sombra,’ the knight said icily, his countenance darkening. ‘He who once defied kings now cowers beneath the covers inside his tower while madness and devilry reigns over that holiest of islands!’

			Estevar could barely restrain his laughter. ‘Has the cold and damp frozen that helmet to your head, Sir Knight? You speak of two hundred pampered, petulant monks as if they were an army of invading soldiers!’

			Sir Daven shook his head, sending splatters of rain onto Estevar’s face and beard. ‘Not soldiers, sir, but warlocks – heretics who dabble in curses and necromancy, perverting their bodies in unholy orgies—’

			Estevar cut him off. ‘Enough. I am a Greatcoat, not some backwoods constable to be frightened off with childish tales of witchcraft. As the King’s Crucible, it falls to me to investigate cases suspected of supernatural intervention. I have witnessed hundreds of occult rituals all across this country – some genuine, most elaborate trickery, but none the preposterous pantomime you’re ascribing to the brethren of Isola Sombra.’ He handed the black leather cylinder to Sir Daven. ‘You call yourself a sheriff outrider? If the Margrave of Someil truly believes some nefarious demon worship to have taken hold of the abbey, surely he would have sent a contingent of his finest knights to investigate, rather than have you wait out here in the rain like an unwanted pup?’

			The knight refused to take back the sheath, saying instead, ‘Look inside the cylinder, Eminence; a second document awaits your perusal.’

			Estevar cursed himself for failing to notice the smaller piece of parchment tight against the inside of the case. He had to dig it out with his fingernail before unfolding what turned out to be an elaborate sketch of a naked man such as one might find in a medical text. What made it unusual were the strange markings covering the body: esoteric sigils in designs unrecognisable to Estevar despite his years of research into the esoteric traditions of Tristia.

			‘My Lord did send a dozen of my fellow knights to investigate,’ Sir Daven said defiantly. ‘When they emerged the next morning . . .’ He paused, visibly shaken by whatever memories plagued him. ‘Twelve braver, steadier men and women I have never known, yet not one of them has uttered a word since their return. They sit in separate chambers within the margrave’s fortress, attended to by his personal physicians – not clerics, mind you, trained physicians – who claim their souls have fled their bodies.’

			‘There has to be a logical explanation,’ Estevar murmured, returning the picture and the margrave’s message to the cylinder before placing it in a pocket of his greatcoat. ‘There is always an explanation.’

			Steel returned to the younger man’s eyes as they locked on Estevar’s. ‘Theories and conjectures do not fall within my purview, Eminence, nor was I sent here merely to await your displeasure.’ He lifted the ivory horn strapped to his side and jabbed his other hand towards the six stone towers rising from the dense greyness. ‘Should anyone or anything come back across that causeway, my orders are to first raise the alarm, then fend off whatever chaos has been spawned in the cloisters of Isola Sombra until help arrives or death takes me!’

			Holding the knight’s gaze, Estevar sifted through what clues he could discern in the younger man’s determined expression. Were the clenched jaw and stiff posture signs of the unyielding devotion to duty so often espoused by Tristian knights, or mere melodrama meant to frighten away one of the King’s Magistrates before he could interfere in whatever schemes were unfolding on Isola Sombra?

			Estevar’s fever-­addled brain rebelled against him, alerting him instead to the flush in his cheeks and the burning ache in his side. What business did he have setting foot upon the ill-­fated isle at the end of that storm-­drenched causeway armed with nothing but a rapier, his arrogance and a cantankerous mule?

			‘Heed my liege’s warning, Eminence, I beg you,’ Sir Daven said, no doubt sensing Estevar’s wavering intentions.

			How strange that only moments before, he’d been ready to abandon this place and ignore Abbot Venia’s plea for him to arbitrate the dispute between his contentious monks. Now that this same dispute had exploded into something far more unsettling, Estevar found himself unable to walk away.

			He knew himself to be a ludicrous figure in the eyes of many: a foreigner to these shores who dared demand a place among the legendary Greatcoats; a fat, pompous buffoon who insisted on fighting his own duels when younger and fitter men would have refused; an eccentric who alone among the King’s Travelling Magistrates investigated crimes attributed to witches, demons and sundry other supernatural forces. In short, Estevar Borros was a silly fool, driven by his innate stubbornness as much as his affinity for the law. But there was yet one more failing to which he was ever subservient – the one that, even more than his arrogance, had led him to accept the most recent duel: the persistent, impossible-­to-­quiet voice that had brought him from his homeland across the sea to this strange, troubled nation. The addiction was more potent than any drug, a nagging need that could overpower even the pain of a festering wound in his side.

			Looking towards the abbey in the sea, contemplating what chaos awaited, he murmured, ‘I am curious.’

			‘What?’ asked Sir Daven, grabbing his arm.

			Gently, he loosened the younger man’s fingers. ‘I thank you, Sir Knight. You have delivered your message, fulfilling this part of your mission. No one could fault your courage or your loyalty to your liege.’ He slid his rapier into the sheath ingeniously designed into the leather panel on the left side of his greatcoat, wincing at the sudden sting that was surely his stitches coming apart.

			Sir Daven gaped at him as he if were mad. ‘Look at yourself,’ he cried, his frantic voice bubbling over with scorn and unease. ‘You can barely stand – yes, I see you, attempting to hide whatever injury ails you. But even after what I’ve told you, still you insist on crossing the most perilous causeway in the country during a raging storm while the tide rises? I have told you that death and worse await you on the other side – do you presume the rest of us to be gullible dolts deluded by some petty parlour trick?’

			‘I think nothing of the kind,’ Estevar replied, taking the reins and tugging his reluctant mule towards the narrow cobblestone road ahead. ‘You claim the monks of Isola Sombra commit unspeakable crimes, dabbling in forbidden occult rituals and desecrating the oldest holy site in the country. Surely that calls for the intervention of a King’s Magistrate, no?’

			‘You’re a fool,’ Sir Daven spat, no longer pretending at admiration, or even sympathy. ‘A mad fool! What will be left of you once the monsters prowling that cursed abbey have peeled away the last layers of your arrogance from your flesh?’

			Estevar placed a hand on the mule’s neck to steady himself as the two of them began their crossing. Shouting over the wind and rain he replied, ‘According to my sainted mother? Only more arrogance.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			THE DRUNKEN PLAGUE

			Estevar’s boots slid on the slick cobblestones, each step offering the pelting rains and rising currents another chance to sweep him off the causeway and into the sea. Even the sure-­footed Imperious struggled to keep his hooves from slipping on the seaweed-­coated path to Isola Sombra. Years ago, when last he had come this way, the tides had seemed lower and the road better maintained. Now, it felt as if nature itself was determined to keep them from the abbey. Though unsteady and feverish, Estevar walked alongside Imperious, unwilling to risk the poor beast stumbling and breaking a leg by riding him through the onslaught.

			‘The last thing either of us desires,’ he told the mule, ‘is an injured, out-­of-­shape magistrate, soaked to the bone, carrying you on his back.’

			Imperious gave no reply, just narrowed big brown eyes against the chill wind, undaunted by the oncoming rain. Estevar felt ignoble by comparison.

			A deafening boom of thunder filled his ears, and a second later, a crack of lightning split the grey sky above. The sea on either side of the causeway roiled as if with hideous glee, spraying water over man and mule alike. The tide was rising; the time to cross was running out.

			‘No wonder Sir Daven and his beloved margrave have fallen to superstition and nightmarish conjectures, eh, Imperious?’ Estevar attempted a cheerful tone despite the raging waters increasingly flooding the path ahead.

			He could have sworn the margrave’s note, now secreted inside one of the many interior pockets of his greatcoat, was pricking his ribs, much like the wound that ached so mercilessly. In this one regard, the storm was his ally, for it reminded him how easily nature’s cruel majesty could turn less rational minds to supernatural explanations.

			‘The Dancing Plague,’ he shouted over the roar of the wind. ‘You weren’t with me on that case, Imperious, but it was not so dissimilar to this one.’

			The mule gave a stuttering huff, which Estevar took as an inducement to continue.

			‘A village called Saltare in the north of Domaris – not far from where you were likely bred, in fact.’ He poked the mule in the shoulder for good measure. Imperious promptly turned and tried to bite off his finger, which Estevar found oddly reassuring. ‘Don’t blame me if your home happens to be in one of the most gullible and blindly religious parts of the country. Now, as I was saying, I received word that a small but prosperous village was suffering from an epidemic of something the locals called “the Dancing Plague”. Without warning, men and women would drop their tools and baskets, remove all their clothes and run into the streets, where they pranced and jumped and twirled, apparently quite unable to stop themselves, until they dropped from exhaustion or their hearts gave out.’

			A rising wave caught Estevar’s attention, leaving barely enough time for him to throw his arms around Imperious to shield the poor beast’s head from its impact. Once the wave had receded, the two unhappy companions were left twice as drenched as before.

			Estevar returned to his story through chattering teeth. ‘This plague of febrile frolicking was at first believed to be a hoax – a scheme concocted by the villagers to justify abandoning their duties because the local viscount whose lands they farmed had refused to lower their taxes. The viscount in question, a cunning enough man in his own right, sent a veritable army of physicians, philosophers and tax collectors to the village. But can you surmise what transpired mere hours after their arrival in the village?’

			The suffering mule was entirely too focused on placing one hoof safely in front of the other on the treacherous causeway to reply. ­Imperious was shivering badly now, and Estevar, whose expertise in animal husbandry was limited to knowing that one should feed their mount frequently and never kick them, feared the poor beast would collapse in terror before they reached the gates of the abbey.

			‘Quite correct, my friend,’ Estevar said jovially, patting the mule’s neck as if the animal had indeed ventured a guess. ‘That very night, having enjoyed the villagers’ hospitality, the viscount’s envoys proceeded to strip off all their clothes and join the afflicted in their whirling frenzy!’ Estevar began laughing heartily, as much to mask the tumult of thunder overhead and soothe the mule’s nerves than from genuine mirth. ‘Imagine that, Imperious, an assembly of high-­priced physicians, battle-­hardened soldiers and keen-­eyed clerks, naked as the day they were born, dancing around the village like maniacs!’

			He took on a serious air, for this was the part of the tale he most enjoyed recounting – even lacking an audience capable of comprehending his words. ‘This, my friend, is when Estevar Valejan Duerisi Borros, better known as the King’s Crucible – yes, indeed, it was I – was summoned. Matters of the supernatural are my area of expertise, as you know – though I’ve had precious few opportunities to employ them since that upstart girl Chalmers was named First Cantor and decided that all her Greatcoats must resume their judicial circuits to restore the rule of law to our troubled nation. I suppose I cannot fault her reasoning . . . But you have me digressing now, Imperious, for this case was years ago, before our new monarch took the throne. It was his father, King Paelis, who had commanded me to investigate this diabolically plagued village and determine what manner of witch or demon had taken possession of its citizens.’

			Estevar paused a moment, looking up past the fog that not even the rains could dissipate to the glistening towers and mighty stone curtain wall looming high above the tiny island ahead. Two, perhaps three hundred yards to go, not a great distance, but the water was above their ankles now and rising very fast. He knew well how quickly the currents could render such a causeway impassable in a storm. To be trapped between island and shore at such a time in this tempest would mean both of them would drown for certain. He took hold of the mule’s reins and urged him to a faster pace. Imperious, already uncertain of his footing, resisted.

			‘Come now, my friend, think of the feast awaiting us on the island! Succulent roast lamb drenched in juices, spiced with saffron and mint for me, delectable grains for you. In fact, it is grain which brings us back to the conundrum of the Dancing Plague.’

			Whether from hunger, curiosity, or simply the desire not to suffer his master’s bragging any longer, the mule at last quickened his pace.

			‘Yes, indeed, the grain,’ Estevar continued, so enthralled with the intricacies of the case that he could almost forget the pain in his side and the treacherous path he was treading towards a destination allegedly full of its own dire perils. ‘The barley grown in the farms around the village of Saltare had been bred for its ability to prosper in colder climes, which is how it got its name: “winter’s gift”. But this was summer, you understand, and an unusual hot spell had engulfed the duchy. With the warmer weather came a plague, indeed – but not one of dancing.’

			Estevar’s boot heel slipped and his grip on Imperious’ saddle horn failed him. He came crashing down onto his buttocks and inadvertently swallowed a mouthful of salt water, which set off a fit of coughing. The mule brayed, head swivelling left and right as if searching for some dry place to flee, yet still not keen on the island ahead.

			Estevar forced himself back to his feet, ignored a host of new aches and urged the shaking beast onwards. ‘No, my friend, the plague that afflicted Saltare was that of the penny locust. Most insects of that genus are foul things which devour crops, but this one is a smaller, less malignant insect. Copper-­coloured, much like an actual penny – or at least, the ones in Domaris – the diminutive penny locust nibbles on the stalks rather than the barley itself, leaving the best parts for the farmers. A most miraculous creature, wouldn’t you agree? However, their feasting leaves behind traces of their saliva. Under normal conditions, it’s mostly harmless, which is why farmers don’t concern themselves with the penny locust. But when heated beneath an unseasonable sun, day after day . . . ah, then this peculiar insect’s saliva reacts with the chemicals within this particular barley, and when fermented into ale, this unexpected combination produces a potent narcotic. Those who ingest it are soon afflicted with a rather severe case of . . . disinhibition!’

			Once again Estevar roared his laughter over the thunder, clapping a reassuring hand on the mule’s shoulder. Imperious was now too frightened by the raging storm and sea even to nip at him in retaliation. ‘That’s right, my friend, neither the villagers nor the viscount’s envoys were suffering from any demonic dancing plague – they were merely intoxicated out of their gourds!’ Estevar’s foot slipped a second time and he felt as if the water itself was trying to drag him down. Managing at last to right himself, he went on, ‘In fact, naming the affliction a “dancing” plague was a euphemism if ever there was one. Now, I’m not one for salacious talk, so let me simply say that by the time I uncovered the source of the bizarre behaviour, many an unexpected babe was already on its way in that village!’

			Estevar felt a chill around his calves and looked down to see the water had risen above the tops of his boots and was sloshing inside, and they still hadn’t reached the island gate.

			Time was running out even faster than he’d feared.

			‘Quickly now, Imperious,’ he commanded the mule, tugging harder on the reins until he was half dragging the terrified beast. ‘Don’t you see my point? This so-­called “dancing plague” was nothing but the unfortunate side-­effect of fermented barley and insect saliva!’ He jabbed a finger at the gate, now barely a hundred yards ahead, and the winding road leading up to the abbey. ‘What are the monks of Isola Sombra famous for? The potency of the liquors they brew from crops grown on that very island. Can we not, therefore, deduce that these recent storms may have triggered similar effects, not only on grapes and grains but also on the psyches of the people who live here?’

			Imperious brayed again and Estevar held on tightly to the reins with one hand, patting the mule’s head repeatedly with the other in hopes of calming him. ‘Think, Imperious! Wines rendered mildly toxic by some change in the soil, a few monks too long living in isolation on this tiny islet, muttering their endless prayers to this god or that, and the well-­known superstitious nature of ducal knights. The abbot confines himself to his tower, the margrave sends a dozen of his stalwart warriors to investigate, and what do they find? Naught but an abbey filled with frightened – and likely inebriated – quaesti, venerati and deators drunkenly debating theological esoterica. The knights no doubt deride the brothers, bullying them and making sport of their fears, and help themselves to the abbey’s legendary liquors. The irate monks decide to take advantage of the knights’ stupor by sending them packing – but not before painting upon the skin of the drunk and stupefied knights those hideous markings we saw on the picture that came with the margrave’s note. Days pass before the knights recover, and when sobriety returns, do you suppose they confess their drunken behaviour to their lord? No, they claim demonic influence!’

			Even amid the battering wind and rain, Estevar found himself grinning as he pulled the mule along. ‘Do you see now, Imperious? The scheme is so simple, even a mind far less accustomed to such devious ingenuity than that of your friend Estevar could pierce this fragile veil of ignorance and gullibility!’

			He felt the mule’s tension ease at last, and his own ebbed along with it. The stairs up to the gate were less than twenty yards away now, and even with the water at his knees, his anxieties began to fade. His tale had been meant only as a distraction for himself and Imperious from the discomfort of their journey across the causeway, but with every step he’d grown more convinced that he’d stumbled upon the truth of it. The incident at Isola Sombra which had so distressed Margrave Someil’s knights was nothing more than the effects of those most foul demons that Estevar had battled his entire career: superstition and duplicity. Now he needed only to validate his deductions, free the monks from their supposed supernatural hysteria and induce the easily panicked Abbot Venia to descend at last from his tower and resume his duties.

			It was with a lighter heart and a confident smile that he led Imperious along those last few feet to the steps of Isola Sombra – only for a wave higher than all the others before to crash down on them both, dragging man and beast beneath the water and out to sea. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			BENEATH THE WAVES

			Tumbling and twisting, Estevar was tossed about like a discarded child’s toy. What breath he’d been able to take in before the currents had snatched man and mule from the causeway he now held to as firmly as the hilt of his rapier during a duel – for a duel this was, and his opponent a relentless mistress of the disarm.

			Already his lungs burned, but he set the pain aside; it was a distraction, a feint, nothing more. His mind, that was the key: he must keep his thoughts clear, precise, sharp as any blade. No battle worth the fight was won on brute force alone, so even as the currents flung him to and fro, he sought to cut through his dilemma. This was a puzzle, after all – a mystery whose solution hinged on a single question: how does a man already weakened by a sword wound, burdened by exhaustion and, let us be honest, a fondness for rich foods exacerbated by a belligerent streak that insisted that so long as he could still win his judicial duels, no evidence supported the proposition that his girth was an impediment, rise from this watery grave before the pounding waves inter him for ever?

			A conundrum easier to solve when one is not turned upside down, he admitted, though he was no longer entirely sure which way was up. Briefly, he wondered how poor Imperious was faring. Mules were reputedly strong swimmers, though Estevar had never tested his beast in this regard.

			Curse his bleary eyes! On dry land, they saw all, yet here beneath the water, he could barely make out his own hand in front of his face. He’d been a skilled diver in his youth, able to leap from the clifftops of the magnificent city of his birth to land with exquisite precision between the merchant vessels below, never coming back up without having found some lost trinket to bring to his belov—

			Stop reminiscing about the past, you fool. It’s the present which seeks to kill you! Nostalgia is the trap that promises insight yet offers only the slow, insidious acceptance of failure. You will not outwit your watery nemesis this way. If only I had dry land beneath my feet and not this frenzy of—

			Wait . . . That’s it!

			Fighting the currents was a fool’s game, no different than chasing a younger, swifter opponent around the duelling circle. Estevar needed firm soil on which to stand and fight – and there it was, waiting for him below!

			Quickly he calculated the relative incline of the shore where first he’d set foot on the half-­mile-­long causeway. This far out, the seabed would usually be too deep to serve him, but the causeway itself wasn’t constructed as a narrow wall but rather a sloped ridge of soil and rock that widened as it descended deeper beneath the surface. The wave that had swept him and Imperious from the causeway couldn’t have driven them more than ten or twenty yards away, which meant the bottom shouldn’t be more than fifteen feet down.

			His lungs ached mercilessly, as did his wound. Once again, he pushed such trivialities away and concentrated on the first step towards survival: figuring out which direction was up. The sky, darkened by grey clouds, sent precious little light this far down, but still, he could make out shadows well enough. He let out a tiny portion of his precious air and watched for the bubbles.

			Nothing.

			Too dark. Damn those storm clouds!

			Unless it wasn’t too dark after all? He craned his head back as far as it would go and released a bit more air. This time, he saw the bubbles drifting in a line up to the surface; he was, indeed, upside down. Rather than right himself, Estevar swam as hard as he could, straight down until he felt undulating tendrils brush his cheeks, and then his hand touched the sandy seabed below.

			Grabbing a handful of the seaweed, he pulled hard, swinging his legs under himself until his feet found the bottom, then, bending his knees, he flexed his thigh muscles and launched himself upwards, kicking his legs furiously to speed his ascent, as fast as he could, until for one brief, beautiful moment, he broke the surface.

			He gulped air into his lungs and tried to get his bearings. The chaos of the storm above was as disorienting as the roiling maelstrom below. His gaze swept the waterline, searching for the shore. He could barely make out the rocky cliffs of Isola Sombra – was that someone standing on a stony outcrop? A woman? The seawater stinging his eyes blurred his vision, but he thought he saw a sleeveless white dress and thick curls of red hair dancing in the wind as if waving at him.

			Who would venture out in such a storm—?

			His rumination was cut short by another wave crashing down upon him, pushing him back beneath the surface.

			Already weary from his exertions and unable to swim back to the surface unaided, he was forced to return to the bottom, find purchase and once again launch himself upwards. This time, his nose and mouth broke the surface for only a second, barely time to catch a breath, before he began to sink again. He caught another glimpse of the cliffs, but there was no one there, and all too soon the currents were pulling him deeper under the water.

			Despair began to set in. His muscles were tiring quickly and only the insulating warmth of his greatcoat was keeping the chill from his bones.

			Saint Zhagev-­who-­sings-­for-­tears, his greatcoat!

			The garment that had protected him through countless judicial duels and ambushes, with its slender bone plates sewed into the lining and its dozens of secret pockets filled with the tricks, traps and potions upon which he relied to survive, was now an anchor dragging him like a shipwrecked vessel to the bottom of the sea.

			The thought of removing his coat, of abandoning this most precious of treasures, was almost unthinkable. His fingers fumbled with the damnably sturdy buttons he’d done up to keep out the cold and rain.

			Air. He needed air or he’d drown before he could remove the very thing that was weighing him down.

			One final attempt then, he thought, allowing his body to drift back to the bottom, then pushing off with every remaining ounce of strength. Even as his legs kicked him towards the surface, he managed to undo a few of the buttons trapping him inside the leather coat. He broke through a third time, but desire was a cruel temptress and she tricked Estevar into breathing in too soon. As much water as air came into his lungs, leaving him coughing and choking and, worst of all, sinking back down, unable to shed his coat or even unscabbard the rapier still belted to his side.

			So much for my much-­vaunted talent for observation, he thought bitterly, accounting for every element of the puzzle but the one that’s going to kill me.

			Estevar had always assumed death would come in the form of a duellist cannier than himself, or perhaps one of the ghosts or demonic spirits the king had so often sent him to investigate. But to die like this, for no better reason than because he’d grown so accustomed to the comforting fit of his greatcoat that it hadn’t occurred to him until too late that the same armour that had protected him all these years had become the casket in which his drowned corpse would be interred in at the bottom of the sea?

			Perhaps when the First Cantor writes the letter of condolence to my mother, she’ll be kind enough to leave out the actual manner of my death.

			He was just about to give in to the frigid waters trying to seep into his lungs when his stiff leather collar dug into his throat, choking him. Something hard, like the pommel of a sword or the butt of a spear, struck him in the back – once, twice, then a third time. Some unseen enemy appeared to be intent on beating him to death before the sea could finish the job. But even as the glancing blows continued, Estevar felt his body rising up through the water. His head broke the surface, and even though his collar was tight against his neck, he was able to open his mouth wide, this time to drink in the blessed life-­giving air in great gulps.

			Finally, still panting and coughing, he turned his head in search of the source of this simultaneous rescue and pummelling – and bashed his cheek into something covered in matted hair. He found himself staring into the big brown eye of a mule who was frantically kicking under the surface of the water, keeping Estevar from sinking beneath.

			‘Imperious!’ he cried out with joy and relief, ‘you dashing, dauntless rogue! You magnificent monarch of mounts, saint of all equines!’ A wave washed over them, setting Estevar to coughing again, but his elation could not be contained. ‘No mere beast of burden are you, my friend.’ He reached a hand around to grab hold of Imperious’ neck so that the mule could let go of his collar and continue to kick against the ocean’s currents. ‘There is many a tale in our Order of legendary steeds of such indomitable will and superlative intellect that they were named Greathorses. To this day every magistrate who dons the mantle dreams of riding such a miraculous creature, but to hells with them, I say! I name you, good Imperious, noble Imperious, first of the Greatmules!’

			Estevar was so overcome with gratitude and relief that he had to wipe the welling tears from his eyes. Only then did he spot the prow of a small rowboat some twenty feet ahead, with a hooded figure paddling towards them.

			‘Do you see that, Imperious? One of the monks has come to liberate us from this miserably wet hell! Not long now, my friend, not long at—’

			The wave that crashed into them wasn’t nearly as strong as the one that had pulled them from the causeway in the first place, but it proved just as deadly, sweeping man and mule backwards, away from the boat. Estevar felt something bash against his shoulder. Too late, he saw the rocks jutting out of the water – the sharp edges would have torn him to shreds, were it not for the sturdy leather of his greatcoat.

			Imperious, however, was not so lucky.

			Estevar saw the red gash on the poor beast’s head, the blood already seeping into those big brown eyes. Imperious appeared stupefied by the stunning blow from the rocks – then a current caught hold of the mule and began drawing him further out to sea.

			‘No!’ Estevar cried, but separated from the animal’s prodigious strength, he was being pulled below once again – until a hand reached down to grab hold of his arm and yanked him up until his armpit was over the edge of the rowboat.

			‘Quickly now,’ his rescuer commanded. Estevar half expected this might be the red-­haired woman he’d spotted earlier, but the figure in the grey hood was a man twice her size. ‘The storm’s getting worse,’ he said, as if this were Estevar’s fault. ‘This boat wasn’t made for such weather.’

			Estevar hauled himself into the rowboat, then immediately got to his knees and gazed out at the water in search of Imperious.

			‘There!’ he shouted, spotting the mule’s bleeding head a dozen yards away. ‘Row that way!’

			But the little boat began drifting backwards, towards the island, not towards the struggling mule. Estevar’s rescuer was taking him to shore.

			‘No, damn you!’ he cried, turning on the man. He could see now the sturdy face beneath the grey hood, neither young nor old, but weathered by hard living and unyielding in the face of his passenger’s distress. ‘That way!’ Estevar pleaded, thrusting an arm to where poor Imperious fought with ever-­feebler kicks to reach the boat.

			The wind pulled the hood away from the man’s head, revealing the shorn scalp. ‘The currents are too strong, you fat fool!’ the monk told him. ‘I won’t risk—’ The monk quieted when he felt the tip of Estevar’s rapier at his throat.

			‘I am hesitant to so poorly reward one who braved storm and sea to rescue me, but nor will I abandon the comrade who has saved me once already!’

			‘Has the storm taken your wits?’ the monk demanded, wary of the blade at his neck. ‘That’s not some comrade-­in-­arms you ask me to risk my life for, it’s a bloody mule!’

			‘Then it is well that I am not asking,’ Estevar told him. ‘Now row, damn you, or by every saint and god to ever curse this land, I will see both of us drowned beneath the waves where our deaths will only be ennobled by sharing them with that mule!’

			‘Madman,’ the monk spat, but he began rowing with strong, clean strokes through the swells to where Imperious was losing his battle against the waves.

			Estevar removed his rapier from the man’s neck, meaning to slide it back in its scabbard, but the hilt slipped from his shaking fingers and the weapon fell clattering to the bottom of the little rowboat. He fumbled with his buttons, finally sliding the coat off his shoulders, pulled off his boots, and picked up the free end of a rope tied to the prow and coiled under the seat. Tying it around himself, he told the monk, ‘If you wish to abandon me to the depths, all you need do is sever the rope.’

			Estevar didn’t wait for a reply but plunged into the water and swam after his mule. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			A DUBIOUS RESCUE

			Estevar fought the waves as he swam for Imperious, frantically trying to keep his head above the water. Lacking the insulating warmth of his coat, the cold was burrowing beneath his flesh all the way to the bone, numbing extremities even as it sapped the last of the strength from his limbs.

			At least the coat isn’t dragging me down to the bottom of the sea any more, Estevar thought, forcing his right arm out of the water, reaching as far as he was able and pulling himself forward, then repeating the clumsy stroke with his left arm. He could only hope that his legs were still kicking beneath the surface; he’d lost the feeling in them already. All the while, he sought out Imperious, but the salt spray stung his eyes so badly that he couldn’t keep them open for more than a second at a time.

			Then he heard it: the braying of a mule, and nearby, too.

			‘I come, my friend—’

			Befuddled fool. He’d nearly sucked water into his lungs again. Fortunately, even those few syllables were enough to reinvigorate the mule’s efforts to stay afloat, and soon the two were colliding together.

			‘Steady, Imperious,’ Estevar said, as soothingly as he could manage while shouting over the storm raging above them. ‘Deliverance is at hand, I swear it.’

			Quickly, he untied his end of the long rope and looped it around both his chest and the mule’s neck, binding them together. He began pulling for all he was worth, but he felt only slack.

			Damnable monk! he raged silently, ceasing his wasted efforts. Never trust a man who claims to serve the will of the gods, yet would leave a mule to drown alone in this cruel sea. Surely any divine being who could countenance such callow disregard was worthy of no man’s prayers.

			‘We will have to make for the shore ourselves,’ he told the mule, but the throbbing scarlet gash on the beast’s forehead and the glassy-­eyed stare suggested Imperious was long past the end of his own rope.

			Estevar wrapped his arms around the animal’s neck, determined to keep him from sinking into the depths, though all too aware that he lacked the power to save him. He cursed his own pride, his perpetual insistence that a keen mind was a more potent weapon than all the brute strength in the world. Tears began to slide down his cheeks, such a useless manifestation of grief. Oh, what he wouldn’t give for a little brute strength now—

			Suddenly he was jerked backwards, and Imperious yanked along with him. The rope was taut around them now, crushing them together as they were pulled along, slowly but surely. Estevar turned his head and there, some twenty feet away, was the monk hauling on the rope, dragging them towards the rowboat. Bless every god dead and living, he was an even more towering figure standing than he’d appeared when seated.

			‘Are you planning to help, you overstuffed buffoon?’ the monk shouted at him.

			Estevar got as good a grip on the rope as he could, though his hands were so feeble he might as well have been trying to grip the water itself, and pulled with all his might. Inch by inch, he and the monk fought the currents, shrinking the distance between them. A few minutes of teeth-­grinding effort later and Estevar was sliding himself up and over the edge of the rowboat. But when he turned to help Imperious come aboard, he felt an open-­handed blow to the back of his head.

			The monk had slapped him.

			‘He’s too heavy, you idiot! He’ll capsize the boat!’

			‘I told you before, I’ll not leave him behind—’

			But Estevar had made a terrible mistake: the rapier with which he’d cajoled the monk earlier was now rolling in the bottom of the boat, out of his reach. Worse, his efforts to rescue Imperious had cost him his last ounce of strength.

			‘Please,’ Estevar begged, ‘in the name of whichever god you serve, help me—’

			‘Don’t be so quick to invoke the gods,’ the grey-­hooded man warned. ‘Not these days, and not this close to Isola Sombra.’ Taking up his oars, he moved back to sit on the very edge of the stern. ‘Hold the beast’s head above the water,’ he instructed. ‘Try to shift as much of your own weight back towards me as you can. With luck, I can row us back without the two of you tipping us over!’
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