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For all the women who descended from witches who were burned.

They weren’t witches, they were women.

And that rage is something none of us have forgotten.
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“The gods died on a spring morning. All of them; all at once. Everyone could feel it, from the priestesses in the north, to the witches in the south. Those who worshipped the Maiden cried out in anguish. The meager few who still worshipped the God King fell to their knees in horror….”

Her Majesty Jessamine Harmsworth blew out a long breath of frustration, taking the pencil from between her lips that she’d chewed into a ragged end. “I know all this. I know when the gods died, but what I don’t know is how the witches caused the plague.”

Her eyes ran over the book the vendor had slipped her in secret, his beady eyes looking left and right like he was committing a capital crime. In a way, he was. Books on black magic were forbidden throughout the kingdom. He didn’t have to worry about her telling anyone, though. A princess wasn’t supposed to have a black magic book at all.

“Really, did he think this would be helpful?” She cast a doleful look at the taxidermied skeleton of a cat on her shelf. Blank, soulless eyes stared back at her. “Well, you’re not going to reply.”

Poring over the words again, she searched for the origin of the sickness that continued to spread throughout her kingdom. The witches had long been rumored to have cast the spell. Jessamine had a hard time believing anyone would punish her kingdom like that after the gods died, so she searched for answers. What god had given them such power? Did witches still have any power after using all of it to create the plague? She had so many questions about the most powerful creatures that had ever existed in her kingdom.

Perhaps she shouldn’t believe there was hope for their goodness, but no one had ever proven that the witches had done anything. Even so, all the blame was cast upon their shoulders, and as such, no one had asked the witches to help solve the problem.

Not that there were many of them left. Her great-great-grandfather had destroyed nearly all of them in the days after the gods had died.

Unfortunately, no one else had provided a cure for the plague. Their scholars and healers had slowed the plague’s spread, but they were no closer to curing it.

She had just kicked her feet up on her desk to read more when she was interrupted by the awful sound of bones crunching and a wet slosh that could mean only one thing. She winced as the head of her royal guard wiped the gore off the bottom of his boot, scraping the worn leather against her door. The gold buttons of his dark navy uniform gleamed in the light and clinked against the sword strapped to his hip. He’d stomped the poor thing out of existence, but at least it hadn’t suffered.

Never mind that it ruined the otherwise peaceful solace she’d found in her laboratory. It was only here, among the quiet bubble and hiss of burner flames, that she felt like herself. All manner of strange findings covered her walls, mostly bugs and beetles in jars, but a few lovelier specimens as well. Like a man’s right toe she kept over her workstation.

But today couldn’t be saved even by a jaunt through the book of black magic currently resting on her lap, a purchase she’d have hidden from anyone other than the man standing in her doorway.

After all, a bride-to-be in a wedding dress shouldn’t be researching witchcraft.

“Is it dead?” she asked.

“What do you think, princess?” The man at least grimaced at his tone. But he was the only person who could get away with talking to her like that.

Callum Quen, after all, had been with her since she was a child. He’d been the one to kiss her bruises after she fell from the horse he’d taught her to ride. He had tucked her in at night when her mother had late meetings with her advisors. And he was the only one who knew how to brush her hair when she was very little, because the long dark locks tangled so easily. She hadn’t grown up with a father. She’d grown up with Callum. He’d always been a good substitute.

She could see the disgust on his features. Clearly he hadn’t wanted to stomp a rat on this day of all days, but one could never be too careful. The plague didn’t care that she was getting married, and no one knew how it spread. Perhaps rats were the cause. Perhaps it was in the very air people breathed. It infected as it went, killing her people by the thousands while mostly staying out of her capital city.

Well, it would not be her capital city much longer. She was getting married, and her mother would abdicate the throne as soon as the ink dried. That would leave only her husband-to-be as the rightful ruler of Inverholm. He’d be the king of both her kingdom and his own now.

“What are you reading, anyway?” Callum asked, still looking at the bottom of his boot.

“A history book I bought from a rather strange peddler who appeared out of the mist. He claimed the history of the plague rested inside these pages.”

“And?”

She sighed, fingering the worn edges of the pages. “Just more about the death of the gods.”

“May they linger in the halls of the just,” Callum murmured. “It would be good to see them again.”

“You worshipped when you were younger, didn’t you?” Even if the gods were gone, there were still stragglers. Those who believed that if they still paid their respects, perhaps the gods could feel it.

“The Warrior Son. I still do. On the days when things are hard, I like to think he can still hear us.” Callum crossed his arms over his broad chest. “From what I’ve heard, your future husband also worships him—when his people are watching. His sacrifices should have been lavish enough to bring the god back. Perhaps his failure means that they are truly lost to us after all.”

She wasn’t sure why that made her stomach twist so. Leon Bishop of Orenda was said to be a suitable king, and he had sworn to take care of her kingdom. Even if her mother questioned why the man had propositioned her daughter after twenty-two years of growing up as counterparts in royal courts, he’d offered an answer to any doubts.

Turning to the full-length mirror hanging on the stone wall, she told herself to cast the thoughts out of her mind. No more magic. No more witchcraft. There was only the wedding.

Her reflection looked beautiful. She looked like the princess her people had come to expect.

The white gown fit reasonably well. It pinched in at her waist, creating a waterfall of lace that cascaded down to the floor. The bodice was modest, while still revealing the long, graceful line of her pale neck. Long bell sleeves covered her arms, a small blessing since she was hiding a few bruises, and a strand of diamonds that had been in her family for centuries sat at the base of her throat. The maid had successfully tamed her waist-length dark hair into a crown of braids at the top of her head, where a tiara was nestled among the dark locks.

But her haunted eyes ruined the entire vision. Too large. Too black. Surrounded by dark shadows because she hadn’t slept a wink since this deal was signed six months ago. Her life, etched away on a piece of paper, and no one seemed to care that she’d been traded like livestock.

She straightened her shoulders and glared at her reflection. She was the princess of Inverholm. She would do whatever it took to save her kingdom. Jessamine would pull herself together, even if that meant fiddling with the gown until it was just right.

“Princess!” Callum lunged forward, and she froze in fear.

But then he pointed at her hands, and she realized she’d gotten some of the ash from her burners on her fingers. One touch, and she’d leave dark smudges all over her wedding dress.

“Ah,” she whispered. Her hands shook as she wiped them off on a cloth nearby. “Thank you.”

He nodded before clasping his hands behind his back. “I’ll watch the wedding from the balcony. Good luck.”

The knock she dreaded soon came, and she followed the train of royal attendants waiting for her down the dark halls. Much of their castle had to be reopened for the visiting neighbors. This wing hadn’t even been furnished with the whale-oil lamps that illuminated the rest of her home. The new lighting made her normal chambers much more welcoming than the guttering torches of this unfriendly wing. Black soot seeped down from the ceilings, dripping through the stories above her head to meld with the years of candle smoke that stained the walls.

Her mother waited for her at the end of the hall. Queen Rhiannon of Inverholm was stunning, no matter what day it was. But on the day of her daughter’s wedding, her mother was exquisite.

Gray hair curled carefully around her face, braided in intricate knots all the way down her back. Her azure gown was the same color as the depths of the sea that surrounded their peninsula kingdom. Gemstones decorated every limb, from neck, to wrist, to fingers. Her ears glimmered with more diamonds, but the stony expression on her face did not match her sparkling attire.

Jessamine bowed low. “Mother.”

“You do not have to do this.” The queen’s voice echoed through the hall, bouncing back a hundred times before it faded. “We could yet save this kingdom.”

They both knew it was a lie. The plague had cut them off at the knees. No one could work, and those who did got sick. The kingdom didn’t have the money or the means to cure the plague, and if it were left unchecked, soon there would be no one in Inverholm at all.

“I wish to marry him.” She stood strong and tall, her shoulders broad as they held the weight of her lie. “I wish to save my home.”

Her mother’s eyes saw straight through her, and Jessamine’s heart ached, knowing the lie now stood between them. But one of them had to do something. And her mother had already tried and failed to fix this problem.

This was their last and only choice.

The queen nodded and held out her arm for Jessamine to take. Together, they descended through the darkness and stepped out into the brilliant sunlight illuminating the courtyard, where a crowd awaited.

Leon Bishop had brought a small entourage. A few dukes and duchesses all wore the customary black garb of his kingdom. All the others—guards, maids, and footmen—were in dark shades as well, though they stood out with their pressed white collars. They looked like guests at her funeral, and she’d never hated the color black more.

Her people intermingled with his, wearing navy and other shades of blue. Most of them were nobility, hoping to get a good word in before the merger of the kingdoms. All were running like rats from a sinking ship toward what they hoped might save them.

The image of them all wavered in front of her as her gaze turned inward. Her vision blurred and the crowd became a bruise that spread throughout her kingdom, smudges of black and blue, just like the ones hidden underneath the sleeves of her wedding dress.

Leon waited at the altar, all handsome golden man dripping in rich colors. In contrast to the shadowy shades he made his courtiers wear, he was clad in a pale cream suit edged in golden threads, the picture of conquering wealth, framed by the sea behind him. The entrance gates were now closed, the seal of her family crest ensuring they were locked—their giant raven spread its wings over the entire doorway. The courtyard became a balcony that extended out over the water, the only part of the castle without walls. A sheer cliff dropped down to the channel that led into the city.

She ignored everyone around her and instead stared out at her kingdom. Her home towered over the sea, and everything spread out from there. The Water District was tucked against the coastline, with its tall, five-story homes packed tightly against each other. All the city’s water was first pumped through the sewers and then into the manufacturing plants for filtering. The Factory District lay to its left, belching out pillars of smoke. The Merchant District that spread thin beside the border so tradesmen didn’t have to travel deep into Inverholm. Both the Pleasure District and the homes of the nobility were tucked up against the massive stairwell that led to the castle gates.

Leon had supplied his own priest, of course, and that left her mother to walk with her all the way to the front of the crowd. The onlookers took their seats as the priest intoned some nonsense about matrimony and gods.

She heard a whisper from the book of witchcraft. No god would bless their union. They’d all died years ago, and the echoing cries of her people in mourning trailed like ghosts through her mind.

Leon grabbed her hands in his, icy fingers lacing through her own. When he squeezed, she looked into his eyes and wondered if she’d ever find him handsome. Oh, he was fine enough. Everyone said so when the nobles from Orenda visited, which they did every year for the harvest festival. Golden locks often flopped in front of his eyes, and she’d seen many noblewomen brush that lovely hair back for him. His blue eyes were so pale they were nearly white in some lights. Angular features, broad shoulders: he was a handsome man by every regard.

She just didn’t want him. Never had. Not when they were younger, and certainly not now.

They’d known each other since they were children, and she’d always seen the cruel edge to him. And now, after they’d sacrificed her to him, she could see it even more clearly. He’d arrived two nights ago with the rest of the Orenda guards. It had taken only a few hours for her to see that harsh nature again.

“Are you excited?” he asked quietly, his voice barely audible over the priest’s droning.

Jessamine had no idea how to respond. No, she wasn’t excited. She loathed the idea of getting into bed with him tonight, especially considering that she knew what he would expect. Kissing. Touching. Lingering underneath the covers, where so few men had ever touched her, and she didn’t really want them to. Men were too… boring. She found far more excitement in researching witchcraft than in clumsy kisses and fumbling hands.

“I am,” she replied. Her voice was a breathy whisper. A lovely sound that only a princess could make. She’d spent her entire life developing that exact sound.

“And you’ve given up all that… nonsense?” He stared at her a little too hard.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

His fingers squeezed hers almost to the point of pain. “I have friends in high places, remember? A little rumor reached my ears that you’ve been dabbling in magic.”

“Magic? I’m researching ways to stop the plague.” Jessamine wanted to rip her hands from his, but she didn’t want to spark gossip in the crowd.

But who did he think he was? She was the crown princess of Inverholm! If she wanted to resort to witchcraft or black magic, then she would. If that was what it took to save her people…

A commotion erupted at the front gates. Loud voices, shouting, angry words thrown about too readily for a day of celebration. What was going on?

Leon’s gaze only flicked in that direction before he squeezed even harder. The bones in her fingers flared white-hot with pain, and she let out a little gasp before she clenched her teeth to silence it.

“Jessamine,” he hissed. “Are you still researching black magic?”

She could lie. She could tell him that she’d been a good little princess who would never touch a grimoire or spell book. Not in her life. Never.

But he planned to move into the castle, and he’d eventually find her workroom. He’d see all the glass jars full of specimens and items that no princess should touch. Bloody hearts. Black ooze. Scrapings from the infected and even a few fingers from the dead. All items used in dark magic. Not that she’d tried the spells herself, but she was researching.

Just in case. What if it helped?

What if no one else saw the answer, but she did? Her advisors were too afraid of what the covens might still do. They never tried to talk with the witches. They refused to do anything other than sit in their stupid prejudices and refuse to even consider other views.

So she straightened her shoulders and looked him dead in the eyes. “I am.”

The front gates burst open. People surged through them, angry and rioting and… oh.

Oh no.

They were infected. Twenty men and women, their eyes swollen in their sockets, black pustules dotting down their exposed arms and up their necks. Even from this distance, she could see that the boils had broken open on many of them. They would infect anyone they touched, or whoever got near enough for that fluid to spread. At this stage, they moved in packs. Sticking together with other infected, sometimes quite literally, as they wandered through the streets of her kingdom.

Guards raced in after them, muskets at the ready and pikes held out to keep the infected at bay.

“Kill them all!” Leon shouted, and he half turned toward the intruders.

“Corral them as usual!” she shouted, turning already and lifting her skirts to run into the brawl. They had been herding the infected into groups and keeping them separate from others, just in case there was still a chance to save them. “Those are my people, Leon. You do not get to make that call.”

“Oh, but I do.” He reached for her, grabbing her arm and yanking her back. The bruises there, the ones he’d placed in the same way a few nights ago, screamed again. “Come here, princess.”

“Let go of me!”

She struggled, but he wouldn’t let her go. He hauled her to the front of the altar, shaking her hard enough to knock the tiara from the top of her head. It clanked against the ground, rolling down the steps and onto the stones as he shouted, “The princess admits to practicing dark magic! We all know the truth—the witches spread this plague! And your would-be queen sympathizes with these people who try to kill your loved ones. For the sake of both our kingdoms, I lay claim to this castle and to the people of Inverholm, without the guidance of the Harmsworth family.”

The nobles in front of her froze. Her mother stared at her, wide eyes filled with fear. And Jessamine realized this was so much worse than she had ever dreamed.

This wasn’t marrying a man for her people. It was fighting for her life as he threw her to her knees on the altar. It all happened so fast. His guards moved closer, swords raised, muskets held high, the sunlight gleaming off the edges of metal pointed at the nobility. She couldn’t hear over the sound of thunder, but then realized it was her own heartbeat in her ears.

His people had let the infected in. A distraction so they could line up behind her people, preparing to take the lives of all those she loved so dearly. Already the infected were dead, killed by Leon’s men, but so were most of her family’s guards. Bodies littered the ground, their blood a shocking red against the pristine green-and-white marble cobblestones.

One of Leon’s men stepped forward, the black of his uniform so dark it looked like ink. He beat a hand against his chest and shouted, “Long live the king!”

Others echoed the words, and Leon stood above her like a conqueror, as though he’d done this single-handedly when she knew he wasn’t intelligent enough to do it on his own. Someone else was behind this. The thought burned so clearly through her heart it was like a brand, a premonition of truth that seared her very soul.

A few of her own nobles repeated the words, their eyes downcast, refusing to even look at her. Those who didn’t echo the phrase were the first to fall.

Her mouth hung open as the sharp points of swords and blades atop muskets dug into flesh. They pierced through lace and velvet and silk, erupting from chests and bellies. Glistening bright red.

She couldn’t hear their cries or their pleas. She couldn’t hear anything but the insistent beat of her heart telling her, Jessamine, get up. Get up. Do not let them die while staring at you on your knees.

Breath shuddering in her lungs, she forced herself to stand. The fancy lace at the bottom of her gown ripped, tearing a hole all the way to her knee. The tattered white edge hung like a funeral shroud as she met her mother’s gaze.

Her beautiful mother. Her darling, fearless, tenacious mother who had ruled this kingdom alone for twenty-two years after her father’s death. Jessamine had never known him, but she hadn’t had to. Her mother had been enough. Now a sneering, black-clad swordsman grabbed her, his blade clutched in his other hand.

“Thank you,” Leon said, stepping up behind Jessamine and wrapping an arm around her shoulders. He held her back tight to his chest, his arm a prison that forced her to freeze as the guard wrestled her mother to standing. “Your kingdom will be the perfect way to save mine. Your nightmarish plague is spilling into other kingdoms, you see. So I will throw everyone who is infected here, and you can kill each other for all I care. This place will become a dumping ground for the dead and the dying.”

“This is my home,” Jessamine replied, her voice thick. “You cannot take it from me.”

He inhaled deeply in her ear, and then sighed long and slow. “Oh, princess. I already have.”

One of the guards slid his blade across her mother’s throat. A gush of bright red erupted from the wound, spilling out and sinking into the deep blue sea of her dress. The hard set of her mother’s eyes never changed. Her jaw clenched, her fingers fisted the fabric of her skirts, but she barely reacted. Through it all, the queen of Inverholm never flinched. She greeted death as an old friend and died with grace and beauty.

Any of the old guard, the still-living noblemen and noblewomen who had renounced them, would remember the moment when their queen had died for no reason. Their eyes turned as one to Jessamine.

She held herself stiffly, refusing to look afraid or even feel an ounce of that fear. Leon still held her, his arm around her shoulders, the prison he created with his body still strong.

“Should I let the infected have you?” he asked, his voice rumbling behind her. “Should I feed you to our mutual problem?”

She trembled in his arms but did not reply.

Leon tsked. “No, I think I’d best fix this permanently, rather than have you wandering around. After all, if I’m going to sit on the throne, I cannot have anyone threatening my claim.”

The cold press of a blade against her throat should have frightened her. But she accepted her death with the glint of steel in her own gaze as she memorized every face of every traitor who had touched one of her people.

“Goodbye, Lady Jessamine,” Leon murmured in her ear. He wrenched the knife across her throat, sending a kaleidoscope of pain through her entire body. And with a twist of his arms, he sent her tumbling over the edge of the cliff and into the sea.
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His existence was only ice and pain.

Centuries of it.

Memories flickered through his mind. Bitter iron biting through his wrists after a hundred years of being chained to a wall. The hot sting of blades against his skin as they cut through his flesh for a single drop of ichor. The hissing laughter of a hundred witches as they used him, destroyed him, purged their hatred of the world by ripping out his organs and masticating what was left behind.

He was inevitable. The end for all things. And still they had destroyed him, bit by ever-darkening bit.

He couldn’t remember much of the living realm. Only that the scent of green grass had once made his mind calm. He remembered the featherlight touch of yarrow as he ran his fingers through the fine white petals, like lace. And he remembered the shimmering darkness of a raven as it looked into his eyes and reminded him that all the gods were dead.

All but him.

That was right. The humans called him the Deathless One. He who escaped the end of all things. The end of magic and life itself.

All the gods were dead, they claimed. But one was still alive. One who lingered in the darkness, in the shadows, waiting… waiting…

For what, he could not remember.

He drifted through this endless night, his body floating on a lake as inky dark as the starless sky, his eyes staring unseeing into the mass of nothing above his head. Hadn’t there used to be stars? He thought he remembered the little pinpricks of light that had always captivated him. He could have lain in a field and watched them for months if the sun hadn’t come and washed them all away. Even then, he wouldn’t mind staring into the sun just to savor the bright spots left in his gaze.

That was right. There had been stars. And a sun. And grass that tickled the back of his head, and little grasshoppers that bounced up and down his arms.

Until someone had come with a knife, reminding him that there was only one good end for a deathless god like him.

Sacrifice.

Pain.

Darker memories threatened to swallow him up again, sinking him into the muck. Dark hands rose out of the inky liquid, pressing against his face and digging into his jaw. They tried to turn his head toward the bitter memories, the ones that turned acidic and rotten in his mind.

But he wanted just a few more moments in that field. With the sun moving across dappled leaves, and the feeling of a breeze cooling the sweat on his skin. Oh, it had been wondrous, and the world had been so kind, until witches had found him and turned it all to shit.

Baring his teeth in a snarl, he ripped at the ink. The hands tried to pull him back, to make him wallow in the memories that seared through his very soul. He would not allow them to. Not this time. Not when he was so close to remembering the softer moments they always stole from his mind.

No, he would not linger in darkness today.

Pulling his way out of the inky darkness, he got onto his hands and knees. The darkness that bound him turned sharp-edged, plunging into his back and breathing all his memories back into him.

Years of being a god. An unending life of learning and living and taking whatever he wanted. Until the witches had claimed him as their own, until he’d claimed them in return. He had raised a city for them, a realm of power and magic. All of that would have been fine if it hadn’t been for…

The ink turned into feet that stood before him. Delicate ankles that led up to shapely calves and curved thighs.

If it hadn’t been for her.

Leaning back on his heels, the Deathless One stared up at the one witch who had changed it all. The one who had seen into his heart and saw him as a person, not a god.

She leaned down, the shapeless mass of her face rolling with black sludge, the long locks of her dark hair sliding over her shoulder. Her hand cupped his jaw, trying to force him back into the dark memories.

“You wanted us to worship you,” she whispered. “And I did. Oh, Deathless One, I worshipped at your feet until you fell in love with me. And then what did you do?”

“I killed you,” he whispered.

Perhaps not in practice, but in meaning. He had turned his back on them, and the witches had done what they must to fix what was broken.

He did not remember what had been broken all those years ago. But he did remember the last time they sacrificed him. When this witch had drawn him into her arms, kissed him into oblivion, and then laid him out on an altar.

The memories made him shake. “No,” he whispered. “You killed me.”

“I did.” The darkness leaned down and pressed icy-cold lips to his cheek. “You were supposed to stay dead, godling. We took your power, all of it. We banished you here, and you were supposed to stay dead.”

Yes, that was what had happened. The witches had taken all his power, and then he had felt them blinking out of existence. One by one. And then had died the lovely gravesingers, more than worshippers, vital to a god like him. A gift. An anchor to the real world, where he had never been able to create a strong tie. Every gravesinger sacrificed themselves along with him, and thus his ability to be resurrected had died with them. He’d been trapped here ever since.

They had all blinked out, until there was no connection but the shattered remains of a coven that hardly existed. And then they had left him alone to suffer for centuries. Banishment was not a strong enough word. But though this realm in between life and death was created for his punishment, it was still his.

With a surge of power, he stood. The shape of the woman he had once loved tumbled out of existence, falling back into the darkness that threatened to drown him.

He turned away from the nebulous pool, ignoring how the hands clung to his boots, and remembered that this was a place he could control. How long had he been lost this time? So stuck in the bottom of that inky pit that he had forgotten who he was?

It wasn’t the first time. It wouldn’t even be the last. But something had awakened him.

He wandered for a while. But walking in darkness was difficult. So he lifted his hands above his head and twisted his fingers, rotating his wrist until a faint light illuminated the endless eddies of ankle-deep dark water.

“Yes,” he murmured. “This will do.”

In the distance, he could see what had awakened him. A lump. Too small to be a god visiting his realm. There were no other gods left, he reminded himself. And none had ever come to his realm, even when they were alive.

He strode toward it, dark boots splashing the water up against his shins. He shouldn’t be so interested. It was too small to be of note, likely just another trick to pull him back into that slumber. To control him, as so many wished to. And yet, his heart told him this was important. So he went.

What he found stole the words from his tongue and the air from his lungs.

A woman lay in the water. Dark waves lapped against her cheeks and filled her hollow eyes with tiny pools of glistening ink. Her dark hair floated around her, nearly the same color as the water that surrounded her. A white gown hung from hollow shoulders, torn lace and bloodied fabric clinging to her otherwise pleasing form.

A single lock of dark hair lay across her neck, like the delicious parting of flesh after all the blood had drained out, and he wondered what she was doing here. Why would she end up in his realm above all the others?

Crouching beside her, he let his hands dangle off his knees as he looked her over. It wasn’t right. Something about this wriggled in the back of his brain, like worms in a jar. She shouldn’t be here. There was a realm for the dead, and she was supposed to go there. Why would she end up—

A memory hit him like a sledgehammer to the skull. And he remembered.

Oh, he remembered everything

He fell onto his knees, black water soaking through his pants. He was in a memory, kneeling with his arms tied above his head, twisted with rope and then dipped in molten silver that burned to the bone. He was surrounded by etchings marked on the ground and black candles already guttering. He’d been there awhile.

Footsteps clicked around him, too light to be those of a man. Then the woman rounded in front of him, all angular shadows and dark hair that made her look like a spectral figure. Perhaps she was. Perhaps she was all that remained of this memory.

“Deathless One,” she murmured, her voice cast through the centuries and dulled by time. “There will be another who comes. The oracle has seen it. Another who can summon you back from the dead. One who can return all your stolen powers, and then it is up to you. You will either destroy this world, or rule it.”

He remembered the sadness. The ache in his chest as he knew the woman made of ink had prevented him from doing… something. Something great.

“You have betrayed me,” he found himself saying through swollen lips.

“I have to save my sisters and my coven. I have to give you up,” she replied. Her mouth split open before she started to bleed. From her eyes, her lips, her nose. Even her ears gushed red liquid.

“Witch,” he snarled.

The woman he had thought he loved, the one who was supposed to place him above all others, lifted a blade above his head. “Deathless One.”

She brought the blade down, and the memory cast him back into this moment. With this woman. This figure who lay before him with her delicate hands resting in the ink, which twisted through her fingers like an old friend holding her hand.

This was madness. A gravesinger hadn’t been born in over two hundred years, more than that if time had slipped away from him. And if she was one, she would never summon him willingly. He would be a plague upon her world and all others. Her kind had tried to kill him. Then they had trapped him.

He would destroy them all with a single breath, a single wave of his hand. Why was she here?

But his thoughts were scattered. It was hard to think past the rose-red bow of her lips and the strange dark slashes of brows that were a little too thick. She was so serious in her slumber.

He ghosted his fingers over the lock of hair across her throat and discovered it was not slumber but death, after all. The deep cut of a sword through her pale flesh had been made with violence, and he could easily see the threads of red that vibrated around it. She’d been murdered.

If he wanted salvation, then first he would need to save her.

“But saving a soul like yours isn’t so easy, little nightmare,” he muttered. “You cannot be so willing to die.”

Pressing his hand down on the center of her chest, he drew out her soul. He expected to find a light, ephemeral thing, and was surprised to be greeted instead by darkness.

“A delicate casing for a much harder soul,” he said. “How intriguing. Now let’s see what kind of monster you are willing to become.”

Rolling her soul up into a ball, he tossed it into the darkness and watched as it splintered into hundreds of pieces, memories she held dear to her heart. He walked among them, peering into the pieces like the shattered edges of a mirror. Her mother. Her laboratory. A book of magic. A dog that wagged its tail so fast, it frequently hit the appendage on walls and doorframes. Silly memories of a girl who had not seen enough of the world to know evil.

So how had this soul become so blackened?

Then he came to her wedding to a man who left bruises on her skin long before she’d agreed to the marriage. The loss of a kingdom. The loss of a mother.

“Curious,” he mused as he stepped through the shards of her memories to peer into the futures that might be. Some of them were blank, revealing nothing at all. Her death, perhaps, or an afterlife that rejected her.

But then he saw the futures he’d been searching for. A woman with a dark crown made of black glass. A throne splattered with blood. Men and women afflicted by a plague that turned mortals into weeping husks of what they had once been. It was a tragic future, full of pain. But there was another. A similar crown, a similar throne, and two hands upon the armrests. Two hands from two different people.

Plucking that shard out of the air, he stared into it a little harder. Her delicate, pale fingers were covered in rings and clasped a man’s hand. It was difficult to tell, but he recognized it as his own. They were seated upon a throne slowly sinking into a sea of blood.

It was perfect.

“Ah,” he said. “So you are a gravesinger, after all.”

He carried this future back to her, then stood over her limp body and pondered his choices. He could let her go. He could easily piece her soul back together and let it sink into her body. She’d drift through the beyond, out of his realm and into another, where she would join the dead. Perhaps she would never even know that she could have once been great.

Or he could use her, free himself from this place, manipulate her so she had no idea what his real plan was. When he was finished, when he was finally home, he would make sure she could not send him back. And so he kept the piece of her future that she would never know could become a possibility, and the rest of her soul he allowed to sink into the depths of his realm. Hands reached out of the inky darkness, each one clasping a piece of her and disappearing into the murk. Perhaps someday she would want those pieces back. Perhaps someday he would let her fight for them.

But not until he got what he wanted.

Crouching above her again, he gently ushered the water away from her eyes. The liquid poured down her temples like black tears. Though he should have felt pity for this poor creature, all he could feel was a sudden sense of relief. She had made it to his side. The witch who had betrayed him was not lying. There would come a day, very soon, when he would finally be free.

He placed her future in his pocket, then pressed his thumbs against her eyes and breathed out an ancient word, unknown in her language or any yet spoken.

It meant “life.”

She arched into his hands like he’d struck her with lightning. Wide, horrified eyes stared up at him, eyes so dark he could almost see the lack of a soul in them. She opened her mouth, perhaps to scream, but he placed a single finger over those bloodred lips.

“No screaming,” he said. “You will listen.”

She nodded, clearly too terrified to speak.

“You are dead. And you will not remember this in a few moments. But I am who you think I am. Your soul has traveled to me, the Deathless One, and I will feast upon it if you wish. Or I can give you back your life so that you may fight another day.”

He drew his finger away from her mouth, trailing the scarred tip over her plump lower lip.

She met his gaze without fear this time, a hardness settling inside her. “I want to fight. I want my kingdom back.”

“Revenge is a dangerous game, little nightmare.”

Still, she glared at him. No fear in her eyes any longer. Not even hope. Just anger and rage. “I want him to suffer for what he did to me. I want him to know how it feels to watch everyone he loves die, and then to see me standing above him with a knife.”

“I will give you that.” What a feral creature he’d found. He drew his hand along her jaw. “But you will give yourself to me. There will come a time when I have need of you, and you will not be able to say no. You will not like what I ask of you.”

“Anything,” she spat with surprising heat in her voice. “I will do anything.”

“And so you will have a chance.” He had never met a soul filled with such rage. He could hardly wait to understand what had given her such power. “But I want to see you burn your kingdom down and rebuild it in my name.”

Without hesitation, she ground her teeth together and replied, “I will.”
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She tumbled through the darkness, rolling through the depths of death and some in-between place for which she had no name. It was cold. Bitter cold and biting against whatever she had left to feel.

Her mother, dead. Her family, gone. Her kingdom ripped from her hands without giving her even a chance to fight for it. She wanted to fight! She wanted to destroy everyone who had dared to take it from her.

Jessamine wanted a chance. That was all she was asking for.

In that darkness, she heard a voice. The black shifted underneath her eyes, and a figure stood above her, shadowy and obscured. She couldn’t make out anything other than the silhouette of a trim waist, wide shoulders, and shaggy hair. A hand reached for her, thick and broad-fingered, scarred tips dancing above her face.

“And so you will have a chance,” the voice murmured, low and rumbling. “But I want to see you burn your kingdom down and rebuild it in my name.”

In her desperation, rage, and fear, she heard herself reply, “I will.”

What madness had overtaken her? She did not know what monster visited her in this dark place. Nor did she have any clue what this deal might bring. But she felt… him.

Pulling. Tugging. Not letting her go when everything inside her screamed she needed to leave, to go deeper into the darkness and rest. But he wouldn’t let her. And with one final, hard pull, suddenly she felt it all. The cold. The bitter aching. The pain.

Oh, the pain.

It felt like ages, but she slowly became aware of her body again. Of how much everything hurt. Every inch of her burned with the heat of a thousand suns, and her throat…

“Is it… alive?” someone asked, the voice heavily accented.

“Och, aye, I think it’s alive. Did you see it twitch?”

Something hard nudged her side. A shoe? No, it would be too dangerous to touch someone who might have the plague with even a shoe. They’d prodded her with a stick, most likely.

With a low moan, she rolled away from the jabbing pain that made her ribs spasm. She ached, and the last thing she needed was yet another injury to add to the thousands that prickled over her entire body.

The first voice harrumphed. “Oh, it’s alive, all right. Sorry sap prolly got dumped over the cliff after they found out she was infected. Wot a shame. Pretty body and all that.”

“I’m not—” Her voice didn’t sound like her own. Rusty and rough, like she’d been screaming for hours on end. “I’m not infected.”

“It can speak!” the second voice said, decidedly more high-pitched than the first. She didn’t think it was female, more likely that of a child. “I didn’t know the infected could speak.”

“You ’aven’t ’eard ’em before? Mumbling about, constantly making those awful moaning noises?”

“I never really stopped that long when I saw ’em.” The child, and it had to be a child, made a spitting noise.

Jessamine reared away from the two when she felt the wet wad hit the back of her head. Her entire body cracked as she stood, or maybe it wasn’t her body, but whatever covered her. Black mud had hardened all over her skin and clothes, like a prison of darkness that left stains in its wake. The mud crumbled, shattering into dusty patterns as she moved. She scraped at her eyes, ripping the pieces away until she could finally open them and cast a dark-eyed glare at the two figures.

She was right: a boy and his father, presumably. They looked enough alike, their skin leathery from too many years in the sun. Their clothes were ripped and moth-eaten, patched with different colors. The boy had a smudge of black on his cheek. The same substance that covered her, she thought.

They both jerked back at her movement, and the man dropped the stick he was holding. He made a gesture with a circle of his pointer finger and thumb, flicked the rest of his fingers upright, and held his hand to his eye to ward off evil. “I’ve never seen black eyes like that.”

She tried to look around, but it was so dark she couldn’t see very far. Small green lights flickered on the walls. They were in a tunnel of some sort. A shallow channel of water cut through it, with walkways on either side. She was in the muck, covered in who knew what, along with brackish seawater. Thigh-high in muck and refuse, she could only be in one place in her kingdom. The sewers funneled into the sea, and likewise, the sea belched back into the sewers. The two people were standing on the grated walkway above her, which had already rusted through in a few places.

Jessamine reached for the metal grate but paused when the father’s hand snuck into his pocket. A weapon? Surely the man wouldn’t draw a weapon on her!

The boy gasped and made the same gesture. “The Deathless One has touched her.”

“No one has touched me,” she snarled, shakily trying to get her balance. They needed to get out of her way. She had to get back to the castle. Her people needed her, and they had no idea what Leon was planning. She had to—

No, that would be too dangerous. Leon likely had all his men already there.

Who could she trust?

None of the nobles had stood beside her mother, at least none that were still alive. The guard had likely changed over. Not that she really knew too many of the key players there, but there had to be someone left still loyal to the queen, and therefore loyal to her.

Where could she go? Nowhere was safe any longer.

Eyeing the two figures, who had already moved away from her, clearly uncomfortable, she decided they weren’t an option. They wouldn’t help her. They thought she was infected or cursed.

“Wot?” the boy asked, and she couldn’t remember what they’d been talking about. “You never ’eard of the Deathless One?”

Ah, right.

“I have.” She tried not to list left or right, her body shuddering with exhaustion. “He’s not real. And if he ever was, he died with the rest of the gods.”

The two looked at each other and burst out laughing. The sound wasn’t happy, though. It was mirthless and cruel, and they didn’t stop until she glared ever harder at them.

At least the man had the manners to cough into his hand, but it was his son who made a slashing motion over his own throat. “You’ve already been touched, lady. You might not believe in ’im, but ’e sure does believe in you.”

Her hand flew to her throat, and there it was. Not a scabbed wound as she expected, but the thick rope of a scar. That wasn’t possible. How long had she been out? For that matter, how had she survived the throat cutting? The fall? The mad tumble into the sea and the funneling of her body into the sewers of her kingdom?

“A mirror,” she croaked, snapping her fingers at the man. “Surely one of you has a pocket mirror?”

“Ye’ll get me infected,” he grumbled.

“Again, do I look infected?”

“ ’Ow would one be able to tell? You’re covered in muck.”

“And many other things, I’m sure.” She shook her arms out at her sides, trying once again to dislodge the mud. “I’m not infected. I’m covered in mud and somehow survived a murder attempt, and all I want is a shower and a comfortable bed.”

The older man scratched his head, and she swore she saw two bugs tumble onto his shoulder. “Well, if ye ain’t infected, I suppose we can ’elp get ye out of ’ere. It’s a long walk, though.”

At this point, she’d walk miles on end if she got to fall asleep in something that wasn’t a sewer. “I really don’t care.”

“Ye say that now, but you’ll be complainin’ in just a few. Mark my words.” He crossed his arms over his chest and nodded at his boy. The child held out a hand, as though he was… expecting something?

Payment? Really?

She stared up at them in shock. “You find a woman who clearly needs your help, alone in a sewer, and you expect me to pay you?”

“Aye,” the older man said.

“Wha—” Jessamine shoved her pride down. If that was what it took, then that was what it took. She would not look at this as anything other than the gift it was. She did not know where she had landed. She had no idea how to get home, and she was alone. She would be grateful, and she would be kind. That was the only thing she could do.

If she gritted her teeth while moving mud away from the engagement ring on her finger, then it was only in frustration. She supposed it would only be a good thing for Leon to find out his ring had been peddled in a market somewhere. Let him think someone had taken it from her dead body.

“This is all I have.” She deposited it in the boy’s hand. “It’s worth a fortune. Sell it. I don’t care.”

He turned it this way and that, letting the meager green light filter through the shiny diamond. “Looks real.”

“It is.”

He put it in his mouth and bit down hard. At his yelp, his father smacked him upside the head. “Not so ’ard.”

“Feels real, too,” the boy grumbled, rubbing his head as he slid the ring into his pocket.

His father stared at her a little too hard. A woman with a diamond ring of that size wasn’t likely to end up in the sewer system. She braced her shoulders and stared right back at him. He could look all he wanted, but he would never guess who she really was.

“Now, what are we calling ye, then?” the man asked.

Those eyes never moved from her, dancing over what was likely a very dingy gray gown, if he could see the small bits of it revealed through the mud. Her hair had frozen in place, but she could feel sore spots on her scalp where the tiara had ripped strands out. She looked terrible, and she knew it. That, fortunately, would work in her favor.

“Alyssa,” she muttered, reaching out her hand for their help. The name had belonged to her first governess, an elderly woman who had passed away years ago. “My name is Alyssa.”

“Anders and Pike.” The old man pointed to himself and then his son. “We’re only getting ye out, lass. That’s it.”

“That’s all I need.”

He took her offered hand, and he hauled her out of the muck like she weighed nothing at all. She landed on her hands and knees on the walkway, staring through the grate at the dim murk below her. Neither of them offered to help her stand.

They turned from her, walking into the darkness as though the dim green light was plenty for them to see by. She could barely see her own hand held up in front of her eyes. But she tried to follow them, with her hand on the wall and her breath shuddering in her lungs.

She’d lied to them—and to herself. Jessamine needed so much more than help getting out of the sewers. She needed a safe place to stay, someone to listen to her who wouldn’t sell her out to Leon’s men. What if she’d been asleep for a few days? Her knees were shaky enough to make her think something strange was happening here. She shouldn’t have been able to survive the fall, let alone live through the water filtration system.

Swallowing hard, she recognized she couldn’t say any of this to these people. She didn’t even know if they were leading her out of the sewers or deeper into the darkness. What if they weren’t trustworthy?

Suddenly she noticed the twitchy way Anders kept looking back over his shoulder. Pike kept touching her ring in his pocket, rolling it between his fingers as he looked back at her as well. For some reason, the constantly rippling fabric made her nauseous.

What were they thinking? That she would be easy to rob? Were they going to betray her?

Like everyone else.

The air in her lungs froze as her heart rate sped up. She couldn’t think beyond the utter terror that she’d trusted the wrong people again. But who could she trust? It seemed everyone in this damned kingdom would give her up to Leon in a heartbeat. Someone had introduced that man into the castle. Someone had to have been working with him, because there wasn’t a chance that he’d flipped her court so easily on his own.

Killing the queen should have made the guards rise up. Someone should have fought against Leon. There were plans in place in case someone tried to take the life of a royal. Her mother wouldn’t have let that happen without reason.

There was no air left. She was suffocating in the sewers, and these people would do whatever they wanted and then they would toss her body back into the sea.

A dark voice whispered in her mind. A voice like the sound of rustling velvet and slithering snakes. I want to see you burn your kingdom down and rebuild it in my name.

She’d made a deal.

She intended to keep it.

The first ladder they passed by was her opportunity. Neither man looked at it. In fact, they’d crossed the channel long before the ladder came into view, slogging through the muck to get to the other side. Hiding the ladder from her? Perhaps. She swore she could hear the moaning sounds of the infected echoing down the tunnel, and she refused to allow yet another person to trick her.

“ ’Ey!” Anders shouted the moment he noticed her bolt in the opposite direction.

The water was up to her waist this time, harder to get through. But adrenaline rushed through her veins, strengthening her, urging her forward. Jessamine hauled herself up onto the other side and lunged for the ladder.

She clambered up so quickly she thought the others might not have even gotten across yet. All that was left of her was a faint smattering of black sludge as she grabbed the ring of the vent above her head, twisted it in a circle, and shoved hard. The opening flooded with light, burning her eyes and sending the world into sparkles, but she didn’t care. She was free.

Jessamine tumbled out onto the street, turning at the last second to close the vent behind her. Instead of the two people she expected to see, all she saw was a dark figure standing at the base of the ladder.

The frightened, fluttering heart in her chest recognized him before her mind did. She knew that dark shadow, the broad shoulders and thick fingers that held on to the rungs. But this time, she could see his eyes. Nothing else. Just those black, soulless eyes that stared so deeply into her own.

Looking at him was like looking into oblivion.

Then she heard it again. The thunder of her own heart, beating in her ears and casting out all other sounds, warning that she stared at a predator. She was looking at death itself, and she needed to go. Jessamine, why aren’t you moving?

With a gasp, she shut the heavy cover and locked it so hard she felt her bones grind together. Scuttling back from the entrance, she didn’t stop until her back slammed into the stone wall of a building behind her.

She realized that she was in an alleyway. To her left was the sea, the waves lapping at the stone that angled beneath them. To her right, men and women were setting up stalls filled with fish. The scents overwhelmed her. Ocean, fish, blood. There was so much blood.

Jessamine lifted her hands and realized she was sitting in a river of it. Red fluid, all coming down from the fish stalls in streams on either side of the street. Her palms were stained crimson like her mother’s dress after blood had fountained out of her wound. Red like her palms when she’d tried so hard to stanch the bleeding around her own neck, praying that she wouldn’t die before she hit the waves so hard they felt like stone.

Cold water poured over her head, dousing her entire body with icy seawater. Spluttering, she stood, shaking off the droplets and blinking through the stinging ache.

A round woman stood in front of her, a now-empty bucket clutched in her hands. “You’re filthy, love. Just helping you out.”

Helping her out? By dumping a bucket of dirty water over her head?

Jessamine couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t think. The tall buildings loomed over her head, drawing closer, sinking tighter, until she could barely see the faint strip of sunlight through the gap between the stones. They’d bury her alive. She’d die again, and she’d made a deal.

Stumbling away from the woman and the laughter of the fishermen, she found the next alleyway and disappeared into it. Frantically turning left, right, straight, whatever way led her farther and farther from people.

Until she found a small nook between two empty crates and tucked herself there. Shivering, terrified, and utterly alone.
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He couldn’t get her future out of his head. Because her future was his future, and they were inextricably linked. She was a witch who could raise him. A witch who could finally bring him back into the land of the living, which he had missed so much.

When?

He did not know.

A gravesinger hadn’t been born in hundreds of years. Her kind had made certain that they would not be born again, not wanting to give him the opportunity to raise himself and seek his vengeance. Witches like her were rare, and witches of any sect had been nearly wiped out. But before she could free him, she would have to learn.

The Deathless One had control only in his realm of darkness and sleep. The living realm remained just out of his reach without the witches to anchor him. But he and this girl were not anchored together. He had no way of knowing when she would seek him out—but gravesingers always did. They were lost without their connection to a god, and he was all that remained.

The gravesingers had sacrificed themselves many years ago, but there were still plenty of people who remembered what it was to worship a god and know the blessing of that god’s favor. Witches remained, even some still connected to him. Though they were in hiding, he could find them. There were ways to see into their realm, to reach out to those who still walked the ancient path.

Conjuring a mirror in front of him, made out of inky oil that dripped onto his toes, was far easier than he had thought it would be. The Deathless One had spent so many years in this sad place, he had forgotten his innate power. A god did not have to wait for the witches. His magic came from deep within his bones. Yes, these old memories threatened to swallow him up, but they did not control him. Not entirely. Not yet.

Clutching the edges of the cold mirror in his hand, he peered into her realm. He sought out his little nightmare. The woman who had been born for him, to whom he’d given new life to fulfill her purpose and satisfy his revenge. But what he found disappointed him. She had not stormed back to her castle and rained havoc down upon the head of her murderer. No, she had gone to the streets, slithering about in the shadows like a snake cringing from the slightest movement.

Why? She was powerful. Capable of anchoring him to the living realm and tying him to reality. Soon, she would be linked to him. Surely she felt it. She must have seen that her gaze now mirrored his, haunted and black as night. Instead, she scuttled from shadow to shadow, hiding behind barrels with haunted wide eyes.

That… disturbed him.

He didn’t remember why until after a few days of watching her movements. He saw her steal food from a vendor, who chased her off with a knife in his hand. She tripped over her skirt and fell into a mud puddle, and the man had snatched the bread back with a sneer and left her there. She lay shivering in the water, her head bleeding from where she’d hit it against the cobblestones.

She was filthy. Ragged around the edges. Clearly in need of help, and yet no one reached out to her. This was not the city he had helped his witches build.

In his time, the witches were powerful. They had been scorned like this in his early days of godhood, until he had reached out a hand to them. He’d made them powerful. Dangerous. Terrifying to all who looked upon them.

No one would dare treat a witch the way this human refuse treated her. They wouldn’t dare look at a witch with pity or refuse her entry to their home.

His little nightmare flinched again, freezing in fear before darting away to hide. Then he saw them. Figures standing at the end of the alleyway she’d walked into. He needed to see more. Stretching his awareness, he sent his mind down that street through the darkness on windowpanes and the inky black of puddles underneath their feet. Then he remembered.

A plague. A sickness unlike anything this realm had seen. These people stood frozen in the streets, their arms bent awkwardly at their sides like they didn’t remember how to hold them. Pustules burst all over their bodies, revealed through the tears in their clothing. Slack-jawed, they remained still as if listening for their next prey. They had but one urge: to find the next person to infect.

So, his last witches had failed. Even though they had murdered their own god, forsaking all their future power, they had not saved the kingdom that had hunted and feared them for centuries. Self-sacrifice, in the end, had earned them nothing.

The coven.

There were few alive who still worshipped the dead god they had killed and thereby condemned their world to utter madness. But he could feel them, living, breathing, practicing. All he had to do was reach out.

Casting one last glance back to his frightened, frozen deer in that alleyway, he turned his attention away from the witch who could awaken him. She would find her own path, he was confident of that. Though she was terrified and surely felt as though everyone had abandoned her, he knew the truth.

Lady Jessamine Harmsworth would soon have the most powerful patron she had ever dreamed of. And together, they would lay waste to all who stood in her way.

He let his powers stretch, reaching for any who still had a tie with him. When he followed that meager, thin thread, he was surprised to find its end in the same place his last coven had made their home.

From what he recalled, the witches lived in a luxurious manor at the edge of the sea. He remembered beautiful rooms filled with carvings of deities from times long past. Every statue of a dead god was decorated with flowers, filling the ancient cracks and wounds of battle with beauty and life that burst into bright colors whenever they bloomed. He’d thought it poetic in the grand home made of marble and luxurious stone.

That home no longer stood.

While the gravesinger might not yet worship him, she had given him a gift. Flexing his power, he could feel the connection to the living realm become stronger. More real. No longer was he tied entirely to this place of darkness. Peeling his own shadow off and sending it into the living realm, he lingered in the shade of a tree and saw a home abandoned. The manor had been consumed by time. One side of the building was exposed to the elements, blasted open in some battle the witches had lost without his help. Crows wheeled overhead, vultures joining them in a haunting call that grated on his nerves. Slipping through every dark and dim corner he could find, he moved inside.

Moss covered the broken tiles of the once-stunning marble floor. Grass grew on the rotting windowsills, twigs and branches spilled in through shattered glass. Chandeliers still hung cockeyed overhead in almost every room, but now they were covered in dust and cobwebs. The drapes had long since rotted into small piles by every window. Shards of mirror on the floor reflected the darkness that barely looked like his shape as he moved through rooms that had not seen the sun in years.

How long had it been since he last died? How long had it been since he’d tended to his coven?

One of the piles under a window moved, shifting into focus as a woman suddenly appeared before him. She stood tall and confident, although she was a mere specter of what a witch should be.

“What demon disturbs the home of a witch?” she asked, her voice raspy with disuse. “You are not welcome here, dark spirit.”
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