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      Mysterious necromancers. Wicked shifters. Fierce witches. Forbidden alliances. The Crescent City Academy of Magics will suck you in. 

      

      How many enemies can one girl have? Juliette’s just now finding out the answer to that.

      

      Who can she trust? Who can’t she trust? She’s still being called into weekly meetings with the higher-ups at Crescent City Academy of Magics. They still want the amulet, and she’ll be damned if she lets them know where it is. Literally.

      

      It looks like her only choice is to destroy the amulet. Or is it?

      

      Warning: This series will hook you! Violence and blood can be found in this series of action-packed academy fantasy, with necromancers, vampires, shifters, and badass witches.
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      “Aisha?” I called out. “You in here?”

      The back door that led to the parking lot behind her shop was standing open when I got here, which immediately put me on edge. Aisha, who’d been my secret mentor since my first year at the Crescent City Academy of Magics, felt safe in the French Quarter. Still, she was never careless enough to leave her doors open. She knew terrible people were lurking about looking to do terrible things—my father and his friends not the least among them.

      Her doors were warded against anybody not explicitly invited into her shop, but a witch more powerful than the one who cast the ward could usually knock it down. It was a fact that scared me as I looked around at the devastation in her back room. Everything was trashed. File cabinets turned over, the desk drawers had all been pulled out, their contents thrown to the floor. Pictures that had hung on the walls had all been shattered, broken, and the shelves pulled down, her inventory items scattered everywhere. Her entire back room was a disaster.

      “Aisha?” I called again.

      I got no answer, so I opened the door and walked into her reading room, and felt my heart drop into my stomach. I fell to my knees, tears spilling from the corners of my eyes, and before I could choke it back, I threw up all over the floor.

      Aisha had been thoroughly worked over and tied to the large round table in the middle of her reading room.

      Both of her eyes were black and swollen shut. Bruises, shallow cuts, and what looked like cigarette burns marred her caramel-colored skin. Large chunks of her hair had been torn out, leaving the scalp underneath bloody and raw. Her clothing was shredded and tattered, hanging off her body. She was missing fingers, and her body had been savaged—it looked like somebody had bitten through her skin. All of that, of course, told me she’d been tortured. But the killing blow was a deep cut that ran from the base of her throat to just above her pubic area. All her insides had been torn out. They had all been literally been ripped from her body.

      Crimson streaks still stained her flesh, and the room was filled with the stench of death—and now, my vomit. And the dripping sound of her blood splashing onto the carpet beneath the table echoed in my ears. I knew it was a sound I wouldn’t be able to forget for a long while. Tears blurred my vision as I looked at Aisha’s torn and broken body, and I felt my heart breaking. Her entire shop had been turned upside down as if somebody had been searching for something. Unfortunately, I knew what that something was and, because of that, felt responsible for what happened to Aisha.

      “What the hell?”

      I turned quickly, the sudden sound of the voice making me jump. Raising my hands into an offensive position, I channeled a pair of fireballs.

      A large man—easily six-five—stood in the doorway staring at me. He was black with long braided hair that fell to his back, a thick beard, and light, hazel-colored eyes. He was broad through the chest and shoulders, had arms as thick as my thighs, and a look of pure fury on his face.

      “What did you do here?” he asked, his baritone voice low and tight.

      “This wasn’t me,” I said quickly. “This is how I found her.”

      He looked at Aisha’s body with an expression of profound sadness on his face. When he turned back to me, it shifted back to rage. I could see she’d meant a lot to him. More than that, I could see he didn’t believe me. He glanced over his shoulder.

      “Y’all better get in here,” he grumbled. “Now.”

      Half a dozen people filed in behind him, all of them gasping when their eyes fell on Aisha’s savaged remains. And then all eyes turned to me, faces twisted with the same rage and need for vengeance as the large man staring me down. The low murmurs in the room were filled with anger and grief, and the group of people standing in front of me wanted blood for blood.

      “I didn’t do this,” I told them. “Aisha’s my mentor. Has been for years now—”

      “I ain’t ever seen you around here before,” snapped a tall, willowy blonde.

      “Yeah, because Aisha thought it best if we keep things low-key,” I replied.

      I cut myself off before I told them why Aisha wanted to keep things low-key—because of who my father was and what he wanted to do to them. Although his biggest desire was to rid the world of shifters, witches and elementals who didn’t have an allegiance to a coven or elemental council were also on his list. He’d called them rodents in the past and told me he would wipe them out as well.

      Aisha felt if the self-governing supernaturals in the French Quarter—most of whom had banded together and formed their own family—knew who I was, they would come for me. If, for no other reason than to drive my father to the bargaining table and secure a non-aggression pact from him in exchange for my life. What they didn’t know or realize, though, was that my father was a horrible person who would renege on any such pact the moment the opportunity presented itself to him. He would never honor an agreement with those he considered rabble. Those he considered beneath him.

      “That’s pretty convenient,” the big man rumbled.

      “Too convenient,” the blonde agreed.

      “Let’s show her how we dispense justice down here,” somebody else called—a statement that was met with cheers from the small crowd.

      “Don’t,” I said, channeling a little more power into my fireballs. “I don’t want to hurt you. I really don’t.”

      The big man scoffed and conjured fireballs of his own, surprising me. I’d thought he was a shifter—I mean, given his size, it seemed to fit. But he was obviously an elemental. The blonde—apparently a witch—stepped forward. She began a quiet incantation, moving her hands in an intricate dance, calling up her power with a malevolent gleam in her eyes.

      I looked around and swallowed hard. All the people in the room were beginning to draw on their own power. I was in real trouble.

      “Stand down, y’all. Everybody shut it down. Now.”

      I watched a woman about my age walk into the room. She was no more than five-four with tawny-colored skin. Her silky dark hair was pulled back into two braids that hung to her waist, a curvy figure. The woman was stunning though, there was no question about it. She turned her icy blue almond-shaped eyes on me, and I felt a shudder pass through my body. The subtle blast of energy had come from her. It was a shot across the bow and her way of telling me she wielded power I couldn’t even begin to contemplate.

      She turned to Aisha’s body, a look of the purest grief I’ve ever seen on her face. She closed her eyes and laid her hand on Aisha’s forehead, and murmured a few quiet words. When she opened them again, she turned to the rest of the gathered crowd, an expression of irritation on her face.

      “I said to stand down,” she snapped. “Drop whatever power you’re holding. Now.”

      And instantly, the air in the room calmed, but the tension lingered. The woman was somebody I’ve seen before but only in passing. We’ve never spoken, but I know she and Aisha were close. Friends, maybe lovers. I wasn’t sure. But she obviously wielded not just enormous power but influence among the French Quarter folk.

      “She’s telling you the truth,” she said to the others. “Aisha was her mentor. And her friend. She cared a lot about this girl. Isn’t that right, Juliette?”

      I nodded. “And I cared a lot about her.”

      Her voice was as silky smooth as her hair, somewhat high pitched but pleasant to listen to. She sounded cultured. Educated. And entirely confident in herself. This was not a woman to trifle with, that much I knew already. She walked over to me and pulled me into a tight embrace. I was surprised by the gesture and tensed up at first but slowly warmed to her, embracing her back, feeling as if we were bonding over our shared grief. She slowly stepped back and took my hands in hers, a sad smile touching her full lips.

      “I’m Sky,” she said. “Aisha told me all about you.”

      I pursed my lips, then frowned. “I wish she’d told me about you.”

      “She was always cautious,” she said, her grief coloring her words. “She kept our two worlds apart for a reason. And I think you know why.”

      I nodded. “I do.”

      She glanced back at Aisha’s body, and the pain that flashed across her face was so real and so raw, it made me want to cry for her. The others in the room were getting antsy, so Sky turned to them.

      “I want you all out in the streets. I want you asking anybody and everybody who and what they saw,” Sky said. “Somebody knows who did this. I want to know who, and I want to know now. So, get out there and pound the bricks until you find the answers.”

      They all nodded and headed out to obey her command, but when they left, she sagged and let out a long breath. I saw how much of a toll being the leader of this group, this family, took on her.

      “They all respect you,” I said.

      “They fear me. There’s a difference.”

      I shrugged. “You’re strong for them when they need it.”

      She frowned. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “Thanks for not telling them who I am,” I said. “I know the Crescent City kids aren’t too popular down here. And probably for very good reason.”

      “Wouldn’t serve any purpose,” she said. “If I’d thought you did this to Aisha, though, you bet I would have told them who you are.”

      “I understand.”

      Sky’s eyes shimmered with tears as she looked at Aisha’s body. At that moment, the confident, take-charge woman melted away, and she looked utterly lost, and my heart went out to her. She looked at me as if I somehow had all the answers.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do. All of this worked because of her,” she said softly. “Shifters, witches, elementals—we all had a home here because of her. Aisha brought us all together and made us a family. She was the glue that held us all together. Without her…”

      Sky’s voice tapered off, and she looked down, wiping away the tears that spilled from her eyes. I didn’t know how the politics of this place worked and felt way out of my depth, but I recognized somebody who needed a kind word.

      “I saw the way everybody looked at you earlier. You may think it’s fear, but I’m telling you, they all respect you. They love you like they loved Aisha,” I said. “And from what I saw, maybe Aisha was the glue, but they’re looking at you to hold them together now. You’re the glue now, Sky. And for whatever it’s worth, I think you’re more than up to the task. You gave them all a sense of purpose. And in times like this, when we’re struggling with our grief, having a sense of purpose can help get us through.”

      She walked to the table and took Aisha’s hand. The fact that she was holding a corpse’s hand and it didn’t seem to faze her in the least. To me, that showed just how much she loved Aisha. She gave it a squeeze and set it back down gently as fresh tears rolled down her cheeks.

      “I don’t know if I can do this,” she said. “I don’t know if I can hold this all together the way Aisha did.”

      “I know we don’t know each other, but from what I’ve seen here today, I’d say that you can,” I told her. “In fact, I’d say that you already are. The people who were here earlier really responded to you. I’d say they’ve already chosen you as their next leader. As the person who can hold this all together.”

      Sky gave me a grateful smile, then threw her arms around me again, squeezing me so tight she was driving the breath from my lungs. She stepped back and took my hands in hers.

      “Thank you for that,” she said. “I really needed to hear that.”

      “You’re welcome,” I replied.

      The smile slipped from her face, and I could see she was thinking of Aisha again. I gave her a firm look, holding her gaze intently.

      “We’re going to find out who did this to Aisha,” I said. “I promise you we’re going to find them. And when we do—”

      “You tell me so I can finish it,” she said, her voice cold.

      I looked at her for a long moment, letting her words sink in, then gave her a nod.

      “I’ll do that,” I promised her. “You have my word.”
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      “I just can’t believe it. Like really can’t believe it,” Naomi said.

      “That makes two of us,” I muttered.

      “I’m so sorry. I know how much she meant to you.”

      “She meant a lot to quite a few of us.”

      She nodded. “How is Jackson taking it?”

      “He’s his usual stoic self, but I know he’s hurting,” I said. “They were good friends. I wouldn’t have known her if not for him.”

      Jackson, my big, strong shifter boyfriend for the last three years, was as tough as they came. He rarely let anything affect him outwardly, and he always played his emotions very close to the vest. You never know what he was thinking or feeling from one moment to the next. But I’d learned to read him over the years and knew when something impacted him. It was in his eyes and easy to see if you knew what to look for. I did and knew Aisha’s murder was hitting him particularly hard.

      We sat on my bed in our dorm room, and Naomi put her arm around me, squeezing me tightly to her. She’d known the moment I walked into our dorm room that something was wrong. So, for half an hour or so, I laid it all out. Told her how I’d found Aisha and about my conversation with Sky. Through it all, she just held my hand and listened to me. And when I was done, I couldn’t help but see the expression of concern on her face. She knew what Aisha’s murder meant as well as I did.

      I honestly didn’t know what I would have done without Naomi over the last four years I’ve been at the Academy. She was my rock. My strength and wisdom when I needed them and the best friend a person could ever ask for. We’d been through so much together already, I knew we’d be bonded for life because of it. With everything in play right now, I just hoped that lifetime bond wasn’t cut short for either of us.

      It had been about a year since the battle with the spiral cult. It had been a close thing, and we all took wounds in the fight. We really were lucky to get out of that fight alive. But we had. Knowing they would keep coming for us, though, I tracked them down to where they gathered and took the fight to them. It was a vicious fight. Brutal. I did things I never imagined myself doing before. Things I didn’t think myself capable of doing.

      The fight with the spiral cultists was something I tried to put behind me. Something I tried to move on from. But I had never really able to. Not completely. There were times I would wake up from a dream filled with fire and death. I was still haunted by what happened out at the old cannery that night. As it turned out, it wasn’t as easy to forget about killing one hundred and thirty-two people as one might think. My intention that night had been to go there to commit wholesale slaughter. But they forced me into making that decision—my life or all of theirs. If I hadn’t done what I did, they would have killed me.

      But even knowing that hasn’t made it any easier to cope with the mental and emotional fallout. I mean, I killed one hundred and thirty-two people. How does one get over that exactly?

      What I struggled with the most was that I knew if I were in that situation again, I’d do the exact same thing. I wouldn’t change a thing I did that night. The spiral cultists tried to kill us. They’d already succeeded in murdering our dear friend Matthew and were murdering scores of people who would not rally to their banner. There was no way you could reason with people like that. There was no way you could talk them down or make sense of them. They had a narrow view of the world, and if you didn’t share that view, you were the enemy. The spiral cult was much like my father that way.

      “I thought this was over,” Naomi murmured.

      “Kind of seemed like it for a minute.”

      Things had been quiet since the night at the cannery. No more bodies had dropped, no more schemes or plots were uncovered. There weren’t even signs of the spiral cultists—except for Dean Porter, head of the Magical Studies Department and number two to Chancellor Marks in the school hierarchy, anyway. The night of the battle at the cannery, I learned that Dean Porter was the head of the spiral cult. Or if not the head, a part of it. She wore a necklace with the exact same symbol as the cult—a coincidence too big for me to ignore. In fact, she was still wearing it. It was almost as if she wanted me to know or something. As if she were daring me to do something about it.

      But we didn’t do anything about it. We needed time to recover. To heal. Not only from our physical injuries but from our psychic injuries as well. The loss of Matthew had left us all with a massive emotional wound I wasn’t sure would ever fully heal, to be honest. Matthew was one of us. One of our pack. One of our family. And having him taken away from us like he had been was a hard blow for all of us to absorb.

      So, we retreated to our corner, licked our wounds, and watched what was happening. We kept our eyes on Dean Porter, Chancellor Marks, and my own department chair, Quentin Murray. After seeing Porter’s necklace when I was in the hospital after the cannery, I was sure she was involved with the cult—and the conspiracy that got my mother killed. I’d always suspected that she was part of it but seeing that necklace only confirmed it for me.

      “So, it’s back on then,” Naomi said.

      “Looks that way.”

      “Did Aisha have the spiral on her body?”

      I shook my head. “No, she didn’t. But I’m pretty sure whoever tortured and killed her was looking for the amulet. Her place was trashed,” I replied. “Which tells me it was the spiral cultists looking for it. They just didn’t mark their kill this time, probably hoping it would throw us off their scent.”

      “But there are only so many people looking for the amulet,” she said.

      “Bingo,” I replied. “It was really sloppy work. There’s no way we wouldn’t have known they were searching for something. It was just too obvious.”

      “I guess maybe they just don’t care,” Naomi noted.

      “Yeah, maybe. Probably,” I replied. “But, if that’s the case, we’re going to have bigger problems sooner rather than later.”

      “How so?”

      “If they’re being that bold, it probably means their ranks have been replenished, and they’re ready for war,” I said. “All the need is to find the amulet, and they’ll be off and running.”

      “Great,” she groaned. “I was actually getting used to things being slow and mellow. I was kind of hoping the idea for this whole war thing would have fizzled out by now.”

      I laughed softly. “It’s a nice thought, but I think we all knew it was just on the back burner. It was eventually going to boil over.”

      “Yeah, but it was a nice fantasy to have,” she said. “At least, while it lasted.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, it was. But they’re mobilizing, and so I guess we have to get ourselves into gear as well.”

      I thought back to my unexpected meeting with the head of the Spiral when she pulled me into the in-between after our battle. She’d used a glamour to obscure her face, so I couldn’t see who she was. I was surprised she’d survived the explosion—but at the same time, I wasn’t. She warned me that they would reconstitute their army and that they would be coming for the amulet. She told me this wasn’t over by a long shot. That the war was coming, and so was the time I needed to pick a side. She’d said trying to walk the middle path would only get me crushed from both sides.

      The trouble was, both sides were wrong. The Spiral wanted to wipe out anybody not loyal to them to promote unity between the different supernatural communities. It seemed like a contradiction, but whatever. The magical community faction inside the school wanted to wipe out the Spiral and establish themselves as the dominant supernatural community in the country, if not the world. They wanted to reign supreme over everybody.

      Neither side was right. Both sides were evil in their own way. And they were going to slug it out to see which brand of evil would carry the day. We were caught in the middle because we had the amulet—a magical device that amplifies power to the nth degree. A powerful necromancer like my father or a powerful witch like Dean Porter could use the amulet to pretty much win any fight single-handedly. The idea of either of them or somebody like them, wielding the sort of power the amulet could provide sent a cold chill running down my spine.

      “We need to destroy the amulet,” I said.

      “I agree. Got any idea how we can do it?” Naomi responded. “I don’t have that sort of magical juice.”

      I shook my head. “Q told me the only person who could unmake it was somebody who knew the old magic—the magic that created it in the first place.”

      Naomi frowned. “Not many people who can practice the old magic anymore. It’s a dying art form. One I really want to learn,” she said. “But I don’t know of anybody who practices it. Do you happen to know somebody?”

      I looked outside to the darkness of the night beyond the window. The moon was high in the sky and cast the world out there in a silvery light. Everything seemed to shimmer and glow. Ancient magic. It was rare these days. But there were still practitioners. They were just difficult to find sometimes. I looked at Naomi as the first stirrings of an idea of how to find what we needed began to take shape in my mind.

      “Actually, I think I might,” I said. “I might be able to find what we need.”
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      “Sky, you know Jackson,” I said.

      She shook his hand and gave him a wan smile. “Nice to see you.”

      “You, too,” Jackson replied.

      Sky had called me a few days after we met and said she needed to see me. Said there was something she needed to show me but that she didn’t want to talk about it on the phone. I thought she’d found something out about Aisha’s murder and was hot to get down to New Orleans to find out what it was. So, Jackson and I loaded into his Mustang and made what should have been the hour trip from Avignon to the French Quarter in forty minutes.

      We met up with Sky at Aisha’s shop, and I was glad to see that she and the rest of the community had cleaned up the shop. The blood was gone, everything that had been broken was thrown out, and the furniture had been righted. Everything was clean and put back together, and looked ready for business once again. But I knew there likely wouldn’t be business conducted in this shop again. Or if there was, not for a while. They would be holding a service for Aisha in a couple of weeks—she was being cremated, and there would be a ritual to say goodbye.

      But Aisha’s spirit still lingered here—I could feel her. She clung to the corners and wouldn’t come out into the open. I wasn’t going to summon her and force her to appear just yet. I wanted to give her a little time to adjust to her new circumstances. I think it was also partly selfish because I was barely holding myself together as it was. Seeing her would undoubtedly break the dam that was holding my emotions back. I couldn’t afford them right now. I couldn’t afford to be swamped by the flood of emotions that would come crashing down over me.

      I needed to be focused and clearheaded right now. I needed to concentrate on the task at hand. Sky asked us here for a reason. And judging by her face and the tense set of her body, I knew it wasn’t just because she wanted to get to know me. Something was up. Something bad.

      “What’s going on, Sky?” I asked.

      “I need you two to come with me,” she said. “I need to show you something.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Not here,” she replied. “We’ve got to go to Abbott Bend. It’s a town over in St. Tammany Parish. About half an hour from here.”

      “What’s in Abbott Bend?” Jackson asked, his voice tinged with suspicion.

      I felt the tension in him rising, and his body stiffened. I put my hand on his arm and gave it a gentle squeeze. With so much going on and so many enemies lining up against us, it was hard to not be paranoid. It was

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/grave-goods.jpg
THE GRAVE CHRONICLES






OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





