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 Daughter of the Drowned Empire


Previously …


On Lady Lyriana Batavia’s seventeenth birthday, she finally 
begins a courtship with Lord Tristan Grey, a wealthy and politically important nobleman. But her celebrations are paused while she attends the Revelation Ceremony for her eldest sister, Lady Meera, the Heir Apparent one day destined to rule their country, Bamaria, as High Lady. Her cousin and best friend, Lady Julianna, will also participate.


While Lyr and Tristan share secret looks and touches, the ceremony comes to an abrupt halt as Jules steps onto the dais. The Revelation Ceremony reveals a Lumerian’s magic, which is bound after birth and revealed when they come of age. This is done so that when the magic is revealed, the Senate can easily spot a vorakh, or forbidden power. Jules immediately begins to show she has one: visions. To Lyr’s horror, her cousin is arrested right before her eyes by the Imperator—the Emperor’s nephew—and she must sit and watch as her cousin is taken away. Everyone attending the ceremony has turned on Jules, including Tristan, whose Ka hunts vorakh. Lyr cannot show emotion or there’s a chance the rest of her family could be implicated and harmed. Another ruling family, Ka Azria, were all killed by the Emperor for this reason. When Meera’s turn comes, her magic appears weak and strange, but not enough to worry Lyr, who is convinced she can save Jules. She dismisses Tristan and tries to gain assistance from her bodyguard Markan, but ends up being drugged and returned to her Ka’s fortress of Cresthaven.







Lyr’s father, the Arkasva and ruler of Bamaria, reveals that Meera does in fact have a vorakh—like her cousin, she can see visions—but he covered it up, and now he expects Lyr, Meera, and their middle sister Morgana to swear a blood oath. No one can know about Meera’s condition or their father’s role in covering it up. Breaking the oath means death, but Lyr swears.


Two years later, Lyr is turning nineteen and will participate in her own Revelation Ceremony. But the past two years have taken their toll. Morgana developed the second vorakh, mind-reading, and now Lyr must not only keep both sisters’ secrets, but also has to take charge of most of their care, since the vorakh is debilitating for them. Though warned not to venture into the city after a recent akadim attack, Lyr ventures out with Tristan, who has no idea of the secrets she’s keeping, or that she’s using their relationship as a shield to hide her Ka’s secrets. In the city, Lyr acquires a priceless heirloom from a half-Afeyan jeweler who is also a librarian, and Tristan discovers and arrests another vorakh. Lyr notices foreign soldiers are all over the streets—they are the Imperator’s men, and their presence has been growing for a long time, ever since the rebellion that took place when her father came into power. The soldiers are attacking a young man in the street: Rhyan Hart, a forsworn soturion in exile from his country, and Lyr’s first love—and first kiss. She stops the fight and brings Rhyan back to Cresthaven, much to Tristan’s annoyance. At home, Meera reveals that her latest vision showed Lyr turning into a black seraphim. Lyr had seen the image twice earlier that day, but doesn’t know what it means, only that it’s associated with the phrase “Shekar Arkasva” (false Arkasva), hinting her father is not the true ruler of Bamaria.


At the ceremony, Lyr is unbound and, to her horror, reveals no magic at all. Believing she is hiding vorakh, the  Imperator has her arrested and imprisoned until they can determine what she is concealing. That night, Rhyan guards her cell and helps comfort her. When the test is finally administered, it is proved that Lyr has no magic. She’s expelled from the Mage Academy, but is given the chance to avoid exile by becoming a soturion. She will have seven months to prove herself capable and will be tested by the Emperor.


Lyr is bound to Rhyan with kashonim, blood magic that will allow her to call upon Rhyan’s strength in battle, but will also forbid a relationship between them. Lyr tries to discover more about Lumerians who have no power, but her only source material appears to be a scroll about the Goddess Asherah that Mercurial, an immortal ambassador, has already borrowed from the library. Not believing herself capable of surviving the brutal warrior training along with frequent attacks and harassment from her classmates, Lyr decides to skip training to try and press her engagement to Lord Tristan, hoping that if she fails the Emperor’s test, at least Tristan’s Ka might protect her. 


But Tristan’s grandmother, the head of his Ka, refuses. She informs Lyr that the Emartis, the rebels who tried to unseat her father have returned and are planning another attack. They are using the black seraphim as their symbol. 


Lyr trains for a month, fighting her growing attraction to Rhyan while trying to care for her sisters, keep Tristan happy, and discover more about the Emartis. But when they attack the Soturion Academy, Lyr learns that Rhyan isn’t just training her to be a soturion, he is also her body­guard. Because the attack happened at the Academy, the Imperator is informed, and will return to Bamaria.


Lyr is scheduled for combat training that night in the Academy’s arena, but before she can attend, she learns Meera is having a vision. Lyr races home to help her sister, and sustains several injuries. Late for the training, she rushes  back before she can clean herself up, and Rhyan sees her 
and realizes she’s hurt. Knowing she can’t fight in her 
weakened condition, but that she can’t sit out with the Imperator observing, Rhyan makes her call on kashonim, giving her his strength. But when the fight is over, the Imperator reveals that he knows she skipped training, thus breaking their bargain. He removes three months of her time to prepare for her test and sentences her to four lashes.


Injured, Lyr is cared for all night by Rhyan, who reveals that he still has feelings for her, but will not act on them because of the oaths they swore to be apart. It is the first time in two years Lyr has ever allowed anyone to care for her cuts and bruises, fearing that they may reveal Meera’s secret. The next morning, the immortal Mercurial approaches Lyr again, attempting to lure her into a bargain. He will grant her her magic power, the thing she needs to survive and protect her family, but Lyr refuses. She knows deals with the Afeya can be deadly. 


Rhyan reveals that he was beaten by his father, and kept from touching his own magic and power during training. He believes he can train her to survive, if they work together outside the Academy in secret. Still injured, Lyr is sent home to consider his proposal, knowing it will be extra work, and force her to be with him even more—something that is becoming increasingly difficult as their friendship and attraction deepens. 


At home, she discovers her classmate Tani is a member of the rebel group that attacked her and her father. Lyr fights Tani, realizing now that maybe she does have the strength to survive. Before the fight ends, Tani reveals she knows something is happening between Rhyan and Lyr, and that she illegally used kashonim. Lyr’s Aunt Arianna breaks up the fight, and the following morning, Lyr  decides: she’s ready to train with Rhyan. But just as she makes her choice, Mercurial appears and hints that he will force her into a bargain one day, and that she has more power than she knows.







THE FIRST SCROLL:


BLOOD OATH



		
			
			

			CHAPTER ONE

			(Two years earlier)

			A month. A month had passed since I’d seen Jules. Since the Bastardmaker had taken her. Since the Imperator had ordered her arrest. 

			I squeezed my eyes shut, willing the sun to reverse course, to stop shining so fucking brightly through the glass of my window. How could it be day again? How could it be light and beautiful outside? How were the sounds of waves crashing against the shore and birds singing with the ocean breeze allowed to continue when Jules was … Jules was …

			I rolled over in my bed, burying my face between two pillows. As if I could suffocate my thoughts, my memories. As if I could stop time. 

			A sob wracked my chest, but there were no tears in my eyes. My cheeks and my pillows were dry and had been for days. I’d run out of tears. 

			My older sister Morgana stomped down the hall, the exasperated cadence of her footsteps giving her away. She paused outside my door. A moment passed before there was a knock. I sank deeper into my pillows, clutching my belly. I needed to eat. My stomach was aching, and I was so hungry that nausea roiled inside me. But the thought of leaving my bed, putting food in my mouth, chewing, tasting, swallowing … that left me feeling sicker.

			
			

			Morgana’s knocks came louder, more urgent, until her fist was pounding the door with an unrelenting force.

			“I’m asleep!” I yelled—or, at least, I tried to yell. My voice was raw and muffled, cracked from days of crying and disuse. 

			“You’ve been asleep half the week.” The door burst open. The hinges creaked sharply before coming to an abrupt stop. My door couldn’t open all the way—not with the barrier of clothes strewn in piles across my floor. “Fucking Moriel.”

			I didn’t move, didn’t look up. I didn’t want to. I didn’t want anything. Just Jules. Just for Jules to be … to be …

			Here.

			But she wasn’t. She never would be again. We’d gotten official word. She’d reached Lethea, the place where they took criminals, the place where they took those with vorakh, forbidden magic. Lethea was the place where those Lumerians were stripped—had their magic taken away. It was a procedure that killed. And we’d been informed that the procedure was complete. Jules was gone.

			“It smells like gryphon-shit in here,” Morgana said. Her sandaled foot landed with a slap against a free patch of carpet. Cursing under her breath, she paused, and then there came another slapping step, and another, as she awkwardly weaved her way through the labyrinth of mess my bedroom had accumulated. 

			“Lyr? Lyr!”

			My mattress shifted with Morgana’s weight. Incense clung to her skin, the scent wafting toward me. It was perhaps the first pleasant scent that had been in my room in days.

			“You have to get up.” There was no gentleness in my sister’s voice. 

			“Get out,” I said, my own voice hollow.

			“Tristan sent word for you this morning.”

			
			

			I groaned. “Already?” Tristan and I had been courting for the past month. After a season of flirtation, we’d finally become official—on the same night Jules had been arrested and taken.

			I wasn’t up to it today, to seeing the wealthy nobleman whose Ka hated vorakh so much they tracked, hunted, and arrested them. Every Lumerian Tristan caught with forbidden magic was handed over to the Imperator, the nephew to the Emperor, the overseer of half the Lumerian Empire—and a monster.

			Seeing Tristan was draining me. I’d had to pretend for a month, a whole fucking month, that things were fine, that I was myself and not remotely sad at all, like I’d forgotten Jules had even existed. It was the only way for my family—my Ka—to survive.

			I’d preened in front of Lumerians when we were out, and smiled for the nobles who attended the parties at Grey Villa while I hung on Tristan’s arm, trying to shift public opinion of Ka Batavia back to a favorable light. I had to show that despite having a family member with vorakh, we fully and completely repudiated and rejected our cousin. After all, the youngest Heir to the Arkasva—me—was dating a prominent nobleman in a Ka known for not just hating, but hunting vorakh—Lord Tristan Grey. His grandmother, Lady Romula, a powerful member of the Bamarian Council, had even released an official statement blessing our new and fragile union.

			I could handle the fake smiles, the waving, the dancing, the sitting still and looking pretty. I’d been born to move through life with eyes on me, with scrutiny and gossip following my every move. I was Heir to the Arkasva; it was in my blood.

			But playing my role in private was harder. I’d had to pretend for Tristan that I’d wanted his touches and kisses as much as I had before—before he’d turned on Jules. 

			
			

			Another noble Ka, Ka Azria, had had vorakh in their family. They’d ruled the neighboring country of Elyria for years. When their secret had been discovered, the Emperor had obliterated them—every last child had been killed.

			Both my public smiles and my private kisses were to keep our family from that same fate. But today, my body and my heart just didn’t seem to care.

			“Lyr,” Morgana snapped. One of the pillows over my head was snatched away. “It’s noon! Which you’d know if you saw which direction the sun was shining in through the windows. You don’t hear the timekeeper having a Godsdamned concert every hour? How many pillows are on your head?”

			“What do you care?” I asked.

			“Auriel’s bane.” She pulled my blanket, making a noise of disgust as the fabric pooled around my ankles. My whole body shivered as cool air hit my skin. “Seriously, Lyr, when was your last bath? Never mind. I don’t want to know.” She tugged on another pillow. “Gods, I can’t wait until my fucking Revelation. Then I can use a stave instead of touching this shit.”

			A memory flashed through my mind: Jules’s stave. She’d been so excited, choosing the path of mage, remaining so still and brave when Arkmage Kolaya had cut her wrist to begin the process. Her stave had been produced, a beautiful twisting of moon and sun wood with her name magically carved into its side. It was supposed to have been a sacred moment, the first showing of the magic that had been bound inside her body since she was born.

			But the only magic Jules had ever performed was forbidden—vorakh. She’d immediately fallen into a vision, fear and terror gripping her as she’d seen something none of us ever could or would see. The stave had fallen from her hand and rolled onto the floor. I’d been so embarrassed when she’d first dropped it, not having any idea at the time what it had  meant. And then she had been arrested, taken away, and was now gone from my life forever.

			The tears were back. How was it I could cry until I was all dried up, and then out of nowhere, one simple question, one comment, one memory was all it took to summon the tears back in full force? My stomach twisted over the fact that we’d have to repeat the ceremony all over again at Morgana’s Revelation Day. Eleven months from now, she’d be nineteen and eligible for the Revelation Ceremony like Jules and Meera, our eldest sister, had been. Eleven months were all we had before we relived the horror. By then, I’d have turned eighteen and reached a whole year of my life without Jules.

			“Look, Lyr, I’d clean this all up for you if I could, but I don’t know where anything goes. Or how to clean. And I—I just can’t do this,” Morgana said. “Ugh, I miss the maids!”

			“You know why they’re gone,” I snapped.

			“Doesn’t change the fact that I miss them. And clearly”—she gestured around my room—“you do, too. Now, make a Godsdamned decision. Are you seeing Tristan today or not? Because if you are, then I’d get my ass up and march straight into the ocean. That’s the size of the bath you’re going to need to get this shit off you. You need to do it before he sees you.” She sniffed. “And smells you.”

			“He said she was better off dead,” I cried. I couldn’t shake the memory of the moment he’d told me so callously to move on. 

			“Half of Bamaria said the same thing,” Morgana said.

			My chest tightened. Half of Bamaria had said far worse. Even though we’d all fought to keep as still as possible during the arrest, trying to make our faces stoic and neutral, Jules’s vorakh was Bamaria’s biggest scandal in years. For the past month, it had reignited the flames of distrust Bamarians felt over Father becoming Arkasva after Mother had died. He’d ruled our country, sitting in the Seat of Power, wearing the  Laurel of the Arkasva, for most of my life. But it had taken years for our people to accept him as ruler—many still didn’t.

			Traditionally, Bamarian rule had always transferred through the direct bloodline of Ka Batavia—a bloodline of women. Power transferred from mother to daughter, sister to sister, aunt to niece, or to a female cousin if the Arkasva had no children. Father was not in the bloodline, and he was a man. No man had ever ruled Bamaria before. 

			We’d always had a High Lady, and now, for well over a decade, we’d had our first High Lord. A mob of angry Bamarians had formed right after he’d taken the Seat of Power. He’d been making his first public appearance in the streets when the mob had nearly killed him. Arrests had been made, traitors killed, and the rebellion squashed. Years had been spent cultivating the perfect image of Ka Batavia and regaining the trust of our people.

			Aunt Arianna had been instrumental in that. She’d been the one the mob wanted in power—and she’d been the one to quell the unrest and stand by Father’s side. As my mother’s youngest and only surviving sister, tradition said the Laurel should go to her. But it hadn’t. Still, she protected our Ka as fiercely as she could, even after she’d learned her own husband had led the rebellion.

			She taught us not only to smile and wave, but to control what our people saw, to master the art of public perception. Aunt Arianna had trained us to be public figures even as toddlers. “Soturi fight disobedience with swords; nobles fight with appearances,” she’d say.

			And it was for this reason—to separate our Ka from scandal, from vorakh—that I continued my relationship with Tristan. To keep Ka Batavia from losing everything, from becoming the next Ka Azria. 

			Arianna assured us that my actions over the past month had been instrumental in bringing our Ka back into favor.  As an Heir to the Arkasva, I wasn’t simply courting a nobleman, I was shaping public opinion. I was keeping Bamaria’s most famous vorakh-hunter distracted, and I was keeping the people distracted as well.

			I received fewer glares every time I ventured out. Nobles who’d shied away from talking to me in the first days after Jules’s vorakh had been revealed now greeted me warmly and invited me to parties and social gatherings. But it wasn’t getting any easier.

			Morgana shifted beside me. “Look, Lyr, I get it. Tristan’s a piece of gryphon-shit, but he was a piece of gryphon-shit before Jules—”

			“Don’t!” I finally sat up. “Don’t you say it.”

			“Before Jules died!” Morgana said. “Myself to Moriel! You’re the one courting him, not me!”

			I launched forward in bed, ready to scratch and claw at Morgana. “You know exactly why I’m doing it! What I’m giving up to protect us! To keep us from—”

			Morgana’s hands wrapped around my wrists, and she pushed me back. “You can’t fight me, little sister. You’re not strong enough. You haven’t eaten in days. You’re weak,” she snarled. “And I don’t care if you court him or not. You can shape public opinion without marrying your reputation to his.”

			“You know that’s not true.” If it had just been Jules, I could have ended things with Tristan and moved on. But Meera also had vorakh. 

			“Fine,” Morgana said. “Then do it already. Get up.”

			“You don’t understand.”

			“I don’t understand?” Morgana seethed. “I don’t fucking understand?” She released my wrists and sat back, her arms folded across her chest. That was when I looked at her—really looked at her—for the first time in weeks. Her usually shiny black hair was dull and frizzy. There were black circles  under her eyes, and her pale skin was white, gaunt, and pulled tight against cheekbones that hadn’t been as pronounced last month.

			“I know,” she said slowly. “I know that you … Gods. You and Jules were closest. It’s always been the four of us, all together, all the time. And I get it. I have a special bond with Meera. You had one with Jules. But she was my cousin, too. My friend, too. Maybe I’d be in bed looking like a fucking 
akadim victim if it had been Meera who’d been …” She sucked in a breath. “But it doesn’t change anything. We’re all upset, and we’re all doing the best we can. And if we want to keep it from being Meera next time, or me, or you—especially if you keep up this circus act of courting a vorakh-hunter—then you need to wake the fuck up, go see him, and convince him again that you’re fine.”

			I knew she was right. I knew we had a duty and a secret to protect. 

			We four keep this secret. We four die by this secret. 

			I had given my oath in blood—I had promised to protect Meera. And lying here in bed, crying, grieving, and sobbing, didn’t do anything. It didn’t help anyone. It didn’t change the circumstances.

			Jules was dead. Meera, my eldest sister, was alive because we were willing to sacrifice everything to keep her so. I wasn’t going to lose one more member of my family or renounce my Ka or our claim to the Seat of Power in Bamaria, no matter what happened. I was willing to sacrifice everything.

			So, do it. Get up, I thought. Get the fuck up. Live your life as Lady Lyriana Batavia, Heir to the Arkasva, High Lord of Bamaria. Put on a pretty dress and a pretty smile, and let your boyfriend escort you through the city like a proper noble. 

			It was what I’d been sleepwalking through for the past month—wearing the mask of a brave face and then falling apart the moment I was alone. 

			
			

			But it was getting harder to put myself back together again, to prevent my emotions from consuming me. And as much as I tried to logic my way through this, I remained frozen to the bedsheets.

			Morgana rolled her eyes. “Fine. I’ll tell Tristan you’re on your cycle bleeding, and your stomach hurts too much for you to get out of bed.”

			I blinked. When was the last time I’d bled? A month? Two? Not that it mattered. But I couldn’t remember, like I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten, or bathed, or smiled, or felt Jules wrap her arms around me, or listened to the infectious sound of her laugh. Most memories since the Revelation were foggy in my mind. There were clusters of me crying, throwing every piece of clothing on the floor after trying each one on in an attempt to look normal and happy, and then feeling doubly miserable and hating how everything looked and felt on my body. I’d meet up with Tristan, a smile plastered on my face as we pranced around the city and rode in litters, and when I returned home to Cresthaven, I’d lose it the moment I was past the fortress walls. I’d taken to running straight for the ocean, wading in in my clothes and shoes, deep enough to scream and cry into the crashing waves without fear of anyone hearing me. 

			Morgana inched closer to my side of the bed, wrinkling her nose in disgust. “Give me your arm.”

			“No!”

			Morgana grabbed my elbow, trying to expose my wrist.

			Immediately, I snatched it back from her fingers, hugging my arm to my chest. “Don’t touch it.”

			The blood oath still felt raw on my wrist, the skin burning where Father had cut me as I’d sworn to keep our secrets—that Meera was like Jules and had one of the three vorakh, visions, and that Father had overstepped in the ceremony to save her. The oath bound me to keep the secret with an  ancient magic. I could feel its power hissing under my skin, watching, waiting, ready to strike me down the moment I broke the vow.

			We four keep this secret. We four die by this secret. 

			“I don’t want to touch it,” Morgana snapped. “But I need to make sure it’s healing properly. Stop fighting me.” She grabbed my wrist and wrenched it into her lap, her sharp nails digging into my skin. In the temple, when Jules’s vorakh had been revealed, Morgana had held my hand so tightly, she’d cut tiny crescent moons into my skin with her nails. Now the cycles of the moon were tattooed over her wrist and up the length of her arm.

			“I am going to throw up,” she said dramatically, peeling back the white bandage on my inner arm. The bandage may have smelled, but the tattoo underneath was pristine.

			A seven-pointed star, the Valalumir, had been inked across my skin in perfect detail. Inside the Valalumir, the sigil of Ka Batavia—seraphim wings beneath a full moon—stood proud. The tattoo was there to conceal the blood oath, to obscure the slightly mutilated skin. A blood oath left no visible mark or scar, but it could be felt. As a noble lady, an Heir to the Arkasva, my skin had never been harmed. And if Tristan noticed the slightest imperfection, then the tattoo artist was my defense to sweep away his suspicions. 

			“At least you don’t have an infection.” Morgana released me. 

			“Are we done here?” I asked, already rolling back to bury my face against the pillow. 

			“With this,” she said. “I assume you’re not going to attend to your other obligation. I’ll send word you’re sick, and you can lie here and waste away. But if you think I’m going to let the stench of your room seep through the walls and into mine, you’re wrong.”

			“Clean it up, then. I don’t fucking care.”

			
			

			Morgana laughed. “Like I know how to clean. You either get the fuck up, wash your Godsdamned clothes, take a bath, and get your shit together, or I will come back in here tonight and throw every single gown you own out the window before I light them on fire.”

			“Don’t threaten me with a good time. That’s just a reason to go shopping,” I said dully, and squeezed my eyes shut.

			“Well, luckily, you have a boyfriend with a purse full of silver.” 

			I grabbed another pillow and placed it on top of my head.

			“That is, if you ever get up to see him again,” she added.

			A black hole was settling over my heart and stomach. I was just so … empty. And hopeless.

			And scared.

			Silence washed over us—until Meera screamed from her bedroom. A blood-curdling, animalistic scream.

			I realized what it was at once. At last, one month after her Revelation, one month since Father had controlled her body and magic to make it appear as if she were some mediocre mage rather than a powerful Heir to the Arkasva equipped with forbidden magic, Meera’s vorakh was making its second appearance. This was the power, the secret, the curse that had left me with a scarred wrist, a tattooed arm, and a promise that weighed more than my life. This was the same illegal power that had taken Jules and left me a mere shadow.

			Meera’s vorakh had come to collect its price. She was having a vision.

			Morgana was already moving, no longer trying to work her way around my depression-built mountains of dirty clothes but leaping over them. “Meera!”

			There was another scream—louder and weaker all at once, as if our sister was too terrified of what she’d seen in her mind to even express the fear flooding through her.

			
			

			I remembered seeing that fear in Jules’s eyes when she’d looked out across the temple once her magic was revealed. She had been searching for me, for her family, for support. She had needed us—needed me—and I … I had sat there, pinned to the chair, schooling my face to a neutral, noble expression, holding the hand of the very man who’d have hunted her down in seconds if the Imperator hadn’t gotten to her first. 

			“Stop!” Morgana yelled from another room. There was a crash. Glass shattered against a wall.

			Cold seeped into my room. Freezing air. Meera’s aura. 

			Goosebumps prickled across my arms and legs, and I reached for my blanket, determined to burrow back beneath it into endless darkness and warmth.

			“Help!” Morgana cried. “Gods! What do I do?”

			I burrowed deeper, willing myself to go deaf, to stop hearing Meera’s screams or Morgana’s pleas. It felt too much like that night. It was too soon, too close.

			“Lyr! Help me! Please!”

			Meera screamed again, and again I was pulled back into the temple; the memory of how I hadn’t been able to help Jules, to save her, was overwhelming.

			But Meera was here. Meera was alive. Meera had a chance. 

			The scar on my wrist itched wildly. Morgana shouted another desperate call for help. Energy I hadn’t experienced in weeks surged through me, and I jumped out of bed and raced around the piles of clothes on my floor, my ankle nearly tangling in a discarded gown. It was the same gown I’d worn that night, on my birthday.

			A moment later, I was in Meera’s room. Her walls were pristine white except for one splotch of red. Blood. There was a cut on Morgana’s forehead and a glass vase on the ground. Water leaked from the shards onto the plush carpet and the wilted silver snap flowers that had spilled from it.

			
			

			Morgana clutched her forehead, moaning in pain where she sat on the ground, while Meera circled her. There was a feral look to my eldest sister, a look I’d never seen before. She was thinner than she had been a month earlier. Her ash-brown hair was stringy and tangled—in desperate need of being washed and brushed—and her hazel eyes were wide, somehow both full of fear and empty.

			Meera’s gaze turned to me but she showed no sign of recognition. 

			She lunged, her hands in front of her, fingers curled into claws. I was shocked at the impact. For a second, my mind conjured up some old scroll I’d read about vorakh. The forbidden magic strengthened the mages who were afflicted with it, in effect making them as strong as a soturion when they were enthralled. 

			In the next second, my back slammed against the carpet, and I wheezed, barely able to catch my breath. 

			A growl erupted from Meera, her teeth gnashing as she readied herself to pounce on me. I rolled to the side just in time.

			“What do I do?” I yelled to Morgana. “Morgs! How do I stop this?” I’d never been in a fight before. I didn’t know what to do or how to help. I only knew I had to keep Meera from hurting herself. 

			Morgana shifted, gingerly clutching at the wall. Blood dripped down her chin onto her chest, bleeding into the fabric of her black gown. “I don’t know,” she moaned, pressing both hands to her head as she made it to her feet. “I don’t know what to do. I don’t—I can’t—She’s too strong right now.”

			Meera grabbed me, the movement fast and vicious, and her nails slid down my arm, cutting into my skin, drawing blood.

			“Fuck!” I scurried back, scrambled to my feet, and clutched at my arm to staunch the wound. “Meera. Meera! Are you …?”

			
			

			She screeched, leaping to her feet and running for me. I flinched, and then something settled deep inside me.

			I made a decision. I wouldn’t lose anyone else in my family. Never again. And I would do whatever it took.

			In that moment, I had two objectives: to protect my own body, and to keep Meera from further hurting Morgana or herself. 

			I ran at Meera, at the vision forcing its way inside her. Our bodies collided, and I pushed her onto the bed to cushion her fall. I found her wrists, pinned them above her head, and pressed my forehead to hers.

			“Come on, Meera! It’s me. Come on, come on!”

			Her eyes widened, recognition filling them. “Lyr?”

			My breaths came sharp and fast as the tension left her body. “Meera?” My tears began to spill. She was all right. She’d survived her first full vision. We had survived. 

			The room remained filled with a frigid chill as we cleaned the blood off the wall and threw the broken vase and dying silver snaps into the trash. Then the three of us huddled together under layers of blankets as Meera described a scene that didn’t make sense. In her vision, there’d been a forest and a girl wandering through it. There’d been voices in the air, cries for help. But the girl couldn’t find the owners of those voices, and then everything had gone dark.

			After Meera described her vision, the temperature in the room slowly returned to normal, and I made another decision. Not only was I going to meet Tristan, but this was the last time I would let myself fall apart. If I was going to play my role to perfection, I couldn’t come home and scream into the ocean. I couldn’t break down and cry anymore. It was getting too hard to pick myself back up. Jules was gone. I couldn’t change that. But I could protect Meera—and to do that, I’d need to wear my mask at all times.

			
			

			I took a bath and washed and detangled my hair. For the first time in days, I put on clean underwear, tying bows on either hip to secure the undergarment in place. I gathered every article of clothing from my floor into a pile on my balcony. I gathered everything else until my room was clean: glasses, dishes, and cups that had accumulated in Morgana’s attempts to get me to eat, my bedding, anything dirty, anything that smelled, anything I’d touched in my sorrow or grief, anything that reminded me of the fear that had plagued me for the last month or conjured up feelings of how scared and helpless I’d been. It all went to the balcony.

			When I stepped onto my balcony, the salt-kissed wind blew at my hair, and my locks turned red beneath the sun and blew across my face. I tossed everything, every last memento of my depression-piles, over the railing. It all landed in a heaping dump on the waterway of the fortress grounds below me. One dress remained in my wardrobe untouched—a black gown that cut a low “V” down the front, nearly to my belly. Silver threading beneath the material made it sparkle and shimmer in the sunlight, and silver rope crisscrossed over my waist and ribcage. Tristan would love the silver. He’d love the low cut of the dress, too.

			You must let her go. She has to die in Lethea.

			I pushed away the memory of Tristan holding me back and whispering those hateful words into my ear when Jules had been arrested. 

			I fixed my hair into long, loose waves, the way my hairdresser used to before we’d sent her away. I watched the locks transform from dark brown to bright red whenever I shifted into the sunlight. I couldn’t make it look as good as my stylist could, but it wasn’t bad either. I draped my diadem across my forehead for the first time since my seventeenth birthday, and applied make-up, watching the gold center of the diadem catch sunlight between my dark eyebrows. I looked  beautiful and calm. The perfect Lady Lyriana Batavia, Heir to the Arkasva, High Lord of Bamaria.

			Giving myself a final once-over, I realized I only had one flaw: the scratch on my arm from Meera. Shit.

			The cut ran across my bicep. I turned in the mirror to look more closely at it, gasping as I realized there was another wound from her vorakh: a bruise was forming on my back as well. No one could know, no one could suspect. My hair was long and thick and hung in loose waves—it would cover the bruise, but I found a black shawl stuffed in the back of my wardrobe, just in case. I couldn’t afford to make a mistake; 
I couldn’t afford one misstep. My status in Bamarian society and the future of my Ka were at stake.

			But the cut … I couldn’t bandage it to hide it. Tristan would notice. I needed some other way to keep him from seeing it. I wandered into Jules’s room, the room she’d occupied since we were girls. She’d moved in after her parents had died. It hadn’t been touched since she’d been taken.

			My eyes watered, but I blinked back the tears and schooled my face. I couldn’t ruin my make-up.

			On her dresser lay an assortment of jewelry we’d collected over the years. Birthday jewelry, we’d called it. Our own little tradition. Gold necklaces, jeweled rings, bracelets, bangles, earrings, waistlets, anklets—they were spread out in disarray rather than neatly arranged in her jewelry boxes and on her jewelry stands, as if she’d been trying on different pieces to see their effect with her dress before her Revelation. While she’d been looking for the perfect accessory for what was supposed to have been the best night of her life, I’d been outside at the pools, kissing Tristan.

			I inhaled and exhaled sharply, focusing on my mission, and examined the pieces, trying not to recall the days we’d purchased them or the occasions on which she’d worn them. In the center, under a larger golden necklace, was what I’d  been looking for. It was Jules’s favourite piece: a golden arm cuff styled like seraphim wings.

			I picked up the bracelet and watched it shine in the light, feeling how smooth and cold the metal was. I slid it over my arm, past my elbow, and up to my bicep. It fit perfectly, complementing my diadem, and most importantly, hiding the cut.

			I nodded at my reflection and retreated through the halls of Cresthaven, using the kitchens to access the waterways behind the fortress that led to the garden underneath my balcony. There, everything I owned lay in a giant pile. I flagged down one of my father’s sentries. He’d been watching me and eyeing my dirty clothes with a mixture of curiosity and disdain. But he hadn’t said a word—and he wouldn’t, since, as far as he could tell, I did not appear to be in any danger.

			“Your Grace,” he said, lowering his chin. He paused on the waterway, his golden armor gleaming in the sun.

			I smiled sweetly. “Can you have one of the fortress mages burn this?”

			“Burn it, Your Grace?” His tone was condescending. I could read his expression as easily as a scroll. He thought I was being a silly, dramatic little girl. Spoiled. Ridiculous. It was exactly what I’d expected him to think. It was unbelievable sometimes, the way men, even those employed by my father, thought they could judge me when I was the one manipulating them.

			I lifted my chin. “Did I ask for your opinion?” I used my haughtiest, most affected voice—the voice of an Heir, of a girl who far outranked him and dared him to question her.

			“No.” He bowed. “My apologies. But it appears to be your entire wardrobe, Your Grace.”

			I laughed. “And it’s all entirely last season. Some pieces even several seasons old. I can’t have that, now, can I?  Wearing clothes that have fallen out of style? What would people say?”

			The sentry looked confused, but had clearly decided it wasn’t worth arguing. “I will see it done.”

			I nodded, turning on my heels. “I’ll be checking in to see that it is in fact done.”

			“Your Grace,” he called. “Shall I inform Soturion Markan that you wish to leave the premises? Venturing into the city, I presume?”

			My fingers curled at my sides. “That won’t be necessary,” I said. “I’ll have the escorts of Lord Tristan Grey to accompany me.”

			Moments later, I sat in a seraphim carriage with Tristan’s arms around me as I willed my body to relax and not shake under his touch. I had to get over this, this weird feeling I had whenever he touched me. His escorts, mages who kept their staves ready at all times, sat behind the partition to give us privacy. It made Tristan bolder, his hands already on me.

			The floor shifted beneath us as the seraphim stood and took flight. A cold breeze hinting of fall’s longer nights and darker days blew through the window as I watched Cresthaven move farther and farther away from me. Curls of black smoke rose above the glittering blue mosaic tiles of the fortress walls, dancing and licking at the sky before fading into white wisps.

			I sucked in a breath. I’d shed my last tear for Jules. I’d fallen apart for the last time. If I was going to protect Meera, if I was going to fulfill my blood oath and my Ka was going to survive, I couldn’t break character again.

			I turned to Tristan. His brown eyes were full of affection, the wind lightly brushing through his hair. He had no idea of the turmoil thrashing inside me.

			I conjured up the memory of our first kiss. Of the butterflies fluttering in my stomach. Of the way that sensation  had moved lower when he’d drawn me closer, of the gasp of pleasure I’d made when his knuckles had grazed across my breasts and my nipples had hardened. I remembered the excited beats of my heart, and the way he’d looked so handsome in the setting sun, the soft sprinkling sounds of water flowing into the pools. I remembered how I’d waited weeks for him to kiss me, enduring our flirtations and teasing until it all came together in what had felt like such a pivotal, explosive moment between us.

			I pulled that memory forward as if I could wear it like armor. I’d desired him once, with my entire being. I willed that desire to cloak me, to seep into my skin. 

			I traced the line of his jaw with my fingers as the carriage tilted. “Do you know how handsome you are?” I brought my lips against his, softly, slowly, tentatively, and closed my eyes, as his mouth opened to mine. I tensed, a feeling of panic surging through me, and then it passed. The faint smell of smoke wafted into my nose, blending with Tristan’s scent, a mix of mint and the salt of the ocean.

			His fingers pressed into me as my tongue swept past his lips. Our kiss deepened as my old life, the old me, burned to ash, and a new fire was stoked inside me.

		

	
		
			
			

			CHAPTER TWO

			(Present day)

			You’re the fire. 

			It had been hours since the immortal Afeya Mercurial had uttered those words into my mind. Hours since he’d appeared and then vanished right off the track in the Katurium, Bamaria’s arena and training grounds for 
warriors. For the rest of my run, and through all my 
soturion classes, all I could hear was the lilting, musical voice of the immortal. 

			It kept echoing: the way he’d taunted me and laughed and said I could be the most powerful soturion of all time. He’d seemed to know something I didn’t. Something crucial. Something dangerous. Even after hours of lecture on weapons, soturion history, and combat theory, I could barely touch my lunch as I sat down with my friends, Haleika and Galen, to eat. I couldn’t stop the dread building in my stomach.

			You’re the fire.

			It wasn’t the first time I’d heard those words. That was what made them so terrifying to hear. I’d heard them in a dream, a dream I’d had right after Rhyan and I had been bound together as novice and apprentice soturi—my blood and his blood joining to form a link between our power. This link meant we could never be more than apprentice and novice. 
Kashonim. 

			
			

			“You’re the fire,” he’d said in my dream, just before he’d kissed me, before we’d fallen to the floor to make love … only to discover we were underground, buried alive, and the dream had come to a crashing halt, startling me awake. 

			Every time I thought about Mercurial’s words, a chill ran down my spine. Why had he used that exact phrase? Was it a coincidence? Did it mean something different to him? Or could the Afeya see into dreams? Did he have the ability to see not only into my mind, but also into my unconscious? My stomach knotted.

			I didn’t want an answer to my questions. Every single possibility scared me. Mercurial scared me. 

			Of all the people in Lumeria, he seemed to be the most suspicious of me and Rhyan, the most aware of the fact that, on some level, our relationship transcended that of just novice and apprentice. It was a fact Rhyan had just begun to acknowledge two nights before. A fact we had both decided immediately after could never come to anything. A fact I knew was going to grip my heart like a vise forever, the way our first kiss had lingered with me for the last three years. 

			I’d thought about that kiss, the feel of his lips on mine and his body pressing me against the tree that night beneath the stars, far more times than I wanted to admit. Even now, with all that had happened and all the danger we faced, I was just as captivated by thoughts of him, of his emerald eyes, of the soothing sound of his voice and the light timbre of his northern accent. I could barely stop thinking about the way he moved his body, with such strength and determination, and the way he talked, sometimes serious and insightful, and sometimes bitingly sarcastic and full of wit. The way he—Gods. I had to stop.

			We were playing a dangerous game, one forbidden on so many levels. I still had a role to play, a duty to protect my family. I was still to be engaged to Tristan, and I still  needed the protection of his Ka and wealth. If Mercurial had any inkling of the truth of what existed between me and Rhyan, neither of us would ever be safe when the Afeya was in Bamaria. The immortal had made it clear he wanted something from me, some power he believed I possessed, one I wasn’t even aware of. It was a power he claimed even the nahashim—ancient creatures from the old world capable of finding anything—had been unable to detect. After I’d failed to reveal any magic at my Revelation, the Imperator had ordered me to be examined by nahashim. The procedure had been painfully invasive as the snake-like creatures violated my body, seeking answers. They’d found nothing. 

			I didn’t know whether to believe the Afeya. Mercurial knew I was desperate, that there was something I needed—something so important, I’d consider bargaining with the immortal for it. He knew I needed to find my power. 

			My lack of magic had led to my arrest and banishment, and then it had led me here, to the Soturion Academy, to the only way I could remain in Bamaria. It had torn my life apart in a matter of days, and it had kept me from protecting my family and from truly following my heart.

			Mercurial knew that all too well. He had the ability to grant me any wish, any desire. It was what Afeya did. But every wish came with a price. And it was a price even I, a Lady of Ka Batavia, could never afford.

			I tightened the laces of my soturion-issued sandals—so different from the sandals I’d worn all my life. These were of a heavy, dark brown leather, with straps running up the sides of my legs connected by laces that tied at my calves, thicker than anything I’d worn before. They were the shoes of a warrior, and I was not a warrior—unless Rhyan really could teach me to be one, as he’d promised. 

			I took a deep breath, trying to clear my mind before I entered our private training room for our afternoon lessons.

			
			

			Rhyan closed the door behind him as I dropped my bag on a stack of mats. I was hit with the musty smell of the room, now tinged with my own scent and Rhyan’s familiar musk. I’d gotten used to it in the past month. I’d even begun to find it comforting. Safe.

			“He’s gone,” Rhyan said immediately, green eyes blazing. A single red scar ran through his left eye, starting above his brow and ending at the top of his cheekbone. He looked me up and down, his gaze studious, assessing, as he folded muscular arms across his chest. “Are you all right?”

			I pushed the loose strands of my hair behind my ears and tucked stray pieces into my braid before I stretched my arms across my chest, trying to relieve the tension still tight in my shoulders. “That depends. Which ‘he’ are you referring to?” 

			Quite a number of unwelcome “he”s were currently in Bamaria, not even including the newly formed legion of soldiers from Ka Kormac—two thousand men, all from a foreign country, all loyal to a foreign Ka led by my worst enemy. The Imperator had been gradually bringing the soldiers into our country for years. And recently, he’d used the excuse of unrest in Bamaria to arm the streets with his soturi until we were basically being occupied—even if no one in Bamaria was willing to say it out loud. 

			“The Afeyan messenger. Mercurial’s gone.” Rhyan’s jaw tightened. He still stood in front of the door, his shoulders tensed. It was a protective stance, one I’d seen him take a hundred times now, as if he was preparing to defend me from anything or anyone who came through that door.

			“How do you know?” I switched my arms, reversing the stretch. “He’s never supposed to be here, and yet he seems to have a habit of appearing when and where he’s least 
welcome.” Like in my apartment. Or on the track when I was in the middle of a run.

			
			

			Rhyan shifted his weight, looking uncomfortable, one hand resting on his waist. He wore a black practice tunic and a leather practice belt with seven hanging straps. The weighted bronze ends of the leather pieces reached mid-thigh. Below his tunic were his old boots, laced up to his knees. They were his boots from the North, from his home country of Glemaria. I knew he favored them over Bamarian sandals, even if we didn’t have the right climate for them—at least not for another few weeks. Bamaria had a snowy season, but it was brief.

			“I had a meeting this morning, after his appearance,” Rhyan said, finally moving away from the door. “Regarding your … security detail.”

			My nostrils flared. It was still a tense subject between us—the fact that for over a month, Rhyan had been secretly a part of my security team, one of my escorts, a personal bodyguard watching over me. No one had told me, not even him. It had explained his constant alertness, the way he was always tense and ready to fight.

			“Right. Of course. Did it occur to anyone that I ought to have been included in this conversation regarding my own safety and security?” 

			Rhyan flinched at my harsh tone.

			In the last few days, we had grown closer. I’d even slept in his bed—I was injured, and he was on the floor, but still, there was an intimacy that had not existed between us before. Not to mention, he was the first person I’d ever let see or treat my wounds. He was the first person I’d trusted enough to allow to tend to them. In some ways, it was the most intimate I’d ever been with another person. 

			“I’m”—he coughed—“a rather low-level member on the team—you know, being forsworn and all. I apologize that I can’t speak to your lack of invitation to the meeting. But I am telling you now.”

			
			

			I softened. Rhyan hadn’t had a choice in the matter of becoming my guard. He’d been exiled from his own country a year earlier, accused of murdering his mother, wife to the Arkasva, and Imperator of the North. He was also rumored to have killed another soturion in training. I didn’t believe that either rumor was true, no matter who else believed it. Rhyan could be dangerous and violent, and I had no doubt in my mind he was physically capable of what everyone said. But capable was all. He was good, through and through. I’d never doubted that for a second. 

			When he’d reached our borders, an akadim—a monster of the old world—had nearly breached Bamaria, something that hadn’t happened in years. Rhyan had killed it, a feat impressive even for the most powerful and experienced soturi. For this reason, he’d been permitted to stay in Bamaria, despite being forsworn—a criminal in exile from his home country. But killing an akadim hadn’t been enough for my father to absolve Rhyan of his past. He’d assigned Rhyan to be my guard and my apprentice. And Rhyan was stuck with me—the weakest soturion in history, the girl who could very well be his downfall if I didn’t become stronger—as his novice.

			Unless Mercurial was right, and the power he’d hinted I could possess was real. 

			“I know you are. And I appreciate that,” I said. “But considering the Star Court Ambassador’s penchant for showing up after he’s allegedly left the country and then breaking and entering into my private quarters, can you elaborate?” 

			“We have eyewitness reports from the soturi of Ka Batavia that they watched him cross the Elyrian border. They saw him physically crossing it.” The Afeya seemed to have the ability to travel, a power that was forbidden. It was the third vorakh—the one I’d feared I’d have. Jules and Meera had both been cursed with the first of the three vorakh two years before—visions. Morgana, one year ago, had revealed the  second vorakh—mind-reading. Then there was me, cursed with nothing.

			Anyone found in possession of vorakh was immediately arrested and executed. But the Afeya operated outside of the Emperor’s rule. They could not be controlled or contained, only closely monitored, with many, many peace treaties and trade agreements between us and their three courts.

			I shook my head. “Was he invited for this most recent visit?”

			“No.”

			I exhaled sharply. The Afeya were capable of doing anything, making the impossible happen with their magic. Breaking into an apartment in a country he was not welcome in would be child’s play for Mercurial. But there was a catch when it came to Afeyan magic: they could never perform anything by their own free will. Every bit of magic they used, every spell they cast, every action they took—it had to be by request. Which meant someone had wanted Mercurial to seek me out. 

			“Rhyan, this isn’t comforting. Don’t you see? He can come back at any time.”

			“I know. I’m not taking this lightly. Everyone on your team is very aware, but the new wards around your apartment are up. The mages have given them double reinforcements and alarms, so you should be safe.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “Right. And if they fail, then at least my security detail will be patrolling outside my window.”

			“With the threat of the Emartis and the way they’ve targeted you, it’s necessary.” 

			The Emartis, rebels who’d been underground for years, had recently re-emerged, determined to remove my father from the Seat of Power. Attacking me by attacking the Katurium had been their latest act of terrorism.

			
			

			I folded my arms across my chest. “And what shift did you pull? Standing outside my window all night? Or sleeping outside my front door?”

			He raised an eyebrow. Just one. I was never sure if he meant to lift one or both when he did that. The scar through his left eye cut through part of his eyebrow. His vision was perfect, and he claimed the injury had no impact on him beyond the way it looked cosmetically, but he couldn’t move that part of his face at all. And though he’d never admit it, I knew he was ashamed of the scar, to some degree. Whenever his brown hair began to curl—usually when it was damp—he had a nervous habit of pushing it over his forehead or running his fingers through the curls until they unwound into loose waves that covered the scar.

			“Maybe it’s best you leave your questions with the head of your detail,” he said neutrally. “I’m merely an employee.”

			“And who is the head?” I asked. “Fucking Markan? He doesn’t tell me shit.”

			Rhyan’s hands clenched at his sides. For a moment, cold air sputtered around me, then, just as quickly, it was gone. Rhyan’s aura was one of the most powerful I’d ever encountered. Whenever he was feeling a particularly strong emotion or was using large stores of his power, his aura expanded, producing a chill.

			I shivered at the sensation, goosebumps rushing up my arms.

			“Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to—”

			I shook my head. “If my aura worked, it would react the same way whenever I mentioned him.”

			Markan had been my escort since I could walk, guarding me around Cresthaven and following me in the shadows when I left the fortress. His job was to keep me alive. But to me, he’d always be the bastard who’d stopped me from chasing after Jules when she had been taken. He’d be the  bastard who’d drugged me that night and taken my unconscious body back to Cresthaven so my father could force the blood oath on me, cutting my wrist and making me swear to protect our Ka’s secrets.

			“Arkturion Aemon is the head of your detail,” Rhyan said formally, but there was an underlying tension in his words, an anger threading through them. “Any questions you have, I’d take to him.” His aura flared out again, something colder and darker in the air, and his body went still in a way I’d only seen once before—when he’d first seen me injured, before the habibellum.

			I’d had to go to this event, a practice fight amongst all my classmates, immediately after helping Meera through a vision. I hadn’t had time to clean myself up or inspect every inch of my skin and hide my wounds with jewelry, clothing, and hairstyles. Doing so would have made me late, and because the Imperator had come to observe me, I couldn’t afford to miss even a minute.

			Rhyan had seen my injuries. He’d seen me limping, with blood splattered on my tunic. He’d seen the cut on my cheek. He’d blamed Tristan for these injuries, and, for one moment, Rhyan had frozen like a predator. He’d looked ready to race through all of Bamaria until he’d hunted Tristan down and recreated every cut and bruise he’d seen on my body.

			Rhyan didn’t know it was Meera’s vorakh doing all the damage.

			“Rhyan?” I asked. “What’s wrong?”

			His nostrils flared as he shook his head. “Just … If you have questions about security, take it up with him.”

			I stepped closer, tentatively reaching out to touch his forearm. “Did something happen at the meeting? Between you and Aemon?”

			The muscle in his jaw worked. “How’s your back feeling?” he asked. Anger was laced through his words. 

			
			

			I rolled my shoulders gingerly. “Still sore.”

			He nodded, his expression tense, like he was holding back quiet fury. “No new pain?”

			“No.”

			“Good,” he said, roughly. “Can I check your ankle?”

			“My ankle’s been fine since Mercurial healed it.” I’d sprained it trying to get to Meera quickly enough to help her through her vision. Mercurial had healed me with a snap of his fingers yesterday morning, claiming it was a free gift—except the Afeya never gave anything for free.

			I shifted my weight, uncomfortable with Rhyan’s line of questioning, though I was skeptical myself that the healing would last. I didn’t like thinking about Mercurial’s motivations, or the fact that Afeyan magic had been used on me. For him to have done so meant someone had ordered him to. Someone must have struck a deal with him and requested he heal me. Had it been the same person who’d ordered him to visit me?

			But right then, my main source of discomfort came from the fact that I didn’t want Rhyan contemplating how I’d gotten the sprain in the first place. I had to keep him from connecting the dots back to Meera and her vorakh. 

			“What’s with the sudden health check?” I grabbed my left wrist in my hand. My fingers pressed into my skin, into the mutilated flesh where my blood oaths lay at the edge of my Valalumir tattoo. 

			Rhyan gave a somewhat harsh laugh. “Partner, it hasn’t even been a full two days since you sprained your ankle, or whatever happened to you. Barely two days since you were lashed—by Aemon.” His voice broke saying Aemon’s name, his fingers flexing and curling into fists at his sides.

			I looked up at him. “Did something happen with Aemon to upset you?” I asked again.

			Rhyan’s eyes ran back and forth across my face, his expression incredulous. “Lyr,” he said, “he lashed you.”

			
			

			My mouth fell open. “No. He—He didn’t want to hurt me. It wasn’t his choice.” 

			The Imperator had arranged it. He’d planned to be in Bamaria to test me. When it was revealed that I had no magic after my Revelation Ceremony, I’d been given a deal. I had seven months to become a soturion. I had seven months to train and pass a test given by the Emperor himself. I had seven months to prove I wasn’t wasting everyone’s time by training without magic—a feat that had never been accomplished before. But the Imperator had never meant to allow me the full extent of my time or our bargain. He’d made it his mission to ensure that the smallest mistakes were penalized. My time had been cut in half. My test by the Emperor to determine if I’d be allowed to continue training or if I’d be permanently banished had been moved from spring to the winter solstice, Valyati. And I’d been lashed four times across my back.

			Aemon had been the one to do it, but it hadn’t been his choice. 

			“I know Aemon didn’t sentence you,” Rhyan said. “I know the Imperator was behind it. But that doesn’t make me want to kill the Arkturion any less when I see him. Or strangle him for touching you like that, for hurting you.” 

			A chill ran through me. “He was trying to help. You said so yourself: he spread the lashes so I wouldn’t scar. And I … I’d rather him than Turion Dairen.” Dairen was Aemon’s 
Second, the one who usually doled out punishments to soturi, and he was a total asshole. But after my father had become Arkasva and the riots had broken out, Turion Dairen had saved my father’s life when he’d absorbed what would have been a killing blow—meaning he was praised as a hero in Cresthaven, despite being a piece of gryphon-shit.

			The moment Aemon had said, I’ll do it, and taken Dairen’s place to whip me would be burned into my memory forever.  It had horrified me. But it was still a better outcome than if the punishment had been doled out by Dairen, who would have no doubt derived some sick pleasure from it.

			Rhyan’s shoulders tensed, his biceps flexing. “Just because Aemon didn’t do the worst doesn’t change the fact that he hurt you.” 

			“I know, but he didn’t want to. He’s like an uncle to me.”

			Rhyan’s face softened. “When did you learn it was okay for people close to you to hurt you?”

			When Jules had been taken and I’d had to sit still and watch like a good little girl. When I had to endure Meera’s vorakh taking over her body and attacking me every time she had a vision. When I’d been forced into a blood oath because revealing that Meera hurt me could get her killed and turn us into the next Ka Azria. When I’d endured it all again to protect Morgana. And every day, when I played the good daughter of the Empire, madly in love with Tristan.

			I stiffened, staring back at Rhyan.

			He was watching me expectantly, hand running through his hair and down the back of his neck. “I’m sorry. It’s not your fault. It’s just … I was raised by an Imperator. I understand the nuances here. The politics. Doesn’t make it any easier. Doesn’t make me any less …” He exhaled sharply, looking like he was doing all he could to calm down and contain his emotions. “You didn’t deserve that.”

			“I know.” I blinked back tears, the lids of my eyes burning. Every time he did this, every time he came close to the truth, I started to lose control and unlock the cage within which I’d so desperately tried to conceal my emotions. “It’s fine,” I said dully.

			Rhyan looked pained, his mouth opening like he was ready to argue with me, and then seemed to abruptly change his mind. “Will you have a seat, Lyr? I really do want to  check your ankle and change your bandages. If that’s all right 
with you.”

			My hands shook at my sides, but I pressed them against my waist. Though I trusted Rhyan and had let him tend to my wounds before, old habits died hard.

			He turned from me, crouching low over his bag and pulling out his medicinal supplies: clean white bandages and what appeared to be uncured golden sunleaves. 

			I made my way over to a stack of mats and sat down, reaching gingerly behind me to loosen the ties of my tunic. I winced, gasping in pain from the movement. I was feeling far better than I’d expected, considering what had happened, but everything still hurt, most of my body still sore and raw.

			Rhyan glanced up at me when I made another noise of pain. “Don’t strain yourself,” he said. “I’ll get your tunic off.”

			I bit my lip, feeling my skin warm, half from liking the idea of Rhyan removing my clothing—liking that idea too much—and half from embarrassment that I couldn’t even do this one simple task myself. 

			I waited nervously as he crossed the room, wondering if he’d noticed the effect his words had had on me. My nerves jumped as Rhyan threw one leg over the front of the mat and straddled the seat behind me, one leg pressed warmly against mine.

			“Is this okay?” he asked, leaning in toward me, his fingers grazing the back of my tunic. “Can I untie this?”

			“Go ahead.” My body tensed, aware of his presence, alert to the coming examination. But the knots that had formed in my stomach and around my heart began to loosen. Rhyan always checked in with me about everything he was doing—even when I’d given him prior permission. And he kept me informed of what was coming next and why. It made me feel safe in a way that I couldn’t ever remember feeling.

			
			

			My body, for the last two years, had become a tool to be used. Against Meera, to stop her visions. In public, to distract Bamaria from any wrong steps made by my sisters. And for Tristan’s pleasure, as I continued to keep up the pretense that I loved him purely and wanted to be with him. Now it was a tool for the Imperator to humiliate the reputation of Ka Batavia. It was a tool that I had to train and strengthen to pass the Emperor’s test in three months. But with Rhyan, I never felt any of that. With Rhyan, I had the distinct sense that my body was mine again.

			Cool air washed over my back as he opened the laces down the entire length of my spine. My tunic sleeves rolled down my shoulders, and I held onto the material to keep the front of my body covered. A warm, callused hand gathered the loose strands of my hair, along with my braid, and pushed them over my shoulder, smoothing everything to the side. His fingers grazed the nape of my neck. I arched into his touch without realizing it. 

			“Did I hurt you?” he asked.

			Heat flushed across my face, making my cheeks redden. “No. Just stretching.”

			I closed my eyes, focusing on keeping my breathing even as he removed the bandage and cured the sunleaves into a paste for my wounds. But with the feel of his hands on my back, I needed a distraction. He set the jar down beside me, and I stared at the leaves, taking note of their unique design. “I’ve never seen sunleaves shaped like that before—with the edges so blunt.”

			“Hmmm?” Rhyan paused, his hands warm on my back, a welcome, soothing pressure. “Oh. They’re from Glemarian sun trees.”

			I twisted my neck to look at him. The movement pushed me closer to him; our thighs pressed warmly together. “From your home?” 

			
			

			He offered a cocky smile. “They’re far superior to the sunleaves you have here.”

			“You didn’t have to use them on me.” I wasn’t sure how rough Rhyan’s life had been in exile, traveling from one end of the Empire to the other. When I’d first seen him, his soturion uniform had been in stained tatters, and he’d been in need of a haircut and a shave. I suspected anything he carried, anything he’d managed to take when he’d fled his home, had to be of great value to him. It wasn’t clear when, if ever, he’d be allowed to return. “You could have saved them.”

			“Yes, but, Your Grace,” he said, voice teasing, “you’re the Lady Lyriana Batavia, Heir to the Arkasva. And if I have superior sunleaves available to treat you, I have to use them. We can’t just use any old inferior leaves on an Heir, now, can we?” 

			“Perhaps I am of the opinion that Bamarian leaves are superior,” I said, following his lead. I knew Rhyan well enough by now to recognize his jokes and sarcasm for what they really were—his own form of distraction. Sometimes for his benefit, sometimes for mine. “What would the Council say if they knew you’d dared to use lesser leaves on an Heir?”

			“I’d ask to see which studies were done to corroborate this nonsense,” he said, as he finished applying my new bandage. “And I’d offer further evidence to support my claim that Bamarian cuisine is actually quite lacking.”

			I laughed. “You can’t be serious! For one, that doesn’t prove your point, because I see no correlation. And two, you’re just flat-out wrong.” The fare they served at the Katurium to keep the soturi strong during training did leave a bit—a lot, actually—to be desired. I could barely stomach the food; granted, most days that was from nerves. But I knew for a fact that Bamaria had some of the top restaurants in the Empire, plus plenty of access to fresh fruits, vegetables, and spices.

			
			

			“To counter your points: one, I am very serious; and two, that is a weak argument to make, especially when I am most definitely right,” he said, pulling my sleeves back over my shoulders. His fingers were nimble at the base of my spine, bringing the material together and lacing me back up. “I’d wager there are studies which show that the soil in Glemaria has more nutrients, therefore better-tasting food and more effective medical treatments. So there’s your correlation, Professor Batavia. Plus, Glemarian food is just better—heartier. Tastier.” 

			“Or you just have a bland palate after years of eating all your hearty snow mountain food.”

			“I’ll have you know, partner, that I have an excellent taste palate,” he said, leaning toward me. His eyes darkened, and his scent enveloped me—warm and musky with a hint of pine trees.

			I still feel the taste of your lips on mine.

			My mouth went dry.

			Rhyan straightened, looking away, and patted my back. “It’s healing nicely.” He spoke in a clinical, detached voice. “Just one more …” 

			It was always like this between us. Serious and tense one moment, and in the next, we’d slip into that overly comfortable banter—flirting.

			He swiped the sunleaf paste across my cheek. I’d been punched there by Meera, hard enough for her to break my skin and leave me with a black eye. He studied my face, his gaze assessing and studious. “That looks good. Now your ankle.”

			Rhyan kneeled before me, taking my foot into his lap. He sucked in a breath, looking up, then deftly unlaced the sandal down to my ankle. His hands were on my calf, his warm fingers pressing and prodding before he lightly turned my foot side to side. 

			
			

			“He really did heal you.” He sounded like he could barely believe it. He brushed his fingers across my ankle, eliciting a small shiver that ran through me. “I mean, obviously, or you couldn’t have done the run, but … when he appeared again, I thought maybe—”

			“You thought he came back to undo it.”

			“Something like that.” Rhyan’s voice darkened again.

			I was grateful to the Afeyan for this. The relief from the pain had been welcome, as well as the renewed mobility. I’d been hurt so badly before the habibellum, during it, and especially after it. It was a Godsdamned miracle that not every single part of my body was screaming in pain. But my gratitude only went so far. Afeya did nothing for free. He had come back for something. 

			You’re the fire.

			Rhyan slid my sandal all the way off and pressed his palm to the bottom of my foot, slowly moving it in circles. “Does this hurt?” he asked.

			“No.”

			“This?” He shifted my foot again, fingers pressing in.

			“No.” But it was making me feel something else. Gods. He was just touching my heel, and we’d agreed nothing could happen. But his skin against mine, even on a body part that didn’t particularly excite me, was causing my nerves to jump again—this time with anticipation. Anticipation for something that was never, ever going to happen.

			He slid my sandal back over my foot as he gazed up at me, his emerald eyes blazing. My stomach clenched. And then his expression became neutral, studious, as he looked down and methodically laced my sandals back up my calves. One hand rested behind my knee when he’d finished, lingering—for too long.

			“I just had to check. I don’t trust him.”

			“But he’s gone?” I confirmed again.

			
			

			“He’s gone.” He pulled his hand away at last and stood. “Listen, partner, I know it’s strange between us—all these oaths and duties. But I swore an oath to you first. I’m going to make sure you stay safe. I don’t want you to worry, not on top of everything else. So whatever he’s up to, know I’m watching.”

			“Thank you.” I bit my lip. “Rhyan, I think I need to tell you something.” All day, I’d been debating whether or not to reveal to Rhyan what Mercurial had said to me. Immediately after the Afeyan had vanished, Rhyan had seen me and the ghostly expression on my face. He’d asked what had happened, and I’d brushed it off, claiming Mercurial had just repeated the same nonsense as before. I didn’t know how to explain my concerns, not without revealing my dream to him. And now that we were openly deciding not to be together, to honor our oaths and our duty, I worried I’d mess things up between us, make everything more awkward than it clearly already was. 

			Telling Rhyan I’d had a sex dream about him after our Oath Ceremony was not something I’d wanted to do today. 

			But he had sworn to protect me. When he’d seen I was weak before the habibellum, he’d made me call on kashonim, which had allowed me to take all his strength and magic and power to protect myself when I fought. And he was nursing me back to health so carefully. He really was my friend. I could trust him with this. Mercurial wasn’t just a threat to me. If he’d really pulled his words from my dream of Rhyan, then he was a threat to us. And Rhyan needed to know.

			But before I could say any more, the door opened.

			Turion Dairen stood in the doorway, his golden seraphim armor shining. The sharpened Valalumir stars hanging on the leather straps of his belt gleamed and glittered in the sunlight streaming through the window.

			“Soturion Lyriana,” he said.

			
			

			I held back a sneer. It was completely acceptable for him to address me as such in a soturion setting, but something told me he wasn’t just using the informal address because we were in the Katurium. Dairen had shown his true colors in his eagerness to have me lashed. He’d even tried to have me lashed on my first day of training, when another noble, Lady Pavi Elys, niece to the Bamarian Senator, had tripped me and stomped on my hand.

			I could feel his glee emanating from his aura in his ability to avoid saying “Your Grace,” to lessen my title, to strip me of my status.

			“We’re in the middle of training,” Rhyan said. He sounded bored and disinterested—a cold, noble High-Lord-to-be who could not care less about me.

			Dairen’s eyes jumped between us. “Soturion Lyriana has been summoned as witness to a trial taking place in Arkturion Aemon’s townhouse. She’s to present herself immediately. I was told you were to accompany her. You’re both excused from training for the length of the proceedings.”

		

	
		
			 CHAPTER THREE

			“Trial?” I asked, heart pounding. My mind immediately went to the worst—to Meera having been caught. Or Morgana. My hand closed over my wrist, over my blood oaths, and I squeezed.

			No. If they’d been caught with vorakh—if they discovered we’d been caught concealing it—the trial would be held in the temple, not the townhouse. And it would be presided over by the Imperator. He wouldn’t have sent Turion Dairen, a general in Ka Batavia’s soturi, to summon me. His own soturi would have arrived, fully armed. I’d have been bound and carried away.

			“Lyr.” Rhyan watched me from the corner of his eyes, his voice too low for Dairen to hear. “Breathe.” He stepped forward, angling his body in front of mine, his stance protective, shoulders tensed, and addressed Dairen. “I’ll escort Her Grace right over.”

			Dairen bowed. “I’ll alert the Arkturion.” 

			The moment the door closed, I turned to Rhyan. “What does this mean? What trial?”

			Rhyan reached his hand out to me but dropped it suddenly, making a fist at his side. Touching me was dangerous unless necessary—unless for teaching or medical purposes.

			A truly horrifying possibility entered my mind as I recalled my fight with Tani the day before. She was a soturion from Elyria, not a noble, but she had been absolutely devoted to  Soturion Pavi of Ka Elys—a Bamarian Ka that had taken over power in Elyria after Ka Azria. Ever since Pavi had been whipped, Tani had made it her personal mission to get revenge on me. When she’d found me in our apartment building yesterday, she’d revealed another horrid secret—she was a supporter of the Emartis, the rebels who didn’t want my father on the Seat of Power in Bamaria, the rebels who, almost twenty years earlier, had tried to kill my father and left him with his permanent limp. She’d taunted me in our clash, questioning my usage of kashonim and why Rhyan had been so eager to give his power to me. She seemed to know or suspect that we were more than novice and apprentice.

			What if—Gods. What if the trial had to do with me and Rhyan? A trial at Aemon’s … He’d preside over any sort of breaking of oaths amongst the soturi. My stomach knotted.

			“Rhyan.” 

			His eyes locked with mine. 

			“Do you think—I mean—What if …?”

			“No,” Rhyan said, shaking his head. “No. I don’t. Lyr, relax. He said you’re a witness. Not the defendant. You’re not on trial.” He stepped closer. “We did nothing wrong. Remember, I just saw Aemon for our security meeting, and he didn’t mention anything. Let’s just go. We’ll find out what this is, and once we know, we’ll deal with it.”

			I gave a small nod, his gaze holding me, sure, steady, and calming. But the icy shiver of his aura flared up, reaching out like a cold caress before he tempered it down.

			Fifteen minutes later, we were walking across the threshold to Aemon’s townhouse in the center of Urtavia. Soturi of Ka Batavia guarded the black onyx wall outside, all bowing respectfully to me as I walked through the entrance. 

			We were led into a small chamber at the center of Aemon’s home, the Arkturion’s war room. Flickering torchlights lit the windowless walls, all painted a soft, muted gray like the rest  of Aemon’s townhouse—a stark contrast to his reputation. One wall had been detailed with a map of Lumeria. But the soothing tones ended there, as the walls framed black marble floors shined to such perfection, they reflected the fires. It was the opposite of a waterway; it gave the illusion of walking on flames.

			Which was exactly how I felt.

			More soturi of Ka Batavia lined one side of the room, standing still against the wall, their green cloaks neatly pleated around their waists and styled with the excess material to cover their heads like hoods, even indoors. 

			I’d expected our soturi here, but my heart jumped at the warriors standing at attention on the opposite side of the room, adorned not in gold, but silver—the soturi of Ka Kormac. Their silver armor was designed to look like a wolf’s pelt. Their sigil, a snarling silver wolf, clipped the tops of their green cloaks over their soldiers. These were the Imperator’s men. My enemies. The wolves who belonged to the army occupying the city.

			I stepped deeper into the war room with Rhyan beside me, my training sandals almost sliding on the smooth floor. The wolves against the wall growled under their breath as Rhyan strode past them. Trained since birth to be the future High Lord and Arkasva of Glemaria, he had been taught to intimidate others with just a look. Even if Rhyan didn’t have that look down to an art, he’d still intimidate with his height and muscles—and, impressive as they were, they didn’t compare to his reputation as a warrior. Ka Kormac knew damn well he’d easily beaten several of their soturi on duty, and they hated him for it. But in true Rhyan fashion, he appeared aloof and calm when faced with their predatory stares, like he was bored and could barely be bothered to escort me to these proceedings, since he had better things to do. I was the only one who sensed the icy tension emanating from his aura. He was keeping his emotions close.

			
			

			A set of onyx double doors opened at the front of the chamber, and Aemon appeared dressed in full Arkturion regalia. Unlike the soturi, who wore green cloaks that magically camouflaged their appearance in the outdoors, the Bamarian warlord was dressed in red. His cloak skirted elegantly around his hips, leading into the long piece of material that rose up behind his neck and spilled down his back, flowing out like a cape from his golden armor—armor that had been molded into the shape of sharpened seraphim wings, as was the tradition for all soturi in Bamaria who served Ka Batavia.

			His black hair was shorn close to his head, and his expression was grim as he folded his arms across his impressively muscled chest. He stepped forward, and the Valalumir stars hanging from the seven straps of his leather belt picked up flashes of light from the flickering torches lining the walls.

			Arkturion Aemon Melvik, Bamaria’s warlord, was known as the Ready—the deadliest warrior in Lumeria. His reputation had been sealed when he’d swung into action the day the Emartis attacked my father. Aemon had single-handedly quelled the riot and killed its ringleader, my uncle Tarek—Aunt Arianna’s late husband, and the father of my evil cousin Naria.

			Aemon was stern and severe, yet always fair and kind beneath the surface. But when he was the Ready, a literal Death God incarnate, his face took on another look—a terrifying one that dared any Lumerian or beast to fight him. He wore that face now.

			“Soturion Lyriana, Your Grace,” Aemon said, and bowed his head. “Soturion Rhyan.” He gestured to a small rectangular table carved of black onyx at the front of the room. “Have a seat.”

			My eyes darted around to all the armored soturi, waiting, alert, and ready to attack. Their energy seemed to crackle with tension. Rhyan’s eyes flicked to mine, then back to  Aemon, still outwardly cool and calm. A snobbish expression overtook his face, as he casually inspected his fingernails and flicked an imaginary piece of dirt.

			A moment later, the double doors opened again. My stomach dropped. I’d suspected he’d be here if his men were, but I wasn’t prepared to be so close to the Imperator after what had just happened. I wasn’t prepared to be in a room with the man who’d had me whipped and lashed like an animal—brutalized with a magically enhanced weapon meant for soturi who possessed magic in their bodies. The punishment was not meant for someone like me—someone without magic to protect her flesh or help her withstand the attack. The Imperator’s black robe swirled against the back of his black leather sandals. The Bastardmaker, brother to the Imperator and warlord of Korteria, stalked behind him.

			These were the monsters who had taken Jules, the brutes who had been in charge of her, free to do Gods knew what until her transport to Lethea and her stripping—her death. 

			Sweat beaded at the nape of my neck, and nausea roiled inside my stomach as pure hatred pumped through my veins. Still, my body knew what to do, how to keep playing my role. I found myself getting to my feet without thought, standing next to Rhyan as he bowed. Willing my insides to remain inside, I curtsied, offering the Imperator a forced show of respect. My knuckles cracked with the knowledge that I was submitting to him, and some small ember of defiance rose inside me. I pulled my gaze up to meet the Imperator’s dark eyes—feral and predatory—as his aura lashed out at me.

			“Your Highness,” Aemon said, and nodded toward the Bastardmaker. “Arkturion.”

			The Bastardmaker grunted in response, then turned to me, a look of glee spreading across his reddened face.

			Rhyan gave me a sidelong glance and coughed, giving a pointed look at my hand on the table as we retook our seats.  It was shaking violently. I pushed my hand beneath me, sitting on top of it. I needed to maintain my air of defiance and strength, to remember who I was.

			But the fear was winning out.

			My eyes met Rhyan’s. What is he doing here? Rhyan was no mind-reader—not like Morgana—but he seemed to understand me well enough, and frowned in response with a slight lift of his shoulder. He straightened his back, draping one arm across the table, his fingers tapping a bored beat against the marble. 

			Aunt Arianna entered the room next, followed by the reason we’d been called to trial: Tani Elwen. 

			I sat straighter, watching the novice soturion march in with her head held high, her lips in a smirk. The last time I’d seen Tani, the day before, she’d been wearing an Emartis mask in the halls of our apartment building, and we’d fought. She wasn’t just a soturion with a vendetta against me because of her loyalty to Ka Elys; she was a member of the Emartis.

			She was the second known member I’d met. The first had been a jeweler I’d stumbled across on my birthday. He’d been tasked with making pins with the Emartis sigil—a bastard­ization of the sigil for my family, Ka Batavia. Our sigil showed golden seraphim wings beneath a full moon. On the Emartis sigil, the wings had been painted black. It was some kind of dog whistle that I assumed alerted the other members of their identity. When I’d found the jeweler again in Urtavia and confronted him, he’d seemed genuinely afraid for his life, and had claimed he was involved with the traitorous organization only for money. But before I could learn more, Soturion Markan had killed him. Right in front of me. Fucking bastard.

			The scene was one I’d tried my best to block out of my memory. Markan had killed him because the vendor had appeared to be a threat to me—but the vendor had only  attacked me because he’d seen Markan, and was scared he’d been caught. I shuddered with the memory. Seeing Markan’s sword pierce the vendor’s belly before his body had fallen to the ground had been horrifying.

			Whoever the vendor had been answering to terrified him. The leader of the Emartis was someone with great power and money. The Imperator was my prime suspect. While the original rebels had deplored the idea of a High Lord taking the Seat of Power in Bamaria rather than the next woman in line, as had always been tradition, I doubted that the Imperator cared about that. With the demeaning way he spoke to me, and about women, I would have thought he’d have preferred my father to anyone else. But that wasn’t it. The Imperator wanted Bamaria for himself. The Emartis created instability in our country. And that instability had been the excuse for more of his soturi to cross our borders fully armed.

			Tani was led to the onyx table across from mine. She sat tall and proud, her dark silky hair braided down her back and her orange soturion tunic neatly pressed, her armor showing the sigil of Ka Elys, an ashvan horse flying across the sun. 

			Aunt Arianna gave me a sharp look. Her red hair had been pulled into a crown of braids on top of her head. I knew her command at once. It was the lesson she’d drilled into me again and again until I’d become almost perfect at following it.

			Control what they see. 

			In Lumerian politics, perception was everything. I had to appear calm. Powerful. In command. After all, I was not on trial. Tani was. Tani was a member of a dangerous, rebel organization trying to hurt me, trying to hurt my family. 

			“Arkturion,” Arianna said. “Your Highness.” She bowed to the Imperator.

			“Soturion Tani Elwen,” Aemon said, “you stand accused of being a member of the rebel group going by the name of  the Emartis. This group has been recently classified by the Bamarian Council as a terrorist organization.”

			I hadn’t heard that that declaration had been made. That was good—the Council was taking their threat seriously. But at the same time, it made me feel nauseated, because this classification was an admission that the Emartis were far more dangerous than just some rebels. 

			“Lady Arianna, you are Master of Education on the Bamarian Council, as well as an eyewitness to Soturion Tani acting in the interest of the Emartis and showing visible 
symbols of the organization that mark her as a member,” said Aemon. “Tell us what you saw.”
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