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A POWER SHE CAN’T DENY. A DESTINY SHE’S DETERMINED TO FIGHT.


WHEN ARI FIRST ARRIVED IN THE dilapidated city of New 2, all she wanted was to figure out who she was. But what she discovered was beyond her worst nightmare. Ari is a descendant of Medusa and can already sense the evil growing inside her—a power the goddess Athena will stop at nothing to possess.


Desperate to hold on to her humanity and protect her loved ones, Ari must fight back. But Athena’s playing mind games, not just with Ari but with those Ari cares about most. And Athena has a very special plan for the brooding and sexy Sebastian.


Ari is determined to defeat Athena, but time is running out. With no other options, Ari must unleash the very thing she’s afraid of: herself.
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A BEAUTIFUL EVIL





ONE



“EVERYONE KNOWS WHAT YOU ARE NOW. QUESTION IS, SELKIRK, will you live up to their expectations or be the complete failure I think you really are?”


My pulse thundered like a herd of galloping horses. Sweat rolled down my back, dampening my shirt and the waistline of my jeans. Tiny wisps of hair stuck to my face and neck. I kept my eyes shut and dug my short fingernails into the wrist I held tightly, wishing I could inflict some pain . . . or better yet, make him shut the—


“Do it!” he snarled, his breath fanning across my forehead.


A head butt might work. Bone would crack. Blood would flow. Sweet satisfaction—and even sweeter silence—would ensue. “I’m trying,” I said through gritted teeth.


I squeezed my eyes closed tighter than they already were. For forty-five minutes I’d been “trying,” and that was about forty-four minutes too long to stay in a room with Bran Ramsey.


C’mon, Ari. Concentrate!


If I could figure out how to control my power and use it at will, even just a tiny bit, my training session would be done for the day and I could rejoin the nontortured students at Presby.


Bran’s calloused hand clamped around my throat. My eyes flew open. What the hell? He squeezed hard, his fingers encircling my neck almost completely. I struggled, questioning him with my look, unable to do anything more than make small wheezing noises.


“You’re not trying,” he growled deeply, stepping on my toes. “You’re too scared to try. You even smell scared. You make me sick, Selkirk.”


He wasn’t letting go.


Pressure built behind my eyes and in my face. My lungs strained. I pulled at his hand. I slapped. I kicked. I punched at his arms and chest, unable to reach his head. But it didn’t matter. None of it mattered. Going up against Bran was like trying to beat up an oak tree.


My chest burned. Couldn’t . . . breathe . . .


Bran leaned close, his nose almost touching mine, the brown in his eyes going darker and meaner. “What are you going to do now, god-killer?”


White fuzz began to ring my vision. My arms went limp. He released me with a shove. I stumbled back in disbelief, gasping for air. I braced my hands on my knees, concentrating on each painful breath—in and out, in and out—until the dizziness ebbed and I was able to straighten.


An open-handed smack landed on the back of my head. I ducked, my arms going protectively over my head. “Stop it! Jesus! Are you insane?!”


“Fight me.”


He moved too quickly for me to defend myself. A boot to the back of my knee sent me crumbling to the floor. My hands slapped hard against the mat. This was really starting to get old. “Stop it, Bran. I’m done, okay?”


I’d been trained as a bail bondsman by my last foster parents, Bruce and Casey, but nothing had prepared me for this. This was . . . different. This was removed, cold, and impatient. This didn’t inspire confidence, and so far it hadn’t taught me a damn thing at all. This was simply an exercise to show me what it felt like to be a mouse to Bran’s maniacal cat.


I was almost too afraid to get up, knowing he wasn’t finished with me. I lifted my head, swiped the sweat from my brow with my arm, and glanced at the clock. Five more minutes until the bell rang.


Five more minutes. I chanted those three words over and over as I straightened and faced him.


Bran stood in the center of the room, feet braced apart, thick arms folded over his chest, one dark eyebrow cocked up. There was no sheen of sweat on his tanned face. No dampness to his wavy sable brown hair.


“I thought you were supposed to teach me, not try to kill me,” I forced out through my sore throat.


“Semantics.” He flicked a glance at the clock and smirked, telling me with a look exactly how much damage he could do in the next four minutes.


“I’m done, okay?” I said tiredly. “Can we just . . . stop?”


“Stop what?”


I rolled my eyes, letting my frustrations flow into my words. “Uh, gee, I don’t know. Stop baiting me, stop pushing me, stop hitting me, stop being a supreme asshole.” There, I said it. And it felt good. Damn good. It wasn’t like he was going to take it easy on me anyway.


A lethal grin pulled his lips apart. “Make me.”


The gleam in his dark eyes—it was like he was dying for someone to finally give him some decent action. And that someone, he had decided, was me. It didn’t matter that I was a student and he was a demigod/security specialist/one of the nine Novem heads. Semantics, right?


I stepped forward, knowing I could probably draw this out until the bell rang. I was, if nothing else, experienced in the art of toughing it out. There were ways a body could turn and move so that the blows wouldn’t hurt so much. I took up a defensive position.


Bran’s hand shot out. “No. Make me . . . with your mind.”


His words sank in and I snorted, arching one eyebrow to match his cocky expression. “I don’t exactly see you using yours.”


He moved in a blur, so fast I didn’t have time to tense before he had me spun around and shoved front-first against the far wall, one arm twisted behind my back and the side of my face squished into the oak paneling.


Shock stole my breath, but only for a second before the anger rushed in, forcing away my surprise and pushing my blood pressure higher. The clock was ticking. Tough it out.


Then he breathed purposefully on my neck and chuckled, dropping his voice to a husky tone. “I suppose we could try another sort of tactic. . . .”


He was too close. Too pressed up against me. Too in my space. I was trapped. Completely trapped. Oh God. A sick wave rolled over my stomach.


I felt it then, uncoiling, waking, and my fear turned to panic. I mumbled words like a prayer: “No, no, no.”


Bran laughed softly. “Yes.”


My curse stirred, rising like smoke from my toes to my scalp, swirling, twisting, pushing painfully into places never meant to be filled. Every nerve shivered, every fine hair stood up, every ounce of flesh crawled as though a swarm of bugs scattered along my skin.


My body went stiff, bracing against the inevitable rise of power until I couldn’t bear the sensations anymore. Goddamn you, Bran!


It rushed the rest of the way in. Energetic. Alive. Aware. My curse, the gorgon, was a living shadow inside me.


I screamed and twisted from Bran’s hold, vaguely acknowledging that he let me, and grabbed his neck. His eyes were hard, daring. Our gazes locked as a tingling sensation shot down my arm and into my hand. It was cold, heartless, vicious. . . . Movement, like the softest breeze, began beneath my scalp. Slither—No, no, no.


I screamed again, against the horror, finally finding enough strength to shove Bran back.


Then it was over.


My curse retreated, leaving me slumped against the wall, my eyes wide and glassy, heart beating so fast I thought it might burst.


Bran stood very still. His neck and the skin over his jawbone were white—unnaturally white—marble. Me. I’d done that. His dark eyes bored into mine, intense, but somehow calm and confident. His skin color slowly returned, and his shoulders relaxed.


“And that, Ari Selkirk,” he said smugly, rubbing his jaw, “is called trying.”


He strolled to the far corner to take a swig of water from his bottle. Still stunned by what I’d done, I watched his throat work as he drank deeply. I knew what I could do, had felt the same sensations before, but it was still a shock to the system; it wasn’t something I’d ever get used to. And I didn’t want to.


Bran set the bottle down, swiped a hand over his mouth, then leaned casually against the table in the corner to study me. “Now that we know your power stirs from fear and adrenaline, we have something to work with. Don’t make me push you that far again. It’s . . . distasteful. Soon you’ll be able to control it without giving in to those unnecessary emotions. But”—he shrugged—“I suppose it’s a decent enough start for your first day of training.”


The bell rang.


And I just stood there staring at him, amazed by how he could sound so blasé after all that.


“We’ll work again tomorrow.” He nodded to the door. “Now get lost.”


I headed for my backpack on the floor by the door, my legs so weak I was surprised they even worked. My hand trembled as I grabbed the strap to my bag, slung it over my shoulder, and left the room the other students at Presby had dubbed The Dungeon.





TWO



I LEFT BRAN’S WITH ONE GOAL IN MIND: TO GET OUT OF PRESBY. I had one more class left, but it didn’t matter because I was done with the school and its crazy curriculum of normal and paranormal studies. At least for today.


My steps were quick, but not so quick as to attract attention. My head stayed down and I moved with a kind of reserved desperation. Bran’s way of bringing out my power had stripped all my defenses, leaving me shaken, exposed, and on the edge of reliving old hurts I’d rather forget. I felt wooden as I navigated the maze of students, then down the hall and through the tall double doors of the Presbytère.


Emerging from Presby’s shadowed arched gallery and into the sun was like stepping into a different world with an entirely different vibe.


The wide pedestrian street that ran in front of the school, St. Louis Cathedral, and the Cabildo was filled with outdoor vendors—florists, artists, fortune-tellers, and retailers with gobs of Mardi Gras beads and masks.


I crossed the pavement as a three-man jazz band began belting out a loud, energetic tune. The sun’s heat emanated from the bricks and stone, and a decent late-winter breeze blew in from the Mississippi, which was only a few hundred feet beyond Jackson Square. I couldn’t see the river, but the scent of the muddy water and Gulf coast was unmistakable.


I’d gone from the stuffy halls of Presby and into the beating heart of the French Quarter.


The grounds inside the square were the peaceful, contented part of the Quarter’s heart—an oasis of green grass and trees and secluded benches surrounded by the spikes of black iron fencing, and in the center the restored statue of a mounted Andrew Jackson.


I found a long bench in a quiet corner. The bushes behind me were contained by the fence separating the square from the street. A tree provided shade, and I was far enough off the brick path that no one would see my angry, frustrated tears.


They’d just see a sweat-soaked girl in dark clothes with strange white hair lying on the bench, arm covering her face.


Just a girl. Resting on a bench.


I’d had to wait three days before I could even start classes, and I’d spent most of that time pacing, biting my nails, getting very little sleep, and thinking of Violet and my father. I’d wanted this so badly I’d crashed the Novem’s Council of Nine meeting and demanded to attend Presby.


The thought made me laugh. I wanted to learn everything I could about Athena—how to find her, defeat her, and save those I loved. I wanted to be as prepared as possible. Yet there was that frustrated, highly impatient part of me that just wanted to say “screw it” and go in with guns blazing.


Only I didn’t know where to go.


My worries over Violet, my father, and my curse—which I’d yet to come to terms with—were eating away at me, and I was letting them; I was losing sight of my purpose, losing my focus.


My focus had to stay on Presby, on knowledge, training, and the secret library.


The Novem’s school was all inclusive—K–12 and a four-year private college, which took up not only the Presbytère building but also several of the buildings along both sides of St. Ann Street. All the Novem’s knowledge, all its resources, were right here. . . .


And I hated to admit it, but one of the biggest resources was Bran the Bastard.


I was pissed at him, pissed that he’d pushed me to my breaking point, to the very heart of what I feared most. But in the end, he’d been right to do it. He knew what he was doing, and even with only one training session under my belt, he was by far the best I’d ever trained with. I knew my anger was misplaced, knew it was really fear.


The one sliver of hope I had of defeating Athena was my curse, and yet . . . the idea of tapping into that thing inside me was horrifying.


I didn’t want it, and deep down I was terrified it would take over, that if I started messing with my power now, I’d become a monster before the curse fully manifested at twenty-one. That once I let the gorgon out, I’d never be able to control it.


I wanted to stay . . . me.


A sob caught in my throat as a wave of desolation hit me.


Just a girl on a bench.


I laughed at that thought, sniffling and wiping my face with my arm. Yeah, just a girl—with a psychotic Greek goddess after her ass, a curse hanging over her head, and a father and a friend to rescue. . . .


After a while I pressed my palms against my eyelids, swallowing the worries and forcing the grief away with controlled inhales and exhales.


“First days don’t always go so well, do they?”


I lifted my hand and squinted. Michel Lamarliere, my legal guardian for the next six months, until I turned eighteen, stood in the grass regarding me with a kind expression in his gray eyes, his hands clasped behind his back. The guy had presence, an air about him that anyone with half a brain could sense. Power and knowledge seemed to cling to him. The swirling tattoo that wound up the side of his neck, ear, and temple only added to his image.


He definitely fit his role as one of the nine Novem heads and leader of the Lamarliere family of witches. Michel was something of a rarity in his world; power was usually passed down maternally in witch families, but every once in a while it passed to a male—Michel being one of them. Sebastian, his son, being another . . .


It was hard to look at Michel and not see Sebastian in the raven hair and stormy gray eyes. Even harder not to feel the uncomfortable mix of confusion and regret. Since Violet’s disappearance, Sebastian and I hadn’t really spoken at all. And after he’d seen firsthand what I’d eventually become . . . well, I was pretty sure whatever interest there might’ve been evaporated in an instant.


I sat up, removed my feet from the bench arm, and wiped my face. “I’m not sure any time in The Dungeon goes well, first day or not.”


“Ah. The Dungeon. That certainly explains things.” He gestured to the bench. “May I?”


I shrugged and slid over. “If you don’t mind the stench.”


“No one spends time training with Bran without working up a sweat. I take it he was rather hard on you.” Michel sat down.


“‘Brutal’ is probably a better word.” I stared at the grass. “He doesn’t waste any time, does he?”


“He does his job extremely well. ‘Failure’ is not in his vocabulary or in his heart. If your goal is to learn and learn quickly, then you have no better teacher on your side. Unless, of course, you count me. And since you ditched my class, you have no evidence but my word.”


I glanced at him and winced, realizing that the last class I skipped by coming out here was Michel’s. “Sorry.”


He tipped his face to the sky and closed his eyes. “It was an excuse to leave the confines of my classroom and enjoy the sunlight.” Since Michael had been a prisoner of Athena’s for a decade, I could see why he’d take any opportunity he could to be outside. “My teaching assistant needed time with the students anyway. Tomorrow I’ll see about switching your classes around. Bran’s should be the last class of the day.”


“Thanks.” Being able to bolt straight from The Dungeon would be nice. Though spending the entire school day dreading Bran’s class—not so nice. “So what’s his deal, anyway? I mean, I know he’s head of the Ramsey family and everything. . . .”


Michel straightened a bit and shifted his angle on the bench to face me better. “Some history in lieu of class, then. As I’m sure you already know, Bran is a demigod. The Ramseys are the descendants of Celtic gods and their human consorts. Bran is the great-grandson of the late war god Camulus, on his paternal side. Being a direct descendant makes him head of the family, which is quite large. Strengths, weaknesses, traits—they all run differently through each individual just as in any family tree. . . . Bran is blessed with many attributes from his godly ancestor.”


I snorted. “I can only imagine.”


“Not surprising he has a war god in his family tree, no?” Michel said with a small laugh. “Bran possesses great strength, speed, and agility, and a long life. He is a warrior at heart, a true chip off the old block, if you will.”


I shook my head in disbelief, thinking back on my old life, one that seemed so far away now even though I’d only been in New 2 for a short time. I never could’ve imagined that so much truth and unknown facts lay within myths and legends. Or that I was part of those myths.


But the reality of the supernatural wasn’t as surprising to me as it probably would’ve been to someone else outside of The Rim. Even as a kid I knew the paranormal existed, because I’d grown up with it, had witnessed it time and time again when I’d cut or dye my hair and it’d be back to the same length and color when I awoke the next day. The way my blue-green eyes were brighter than they should be. . . .


During the nights and slow hours, I let my mind wander and I processed the truth, as crazy as it was. But really, what other option did I have but to put one foot in front of the other? I wasn’t the type to give in to hysterics. The pain and abuse I’d suffered as a child—those experiences shaped me, made me able to handle everything I’d faced since. If I could deal with that and come out with my mind intact, I could deal with any paranormal shit that came my way.


“‘Demigod,’” Michel continued, “is perhaps not the correct term since there are no true half god, half humans left, to our knowledge, but we have used the term for so long that now it encompasses any descendant of the gods.”


“So why are demigods and shape-shifters lumped together when people refer to the Novem families?” I asked. The Novem consisted of three vampire families, three witch families, and three demigod/shape-shifter families. There were other families out there, but these nine were the ones who’d had the money and power to come together and buy New Orleans all those years ago.


“Oftentimes the words ‘shape-shifter’ and ‘demigod’ are interchangeable, as the ability to change forms is one of the gifts that can be passed down through a godly ancestor.” His eyebrow arched. “You would be learning some of this in my class had you come.”


I glanced over and shrugged, smiling. “Are they immortal? Is Bran?”


Michel shook his head. “No one is truly immortal, Ari. Long-lived, certainly, but even the gods can be killed. By rival gods or by”—he looked at me—“a god-killer like you. True immortality is, perhaps, mere myth.”


I laughed. All this was myth. Everything I’d learned about New 2 and the Novem, all of it was like jumping into the pages of Bulfinch’s Mythology. I rubbed both hands down my face.


“Feeling a bit like Alice in Wonderland, I imagine?”


I sat back and stretched my legs out in front of me. “You have no idea.”


“Go home; get some rest. My family has seen to placing wards—protection spells—around that crumbling mansion you call a home, though I wish you would reconsider my offer. . . .”


“I like the GD and my crumbling home.”


He frowned, shaking his head like he couldn’t comprehend it. “My son says the same. Keep watch. Be on guard. You have your blade,” he said, nodding to the τέραζ blade strapped to my thigh. “And you have those assigned to shadow you.”


That was news to me. “What do you mean?”


“Protection. You won’t see them or hear them, but they will be there, guarding you. And that is not up for argument. Athena’s plan for you is unclear. I suspect she is giving you time to squirm, to worry over your friend and your father, and break you down mentally, but one never knows with her. Better to have you protected at all times.”


He patted my knee and got up. “Go home, Ari. Rest. Eat. Tomorrow will be another brutal day at Presby, I’m sure.”


I rolled my eyes but gave him a parting smile, which faded slowly, along with his image, as my thoughts sobered. Nothing would be as brutal as facing Athena again. Presby was going to be a breeze compared to that.


Everyone knows what you are now. Bran’s words echoed in my head.


The constant knocking rhythm of the streetcar on its tracks lulled me into a thoughtful state. I stared out the window as the car took me up St. Charles Avenue and into the Garden District.


From the moment I stopped in front of the Presbytère building this morning and watched the students hurrying inside, I noticed the quick glances, the recognition. They whispered in the halls, cast glances in study hall, in the cafeteria, but it wasn’t just the snow white hair or the unnatural-looking teal light to my eyes.


It wasn’t that at all.


Outward appearances no longer mattered so much. They had mattered a great deal beyond The Rim, where anything unusual set you apart, but here in New 2, the shocking thing was on the inside, not the outside. And apparently word spread fast.


I guess after the battle with Athena, there was no hiding what I was.


I’d once told Violet to never change.


You shouldn’t either, you know, she’d told me in that strange, insightful way of hers.


And yet I had this need, this terrible, burning need to be accepted, to be seen as normal. My old social services counselor would say it was because of my abandonment, my childhood, and knocking around from one home to another. I knew that I was broken and missing some parts. I knew I had issues. I even knew all the proper things I was supposed to do to make a Better Me, but knowing and getting that something inside you to work right again? Yeah. Hadn’t figured that one out yet.


The streetcar slowed. I hurried to pull on my hoodie; the sweat from my workout had dried cold on my skin.


The sun was just beginning its descent below the horizon, washing the street in hazy gold. I stepped off the car and crossed St. Charles, noticing that a few more houses along the street were occupied, no doubt restored by the Novem and rented out to Mardi Gras revelers who still came to New 2 in droves.


It was the season, after all.


But otherwise, the Novem had yet to lay claim to the GD. Eventually they’d work their way in and start restoring houses, taking over, and leaving the orphans and independent doué (us non-Novem folks with abilities) homeless.


My boots crunched over the ruined sidewalk as I made my way down Washington Avenue. Leaving St. Charles Avenue and entering any of the side streets was like stepping into another world, a shadowy, wild, forgotten place where tall houses stood and trees and vines blocked out the sun.


Gardens were overgrown, tangles of Spanish moss and vines thrived and grew unchecked, mansions were abandoned and rotting but still elegant and dominating. . . . It was, to me, the most beautiful place on earth.


Old oaks leaned over both sides of the street, their twisted limbs reaching and tangling and creating a dark, eerie tunnel. Random shafts of golden haze pierced through the thick canopy, turning Washington Avenue into a forest of gossamer saplings.


I walked a meandering path down the middle of the street, in and out of light and shadow, until I closed in on my destination: Lafayette Cemetery.


Lafayette Swamp Cemetery.


City of the Dead.


Land of the Creepy Crawlies.





THREE



THE MUSTY TANG OF DEAD LEAVES AND WET GROUND BECAME so strong I could taste the damp, decaying atmosphere in the back of my throat.


The massive arched gate loomed in front of me. It would’ve read LAFAYETTE CEMETERY NO. 1, if it hadn’t been covered in vines. One side of the gate hung open in invitation. I stopped in the street. I hadn’t been here since Violet had disappeared.


For a long time I stared at the open gate, at the tombs beyond and the crumbled wall that used to surround the cemetery. Some time after the hurricanes—the Twin Sisters, people around here called them—a tall iron fence had been erected around the property, holding in the rubble and what remained of the original cemetery wall.


I wasn’t sure if it was meant to keep people out or to keep other things in.


I bit the inside of my cheek, working up the nerve to go inside and, at the same time, trying to put a lid on the anxiety this place gave me. There were a lot of fresh memories here. Bad ones. I squared my shoulders anyway and went through the gate, ducking beneath the vines.


The once-paved avenue that stretched out in front of me was littered with cracked concrete, mossy bones, and years of debris and leaves. It was flanked by aboveground tombs and vaults, some taller than me by several feet and still intact. Others were nothing but rubble.


This was the place where I’d faced Athena, where I’d inhaled the ground-up toe bone of Alice Cromley, the infamous Creole clairvoyant. Her remains had shown me the truth of my curse and the horror my ancestor, Medusa, had gone through.


I passed the spot where Daniel, Josephine Arnaud’s assistant, had been killed in the battle with Athena. A slash of cloth waved from a small branch, snagged there during the fight, probably. Signs of the battle were everywhere in the disturbed leaves, the dried blood splattered on marble. . . .


My gaze fixed on the low, twisted tree limb where Athena had once sat and the tomb where she’d delivered a heart-stopping show with me as the star. I stopped as the mental image of Athena flashed before my eyes, the demented sociopathic goddess of war, sitting on the peak of that cracked marble tomb, her feet dangling over the edge.


“How about we just show them instead? A little taste . . . a vision . . . just enough to show you, dear Ari, that you don’t belong. . .”


Brutality and arrogance shone in her eyes as greenish bolts of power shot from her hands to lift me off the damp ground. I hovered as though floating in water, my hair coming loose and spreading out in white waves.


And then the pain. My scalp burning. My heart hammering out of control. Fear, primal and raw, as things began moving and splitting my scalp, rising up in writhing, milky, serpentlike shadows—a sickening, terrifying vision of what was to come.


My friends had gaped at me in horror. It was exactly what Athena had wanted. My place was with her, she’d said. And Sebastian could never, ever be interested in someone like me. My eyelids slid closed as I mentally dulled the sharp truth of that memory.


Then I resumed my walk, letting thoughts of Sebastian finally filter in as I searched the cemetery. The short time we’d spent together had been spontaneous and crazy, a middle finger to a messed-up world, a messed-up life. Escapism at its finest.


I was well aware of why, when I’d woken in Sebastian’s arms and our gazes locked, I’d taken a chance and let things happen.


It was called loneliness. Maybe a little desperation, too. And it felt right. Normal.


I was in a city alone, freaked out by what I’d learned about my mother and even more freaked out about the hunter I’d killed. And there was Sebastian. He saw me. Me. Being the empath that he was, I suppose he’d sensed a lot of things that day. Both different. Both loners. And maybe that had allowed him to see past all the barriers too, and just go with the moment.


I sighed. I had no idea how he felt now or where we stood. Athena had showed him and the others what I’d become, and he’d stepped back, pale with shock. Stupid me for being drawn to the possibility of an “us” like a moth to a flame. He’d fled, and even though he’d come back with reinforcements, it didn’t mean he was still interested. How could he be when he saw what I was? How could anyone be okay with that?


There was only one person who hadn’t run away that day in the cemetery. Violet.


My throat thickened and my eyes stung. I hunched my shoulders and picked up my pace.


That tiny, pale, Gothic child with her black bob, dark eyes, pert nose, and eerie fangs had pushed her Mardi Gras mask onto the top of her head and stared at me in wonder.


Fucking wonder.


I sniffed back angry tears, swiping my sleeve across my nose.
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