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1

Sabine

“WATCH OUT, SABINE!” JULES’S LOW and scratchy voice calls from a mineshaft above. I barely have time to move aside before she drops into the tunnel. A rush of air hits Bastien’s candle, and the flame sputters out. We’re thrown into absolute darkness.

“Merde,” Bastien curses.

“Relax,” Jules says. “Marcel always has a tinderbox in his pack.”

“And another candle,” Marcel adds.

“Excellent,” Jules replies. “The thunderstorm is loud enough now. It’s time to blow that wall.”

We’re in the mines beneath the catacombs close to Beau Palais, the castle where Prince Casimir lives, where he’s holding Ailesse captive. Not for much longer. My heart beats faster.

Today, we rescue my sister.

A few seconds later, flint and steel strike together. The soft glow meets a candlewick and snaps into a brighter flame.

Bastien and I elbow forward for the candle. The alliance I’ve made with the boy who loves Ailesse—who she somehow loves in return—is tenuous at best. Just because he and his friends are helping me free her from her abductor doesn’t mean I’ve forgiven them for also holding her captive.

“I’ll do this myself,” Marcel says.

“Wait!” Jules’s eyes widen at her younger brother.

It’s too late. He lowers the candle to the powder.

Whoosh.

Fire streaks an angry line toward the cask.

Jules yanks Marcel to his feet. Bastien spins and runs the other way. I shove him faster. Ailesse would never forgive me if he died.

We race until the dense atmosphere eats up all light and sound behind us. My nerves sting, waiting for the explosion. Did the fire burn out before it reached the cask? I glance over my shoulder.

BOOM.

A massive burst of flames zips toward us and throws me backward. I hit Bastien. We crash onto the ground. A second later, Marcel and Jules topple onto us. Chalky smoke and debris flash by. Sharp rubble scrapes against my sleeves. The chaos finally settles into fat flakes of twirling ash.

No one moves for a long moment. We lie in a tangle of legs, arms, and heads. Finally Marcel slides off our piled bodies, and his floppy hair bounces. “I may have misjudged the impact of the blast.”

Jules groans. “I’m going to murder you.” She rolls off and shakes dust and ash from her golden braid. “You better hope that sounded like thunder, or any moment now all the soldiers in Beau Palais are going to flood this tunnel.”

We’ve been waiting for the perfect storm to mask the noise of the explosion, and as poor luck would have it, it fell on the same day as the new moon. Ferrying night. If this rescue attempt fails, I’ll have to lead my famille on the land bridge myself and ferry the souls of the departed—the sacred duty of each Leurress, given to us by the gods of the afterlife, who we descend from. But I can’t lead my famille. Ailesse is the only person alive who knows the song on the bone flute that opens the Gates to the Beyond. She was meant to be matrone, not me.

I scoot off of Bastien and offer a hand to help him up. He hesitates, then exhales and takes it. Despite our bickering, I want his assistance. We’ll find Ailesse faster if we work together.

We stand side by side and stare into the hazy gray light shining in from the blasted hole. I inhale a deep breath. After fifteen long days, we finally have access to Beau Palais.

“Everyone ready?” Bastien cautiously rubs his back where my mother stabbed him. The wound is still healing. Only in the last week has he been able to walk without grimacing.

Jules nods and adjusts her cloak. I tighten my fists. Marcel settles into a comfortable position. He’s going to serve as watch. If the tunnel is compromised, he’ll light a small explosive filled with sulfur and pepper seeds. The stench will warn us not to come back this way. Meanwhile, Jules is going to guard our point of entry into the castle above.

Bastien waves Jules and me forward. The three of us advance to the end of the tunnel. I reach the wall first and climb the rubble. Through the blasted four-foot hole, I stare inside a dry castle well lined with river rock. Its construction isn’t yet complete. King Durand, Casimir’s father, commissioned it to replace a more vulnerable well outside the castle keep.

While Bastien and Jules have been spying in Dovré and gleaning these facts about Beau Palais, I’ve been forced to spend most of my time at Château Creux with my famille.

The Leurress are shaken by the news of Odiva’s death. All I told them is our matrone died ferrying alongside Ailesse on an ancient bridge in an underground cavern. If they knew Odiva ran through the Gates of the Underworld to join her true love—my father, a man who wasn’t her sanctioned amouré—it might spark anarchy. Once Ailesse comes back and rightfully replaces me as matrone, I’ll let her decide what to reveal about our mother, and I’ll retreat to the comfort of her shadow.

I leap to the opposite side of the well, grab an iron rung, and climb a ladder built for the well diggers. They’re not at the castle today. No one labors during La Liaison except entertainers and those preparing food for the three-day festival.

We’d hoped to sneak in through the main entrance, but King Durand isn’t holding a public celebration. According to rumor, he’s too ill. But he was ill before Ailesse was taken captive, and the castle gates have only been locked since Prince Casimir brought her here.

Jules leaps onto the ladder after me. I envy the leather leggings she’s wearing. My shoes keep tangling on the hem of my simple blue dress.

Bastien follows last, and the three of us rise sixty feet to the top of the well. It’s covered by an iron grate, which scrapes loudly as we slide it off. A clap of thunder muffles the sound. For now, the rainfall doesn’t reach us. We’re in the tight quarters of the castle well tower.

I creep to the tower door and peek through a small window at the top. I can’t see much of the castle courtyard beyond the pelting rain—even with my far-reaching vision, thanks to the power from my nighthawk grace bone—but I make out the blue-and-gold-striped awnings that line the perimeter. They provide shelter for a few servants who scurry across the wet cobblestones to reach the other side. One awning caps an arched passageway that leads inside the castle—the entrance we’ll use.

Bastien removes his dusty cloak and tosses it over to Jules. Beneath it, he’s dressed in the simple garb of a castle dungeons soldier. I also throw off my cloak and tuck a few stray black curls into my servant’s cap. I slip my grace bone necklace beneath the neckline of the uniform dress Bastien stole for me and hide my bone knife in the sheath under my apron.

Bastien turns to Jules. “See you soon.”

She sits on the rim of the well, still a little breathless from climbing. “Promise to keep your head, all right? If you can’t pull this off today, don’t be reckless. We’ll figure out something else. We still have ten and a half months before—”

“This will work.” He flexes his jaw muscle. “Come on, Sabine.” He slips out the door before Jules can say anything else.

I’m quick to follow. I don’t wish to discuss the soul-bond between Ailesse and Casimir, either—the bond Bastien thought he shared with her until I discovered the truth. Now Ailesse has to kill Casimir within a year from the time the gods sealed their lives together, or she’ll die with him. I’ll make sure it happens before we leave the castle today. I’ll hand her the bone knife and persuade her to save herself.

Bastien and I head through the rain for the arched passageway. We’ve committed to memory the map of Beau Palais he pieced together after conversing with a retired castle servant. “After three cups of tavern ale, the man was an open book,” Bastien told me.

We shake off the rain once we’re inside the castle. We’re standing in a stone foyer that intercepts a long corridor running left and right. Straight ahead is the great hall. Servants mill about, setting gold plates and goblets on a few gathered tables. Garlands of vibrant late-summer flowers twirl around towering columns that support a vaulted ceiling. Blue banners embroidered with the gold sun symbol of Dovré—an homage to the sun god, Belin—hang alongside green banners with the tree symbol of the earth goddess, Gaëlle. I’m told La Liaison is held to invoke their joint blessing on the upcoming harvest.

Bastien and I share a quick glance and nod before we part ways. He heads left, and I head right. His direction leads toward the dungeons entrance, and mine accesses the staircase to the third level. Ailesse could also be locked in one of the royal apartments up there.

I’ve only taken a few steps when a handsome boy with strawberry hair walks around a column in the great hall, fifteen feet away. My body goes rigid, my blood cold—then scorching hot.

Prince Casimir.

He’s wearing a burgundy doublet over a loose linen shirt and fitted breeches. A simple crown made from a thin band of gold wraps across the middle of his forehead.

He hasn’t laid eyes on me yet, but I still can’t force myself to move. Images from the last full moon crash through my brain: Casimir taking Ailesse’s grace bones, carrying her away in his arms; Ailesse struggling against him while her injured leg dripped blood; me seeing them from a distance as I fought his soldiers; Bastien, also helpless, lying on the bridge and bleeding out from his stab wound.

“Can you add more wildflowers?” Casimir asks a female servant while surveying the garland draped around the column. “Ailesse is fond of them.”

“Of course, Your Highness.”

“I want everything perfect for when she meets my father tonight.”

My mind snags on his words. Flowers for Ailesse? A meeting with the king? I glance at Bastien. He’s taken cover behind a potted tree at the corner of the great hall and an adjoining corridor. From his deeply furrowed brow, he’s just as confused as I am. How can Ailesse attend a dinner with Casimir’s father? Isn’t she locked away?

“I understand, Your Highness.” The servant bows, and Casimir starts to turn in my direction. I jerk around, shuffle to the nearest table, and fuss with a place setting. I itch to hold the bone knife. If I could stab him right now, I would. But that would kill Ailesse. Their lives are woven together. She must be the one to wield the ritual blade and kill her amouré.

The prince’s footsteps slowly clip toward me. My pulse pounds faster. I lower my head and pray to the goddess of the Night Heavens. Elara, don’t let him recognize me.

“Pardon me, but are you new here?”

I stiffen, keeping my back to him. “Yes,” I squeak.

“What is your name?”

I could run. With my nighthawk speed, I could make it to the third level before Casimir had a chance to catch me. If only I knew which room Ailesse was in. By the time I find her, he’ll have the whole castle on alert. “Ginette,” I murmur, feigning to be shy.

“Ginette, I am your prince and future king.” Casimir’s voice is warm and carries the charm that made me lightheaded when we first met. I had performed a proxy ritual to summon and kill Ailesse’s amouré, expecting Bastien to come, but Casimir came instead, and for several wonderful and terrible moments, I thought he was my amouré, not hers. “You need not be afraid of me,” he says. “In this castle, I treat my servants with regard.”

A scoff rips out of my throat. “And how do you treat your prisoners?” My subterfuge is pointless. Whether I run or confront him now, he’s going to discover me. “You can’t win Ailesse with flowers and gold and false honor. She will always see you as her abductor.”

My jackal hearing catches his soft intake of breath. “Sabine?” he asks.

I lift my chin and turn to face him. Casimir gazes back at me with widened stone-blue eyes. I fight to keep the heat in my blazing stare. His restrained demeanor carries wisdom, depth, and strength. It makes it hard to remember he’s the same person who felt entitled to steal my sister away.

“Where are you keeping Ailesse?” I demand. I pull out my hidden necklace and let my grace bones dangle, exposed, over the bodice of my dress. The three bones hang side by side—a fire salamander skull; a crescent-moon pendant, carved from the femur of a rare golden jackal; and the leg and claw of a nighthawk.

Two guards at the edge of the room take a step forward, but Casimir holds up a hand to stall them. He may not understand what I am—what Ailesse is—but he knows my bones hold power.

“Ailesse isn’t my prisoner. I invited her to stay with me, and she agreed.”

Lies. Ailesse would never consent to that. “Then tell her I’d like to pay a visit.”

“You know I can’t do that.” His tone exudes a maddening level of calm. “You tried to kill me, Sabine. You are not welcome in this castle.”

The golden jackal in me snaps. I whip out the bone knife beneath my apron. Casimir quickly draws a jeweled dagger. Our blades meet each other’s throats at the same time. His dagger’s sharp edge presses against the tendon of my neck.

“What would Ailesse think of you if you killed her sister?”

“No less than she’d think of you if you . . .”

An animalistic screech rings in my ears and drowns out the rest of his words. A small reflection appears in his pupils. A bird with a white heart-shaped face.

Somehow, as I’m staring at Casimir, the bird grows larger. I gasp. This is a vision. It has to be. I’m seeing the silver owl—the goddess Elara’s bird. She hasn’t appeared to me in her physical or transparent form since the night Casimir abducted Ailesse. Visions like this are unheard-of among the Leurress, but the silver owl has shown me two before, and both visions were in connection to saving my sister.

The owl grows to full size and hovers in front of Casimir with her wings unfurled. He can’t see her; he’s looking right through her at me. It’s like she’s protecting him.

I don’t understand. The silver owl once wanted Casimir dead. She led me to kill the golden jackal, carve a flute from its bone, and use it to lure the prince during my proxy rite of passage. I could have killed him then without dooming Ailesse to die in return. The ritual would have protected her.

The owl beats her wings once, and my surroundings change. I feel the castle floor beneath me, but I see the cliffs overlooking the Nivous Sea above. It’s the night of the last new moon. Ailesse is playing the siren song on the bone flute, trying to open the Gates of the Beyond.

She keeps playing. The harrowing melody floats to my ears and burns through my mind. I’ve remembered snatches of it before, but not every measure. Now all the notes pulse vividly inside me and plant deep roots. I doubt I’ll ever forget them.

What’s happening? I came here to rescue Ailesse, not see a memory, not learn a song. I came here to help her kill Casimir. Why isn’t the silver owl helping me?

She beats her wings again. Now Ailesse is in the underground cavern on the fragile soul bridge. She moves toward the Gates of the Underworld with headstrong determination. I hear myself shouting for her to stay back, but she won’t listen.

I blink and see Casimir again through the body of the owl. My bone knife shakes at his neck. Maybe the owl isn’t protecting him from me. Maybe she’s protecting Ailesse from me.

I could threaten Casimir, fight off his soldiers, find Ailesse, free her . . . but what if my sister shouldn’t lead the ferrying tonight? She barely resisted stepping through the Gates of the Underworld last time. The only thing that distracted her was Odiva stabbing Bastien.

Perhaps . . . perhaps my sister is safer in Beau Palais. For now.

My eyes blur with infuriating tears. Casimir’s brows hitch together. He doesn’t know what to make of my reaction. For the longest time, all I’ve been trying to do is save Ailesse. Why am I prevented at every turn?

I pull the bone knife away. The silver owl disappears. I curse the goddess’s messenger, but I’ve learned to trust her. She warned me about Odiva before I knew my mother’s crimes. She led me to Casimir, who helped me finally find Ailesse. She’ll help again when the time is right, when Ailesse’s freedom won’t lead to her death. She knows more than I do.

Casimir’s dagger holds steady at my neck. He opens his mouth like he wants to say something, but his expression is torn between anger and pity. I harden my glare on him, even while my tears fall. I still hate him. My actions don’t change that.

One of his soldiers clears his throat. “Shall we take her to the dungeons, Your Highness?”

The tip of Casimir’s blade slides to lift my chin as he deliberates. He swallows. “Yes.”

The soldiers advance. Casimir lowers his dagger down my neck. He’s going to cut the leather cord of my necklace. With nighthawk speed and jackal strength, I grab his wrist and slam the hilt of my knife into his upper arm. His dagger tumbles from his grip. Before it clatters to the stones, I drive my knee into his gut. He buckles forward. I shove him to the ground and jab my elbow in his back. I pluck up his fallen dagger. The first soldier swings low for me. I jump over his blade and spring off Casimir’s body. I bolt away before the second soldier can attack.

Casimir shouts my name. He’s back on his feet and chasing after me. His soldiers follow. I run toward the long corridor, past Bastien’s hiding place.

He shoots me a livid glance. “What the hell are you doing?” he hisses.

“Leaving. Tell Ailesse I know the siren song. I can open the Gates.”

I spin around and fling the jeweled dagger at Casimir, but purposely throw off my aim. It sails above his head and clangs against a stone column. While Casimir is distracted, I toss the bone knife into a potted tree opposite Bastien’s. “Tell Ailesse to finish him,” I say. His eyes narrow on the barely exposed hilt of the knife. He’ll have to come back for it later. He gives me a determined nod before he slinks away in another direction.

I run past the arched passageway that leads to the courtyard. I can’t leave the castle through the dry well. I’d endanger Jules and Marcel and expose Bastien’s safe exit.

Casimir shouts for more soldiers. Boots pound closer down an adjacent stairwell and branching corridor.

A large man emerges and grabs for me. I narrowly dodge him and keep sprinting. I focus on a stained-glass window thirty yards ahead. The late afternoon sunlight beats in through the colored panes and lights up a majestic image of Belin, the sun god, riding his white stallion through the sky.

I cast off my servant’s cap and apron and pick up speed. I yank loose the ties at my shoulders that hold up my hemp-spun overdress. It falls away from the chemise I wear beneath, and I kick it aside. I can’t have it dragging me down.

“Stop!” Casimir calls after me.

The stained-glass window is five yards away. I grit my teeth and leap off the ground. My nighthawk grace heightens the jump. I cast up my arms to protect my face.

My body hits the glass. The window shatters in a rainbow of shards.

Sixty feet below me, the Mirvois River rushes by.

I tumble toward the whitecap currents.
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2

Ailesse

LIGHTNING FLASHES THROUGH THE MULLIONED windows as I race down the corridor. Or attempt to race. My trailing gown isn’t helping. Neither is my crutch. But I set my jaw and hobble as quickly as possible.

The ornate door is only fifteen feet away now. I ignore the pain in my shattered knee and keep moving. I’m not supposed to bear weight on my leg for another month. When that day comes, I will burn this wretched crutch. Being held captive in the catacombs was nothing compared to being a prisoner in my own body.

I pass another window on the third level of the castle. A bolt of lightning streaks like a jagged finger and illuminates an ancient bridge just beyond the city wall. Castelpont. I halt. I haven’t seen the bridge since the night of my rite of passage. The night I first met Bastien.

Tu ne me manques pas. Je ne te manque pas. You’re not missing from me. I’m not missing from you.

The phrase he taught me has been my mantra since I’ve come to Beau Palais. Soon I’ll be with Bastien. I won’t need Old Gallish words to hold his memory or help me visualize his sea-blue eyes and dark tousled hair. He’s alive. He has to be.

I press forward for the door. My knee jostles from each painful limp with my crutch, but I finally set my hand on the lever. I’m about to turn it when a shout echoes throughout the castle.

I freeze. Strain to hear what’s happening. I can’t make out the words above the thunder. I try to brush off my worry. The affairs in this place are none of my concern. I open the door, shuffle inside, and shut myself in the room.

I’m standing in a private library near King Durand’s chambers. I’ve never been here before, but I’ve been making subtle inquiries among the servants. I haven’t been idle while waiting for my knee to heal. I’ve gleaned the basic layout of the castle, including this room, which is only used by the king and Prince Casimir. Apparently a larger library exists on the second level.

Aside from an arched window letting in the gloomy light from the storm, each of the four walls is lined floor to ceiling with shelves. They’re mostly filled with books, but a few treasures rest among them: a marble bust of King Durand, a framed map of South Galle, a collection of exotic feathers, a gold vase, jeweled goblets, a few bottles of wine, and a small chest. . . . My gaze lingers on the chest—a perfect hiding place for my grace bones. Once I have them back, I’m leaving this castle.

My heart thrums faster. I abandon my crutch—my armpit aches from it—and I brace myself against a large lacquered table. I hop alongside it toward the shelf with the chest on the far wall. I’ve already searched every corner and crevice of my own room—Casimir’s room—and the room he’s been sleeping in since he brought me to Beau Palais. This private library seems the next logical place where he would have hidden my grace bones. According to the servants, he comes here often.

I reach the shelf and pull down the small chest. Its lid is carved with a beautiful tree nested inside the circle of a great sun. Symbols of Gaëlle, the earth goddess, and Belin, the sun god. Beau Palais overflows with them, while Tyrus’s golden jackal and Elara’s sickle moon are glaringly absent.

I sit on the edge of the table to take the pressure off my leg. My hands shake as I struggle to pry open the stiff latch. Please, Elara, let my bones be in here. I can almost feel their coolness resting above my chest, where they belong: a pendant carved from the sternum of an alpine ibex, the wing bone of a peregrine falcon, and the tooth of a tiger shark.

None of them can heal me, like Sabine’s fire salamander skull can, but they’ll make me stronger, faster, more agile. I’ll need every advantage in order to make it to the land bridge tonight. I’m the matrone of my famille now. I’m the only one who knows the song to open the Gates to the Beyond. No one will be able to ferry the souls of the dead without me.

I finally pop the latch. At the same moment, the door to the library swings open. I startle, and the chest topples out of my grasp. Its contents spill across the table.

My shoulders slump. My grace bones are not among them.

“What are you doing in here?” Casimir says, aghast.

I look up, and my heart pounds, my primal reaction whenever I see my handsome amouré, but this time the reason isn’t because of my innate attraction to him. Something’s wrong. He’s panting, and a bead of sweat rolls down his temple. He holds his dagger at the ready. My lips part. “I was only . . .”

He barges into the room, checks behind the door, and glances under the table.

I frown. “What’s going on?”

“Have you seen anyone else?” he demands.

“Who would I—?”

He’s about to answer when three guards burst into the room, swords drawn. Once they see me, they freeze and throw Casimir confused glances. He composes himself and shakes his head. “Not in here. Search the royal apartments, starting with Ailesse’s room. Bring me word once you find out those places are safe.”

“Safe from who?” I ask.

His eyes lower to his dagger, and his thumb idly rubs the blade. He waits for the guards to leave before he answers. “There’s a . . . a growing band of dissenters in Dovré. People who blame my father for the recent plague. Some of them snuck into the castle.”

I know about the dissenters. The servants say they’re angry because the gates of Beau Palais have been closed for over two weeks and they aren’t able to petition King Durand about their troubles. “Why do they blame your father?”

“Kings are always to blame when anything terrible occurs in the land. That is the burden of being monarch. If the gods really did anoint someone to rule, that person should hold enough sway with them to prevent mass tragedy from happening. If it does, that king or queen must have fallen out of divine favor. They’re no longer fit to rule . . . or so say the people of other kingdoms who have succeeded in overthrowing their monarchs. North Galle has practically made a sport of it.”

Something is off about Casimir. He’s speaking faster than usual, and with a forced nonchalance that’s unlike him, even though these dissenters sound like a serious concern.

He sheathes his dagger. “It’s nothing for you to worry about. I have the situation well in hand.” He offers me a small but reassuring smile and passes me my crutch. I take it without letting our fingers brush.

I don’t blame the prince for bringing me here fifteen days ago. He thought Sabine was a threat—she threatened to kill him, after all. Besides, I agreed to stay here of my own volition. But he’s lying about my grace bones. He said he lost them on the journey to Beau Palais, a direct deception. He won’t meet my gaze whenever I mention them.

“I wish you would allow yourself to rest more and give that leg a proper chance to heal,” he says. “If you wanted another book from the library, all you had to do was ask.”

“I’m sick of being in my room.”

“I know.” He sets his hand on mine, and I stiffen. I won’t let his warmth stir my blood. I don’t care if he is my amouré, perfectly designed for me, and I for him.

“I’m trying my best to please you, Ailesse,” he says. “You’ll see more of the castle tonight, I promise.” The dimple in his right cheek deepens with his grin, and I curse Tyrus and Elara for how charming it makes him. “It’s the first feast of La Liaison. Even as we speak, servants are decorating the great hall and . . .” His eyes lower to the toppled chest and its spilled contents: a string of pearls, a folded letter, a lock of strawberry hair tied with a lavender ribbon, and a miniature painting of a woman bearing a striking resemblance to the prince.

Casimir’s brows tug together. “What were you doing with my mother’s things?”

Heat scalds my cheeks. “I—I was bored and . . .” I shake my head. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know what would be in there.” Queen Éliane died during the great plague when Casimir was a young boy. He was her only child, and King Durand’s as well, as he never remarried.

Casimir grows quiet and slowly returns the items to the chest. I pick up the string of pearls to help. “I can do it,” he says, and reaches for them. But then he hesitates to take the jewels. His fingers hover over mine. He finally exhales and closes my hand over the pearls. “You should wear them tonight.” His stone-blue eyes lift to take in my face.

“No, I can’t,” I blurt. I feel like a thief for even touching them. “They’re too precious.”

“I’m not say I’m giving them to you. I’m just letting you borrow them.” He cracks a grin. “Maybe I’m not as generous as you think.”

I burst into laughter. I can’t help it. I’ve been a coiled ball of tension for days, and I didn’t think Cas had a sense of humor buried beneath his deeply earnest nature.

He chuckles along with me, shyly rubbing the back of his neck. “Do you know this is the first time I’ve heard you laugh? It sounds . . .” He searches for the right word. “Healthy.”

“Healthy?” I snort. “Are you saying I come off sickly when I’m moody?”

“It’s difficult to say. You’re always moody.”

“Oh really?” I catch his dimple flashing again.

“But laughing suits you. You should allow yourself to indulge in it much more often.”

“Hmph.” I lift my chin and toss my hair over my shoulder. “Well, you should know I do laugh often.” Sabine can give me one wry look, and I double over in a fit of giggles. “You just don’t know me well enough yet.”

“Fair point.” His eyes take on a mischievous gleam. “I’m working on that.”

I sober as his gaze warms, and I fight to tame the heat fluttering in my belly. The pearls weigh heavier in my hand. “What do you like about me?” I ask, speaking before thinking again. I squirm, feeling foolish, but still wanting to know the answer. Casimir had no choice but to be drawn to me after I played the siren song during my rite of passage, but the luring spell would have faded quickly, its effects gone after that night.

His brows lift, and he chuckles again, though more nervous. “Forgive me, you’ve caught me off guard. The reason is . . .” He scratches his arm. “Well, it isn’t the easiest thing to put into words.”

Lightning flickers outside and swiftly brings me to my senses. “Never mind.” I slide off the table and lean against my crutch. I don’t have time to solve the mystery that is my amouré. I need to leave the castle before nightfall. “I’m going to return to my room now,” I announce. After Casimir sees me settled there, I’ll make one last attempt to find my grace bones and flee this place.

“Ailesse, wait.” He shifts to block me. “You are so . . . so captivating,” he haltingly begins.

I roll my eyes. “You don’t have to—”

“When I first saw you, I felt as if I’d known you all my life.”

“You saw me from afar.”

“But the song you played—your talent on the flute astounded me.”

“Of course it did.” I try pushing past him. These are all remembrances of the luring spell.

“You’re fiercer than any girl I’ve ever met,” he continues.

I pause. “Sabine was the one who held you at knifepoint.”

At the mention of her name, his nostrils flare, and I understand why. She brought him to the cavern bridge and told me to finish my rite of passage. Casimir couldn’t have known what that term meant, except that Sabine wanted me to kill him. “Your sister didn’t fight your mother on a narrow bridge with no weapons like you did,” he counters.

“She would have.” Sabine was changed that night, no longer the girl with only a salamander skull and deep reservations about the need for blood sacrifice. She had three grace bones and a newfound fire in her eyes. She was ready to do anything to protect me.

Casimir exhales. “Why are we talking about Sabine?”

“I don’t know.” Exasperated, I manage to elbow past him.

He catches my arm briefly, and I turn around. The strand of pearls swings, dangling from my fist. I’ve unthinkingly kept hold of them. “You remind me of my mother,” he says.

I stare at him, unsure how to respond.

He swallows and repeats softly, “You remind me of my mother.”

A sharp pang strikes deep inside my chest. He could have said, You remind me of your mother. The words were so close.

He bites his lip. “Is that strange to confess?”

I slowly shake my head, though I wouldn’t know. Growing up, no one in my famille ever said I was like my mother, no matter how hard I trained or tried to prove myself. You’re better than the matrone, at least in the ways that really matter, Sabine once said, trying to comfort me. All it inspired me to do was hunt harder for a more powerful grace bone.

“If her hair had been darker, it would be like yours, thick and a little wild.” Casimir gazes at a wavy auburn lock spilled in front of my shoulder. “But your similarities go beyond resemblance. You’re alive like she was. Radiant. She would walk into a room, and people would flock to be near her. They laughed when she laughed. They danced all night if she did.”

I’m lost for a moment, thrown off by the differences between his mother and mine. Odiva also wielded a lure over people, but it stemmed more from intimidation than charm. “She must have been remarkable.”

His mouth curves. “She was.”

I lower my eyes. Casimir witnessed my mother’s true nature at the cavern bridge. I picture her stabbing Bastien again and wince. “You can’t compare me to her, Casimir. I’ve been sullen since the first day you brought me here.” I’ve been heartsick.

“Anyone would be after what you’ve endured. That doesn’t diminish your light.”

Again, I’m rendered speechless. Does he mean light or Light? He can’t mean Light. Only the Leurress know about the energy from the goddess Elara’s Night Heavens. All mortals carry its life-force, but the Leurress need to replenish it just as they must nourish their bodies with food and water.

“I’m leaving now,” I say. Casimir doesn’t know what I am or what I need to survive. “I need to rest before tonight, Cas.”

He smiles. “You finally called me Cas.”

I curse myself. “It just slipped out.”

“I’m glad. You know I prefer it.”

My heartbeat quickens in the way I hate, the way that reinforces why the gods knew what they were doing when they chose the prince for me.

I hobble closer on my crutch and place the pearls in his hand. A look of hurt crosses his face. I don’t care. I won’t allow myself to feel guilt over a boy who is hiding my grace bones. “I’m not like your mother. I can’t be.” I’m meant to be a Ferrier of the dead, the matrone of my famille. . . .

I’m meant to kill you, Cas, just like my mother tried to kill Bastien.

I turn away and move toward the open door. But I can’t leave yet. One of the soldiers has returned and is standing on the threshold.

“Your Highness.” The stout man bows to Casimir. “Mademoiselle Ailesse may safely return to her chambers now. We have found no sign of more intruders.”

“Thank you.” Cas’s voice rings dully, without its usual warmth and vibrancy. “Tell the castle guard they may return to their posts.”

As the man leaves, I pivot to Cas, unable to help meeting his eyes once more. They’ve lost their luster, though not their kindness. Why can’t he be more villainous? It would help me make sense of his reasons for deceiving me. He’d be that much easier to hate. Or kill. “I’ll see you at the feast tonight,” I tell him, compelled by some inexplicable need to cheer him up.

His expression brightens by a slight measure, a tiny lift of his brows and subtle softening of his lips. “The servants will bring you a dress for the occasion,” he says. “I hope it doesn’t cause any offense. I had it newly commissioned, so it never belonged to anyone else.” He glances at the string of pearls in his hand and returns them to the chest. He closes the lid gently. “What I’m trying to say is that the dress doesn’t come with any expectations.”

He can’t really mean that, even if he wants to. Where there’s affection, there’s always expectation.

“If that’s the case, then I’ll be honored to wear it,” I reply, careful to tread the fine line of being considerate but not giving him false hope at the same time. I’m protecting my heart, as well, keeping it safe for Bastien.

My words spark a true smile from Cas, and I quickly glance away before I can dwell on his dimples. I rush out of the room on my crutch.

It’s only a dress, Ailesse. No false hope given. No expectations.
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Bastien

I CAN’T STOP STARING AT one of the maids in the great hall. It’s her hair. Red. Nowhere near Ailesse’s perfect shade of auburn, but it’s long and waving like hers. Plus, every now and then when she stands in dim places, where the light of the massive chandelier can’t reach her so well, her hair seems a bit darker. Like right now. If I squint hard enough, she looks just like—

“Everyone stop what you’re doing!”

I suck in a sharp breath. A man marches right past my hiding spot. I slink backward from the edge of the tapestry into the space between the fabric and the wall. If the man hadn’t been carrying a crate that blocked his face, he would have seen my head poking out.

I press my back against the cool stones. Flex my clenched hands. I’ve been stuck here for too long, waiting for the right moment to sneak over to the potted tree where Sabine hid the bone knife. But the great hall is crowded with servants preparing for the first feast of La Liaison.

“We have an emergency!” the man declares. Thunk. He slams the crate down on a table. “Take a look for yourselves. Tallow candles, not beeswax.” He pauses, probably waiting for gasps to reflect his panic. None come. “Apparently the candlemaker never received our order, and all the other shops in Dovré are closed for the holiday.” Another pause. His toe taps the floor. “Well, are we to allow smoking candles to stink up the first occasion His Royal Majesty has attended in weeks—as well as insult the prince’s special guest?”

Special guest? I hold back a scoff. Is that what Casimir calls his favorite prisoner? I picture Ailesse seated beside him tonight, a chain binding her ankle to her chair, then another image flashes to mind: Ailesse in the catacombs, her hands and ankles bound in the rope I tied her up with. My gut twists. Yes, I also abducted her, but I thought she was a heartless murderer then. I never pretended to be saving her, like the prince did.

“The answer is no,” the man—probably the high steward—continues. “So here’s how we’ll salvage this travesty. Each of you will scour the castle for any beeswax candles in sconces, lanterns, and any taper holders. Take them even if they’ve been lit already. We’ll use the tallest ones for the head table and make do with the rest.” He claps his hands twice. “Be off, then! Make haste!”

Feet patter. The murmurs of the twelve or so gathered servants fade as they scatter in different directions. The determined clip of the steward’s footsteps follows last.

Now’s my chance.

I sneak out from behind the tapestry, make sure the room is empty, and dart for the potted tree on the other side of the great hall. Thankfully no soldiers are in sight. Casimir has his guards searching the castle in case Sabine didn’t come alone.

Sabine. My teeth grind together. Did she really need to leave so suddenly? She had the skill to fight off the prince and his men. She could have kept them distracted while I freed Ailesse. Now I have to do it on my own—after Ailesse kills Casimir.

I grab the bone knife from the potted tree and whirl in the opposite direction. I head for the corridor that leads to the staircase on the third level. Sabine was supposed to check the royal apartments up there while I searched the dungeons. But after overhearing what Casimir said—that he wanted more wildflowers for Ailesse tonight—I’m guessing he’s made her a more comfortable prison in one of Beau Palais’s finer rooms. Doesn’t mean he’s considerate, just manipulative.

Up ahead, the staircase comes into view, a hulking mass of limestone with marble posts and ironwork rails. A forest-green velvet runner lines the steps. Probably cost more than the food it’d take to feed every street kid in Dovré for a solid month.

I jog up the stairs two at time. My stab wound throbs, but I don’t slow down. I can’t have much time before the soldiers and servants return and—

A servant boy with a stubborn cowlick comes around the corner of the next flight above. Looks to be three or so years younger than me, maybe fourteen or fifteen. He hops onto the landing, five beeswax candles in his hands. His eyes are lowered as he idly hums.

I freeze eight steps below. I’m holding the bone knife in plain sight. My arm tenses to hide it. Too late. His eyes lift. They’re a ruddy brown color, one shade darker than Ailesse’s burnt umber. I see her in everyone. But her face would never pale at the sight of an armed stranger. It would harden. She’d take a defensive stance and prepare to fight.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I say. “Just promise not to—”

“Help!” he cries at the top of his lungs.

“—shout.” My shoulders fall.

Raised voices and trampling boots echo from above and from the corridor below.

Merde.

I spring up the stairs toward the boy. He pelts me with two candles.

“Ouch!” The third candle bounces off my forehead. “Stop that!” I whack the fourth one away before it stabs me in the eye. I climb the last three steps and try to grab him. He beats my hand back with his last candle. I yank it out of his grip and toss it over the banister.

“Help!” he shouts again.

“Quiet now.” I pin him against the corner wall and raise the bone knife to his throat. “I told you I wouldn’t hurt you.” But I will have to take him hostage. Just for a little while. It’s my only leverage.

He shakes violently. He’s thin and frail looking. He wouldn’t know how to fight me with his fists if he tried.

The soldiers’ boots pound louder. They’re calling to warn Prince Casimir. The servant boy whimpers. His nose starts running. Please, he mouths. The tendons of his neck tighten as he cringes away from my blade.

I flush with hot sweat. Adjust the hilt of the knife. My grip is clammy. I can’t do this again—take another person captive to get what I want.

I lower the knife. Trip a step backward. Nod once. “Go.” My voice is thick and rough. How will I free Ailesse now?

The boy tears away and rushes past me down the stairs. Two soldiers race up them, dodging him to get to me. Another three men storm down from the flight above.

“Arrest the thief!”

I glance up. From the third level of the castle, Prince Casimir leans over the railing. The lines of his shoulders are broad and hard.

I whip out my second knife. Consider my odds of escaping. Not good, especially with my injured back. Here goes nothing.

I quickly sheathe the bone knife and hold the second knife between my teeth. Just as the first soldier below reaches to grab me, I swing over the banister and hang on to the railing from the other side. The toes of my boots balance on the barely protruding edges of the steps. I pick my way down, hurrying as fast as I can. The soldiers have already wheeled around for me.

Once I’m eight feet from the ground, I jump. My stab wound spasms when I land. I pull the knife from my mouth and force myself to keep moving.

I bolt down the corridor, back in the direction of the great hall. The foyer across from it leads to the courtyard and the castle well.

I’m sorry, Ailesse. My chest gives a sharp pang. I’ll come back for you, I promise.

Here’s hoping next time her best friend doesn’t ditch me and leap through a stained-glass window.

Sabine better have survived that fall. I saw how far the drop was to the river. After Casimir and his guards left, I snuck to the edge of the shattered window and took a good look below for myself.

The soldiers close in from behind. I run faster, passing the first column of the great hall. It’s wrapped in garlands with the wildflowers Casimir requested for Ailesse.

His words to Sabine ring through my head. Ailesse isn’t my prisoner. I invited her to stay with me, and she agreed. I scoff and swallow a bitter taste in my mouth. What a smooth liar South Galle is going to have for a king.

I run past the second column. A large soldier jumps out from behind it and rams into me. I crash backward onto the floor. My hand slams the stones. The knife falls from my grip and skids several feet away.

I fight to breathe. My back is on fire. The soldiers from the corridor are almost upon me. The one who knocked me over stalks closer.

Looks like I’m not escaping.

I kick my heel into the shin of the nearest guard. Crawl back to the second column. Pull the bone knife from my sheath. Another soldier grabs my left arm. At the same time, I slip the bone knife under the garland at the base of the column. I won’t let them take it. Ailesse needs it to kill Casimir. She needs it to keep living.

A third soldier yanks me up by my collar. His thick fist flies at my face.

Pain bursts through my skull.

Everything goes black.
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Ailesse

“IT’S A SHAME ABOUT YOUR crutch,” my maid says, passing it to me as she helps me stand. She positions me in front of the mirror that hangs from my bedroom wall. “Otherwise you would be able to dance tonight.”

I squint at my reflection. A pool of still water would serve better than this sheet of polished silver, but I faintly make out hints of my maid’s careful work: white powder to conceal my scattered freckles, something called rouge she lightly dusted across my cheeks, and a waxy lip balm that smells like wine and looks the shade of wild berries. She failed at plucking my eyebrows thin. After she yanked out the first hair, my reflexes took hold of me. I grabbed her tweezers and hurled them outside my window into the pouring rain.

I bend closer to the mirror. I’m not fond of how pale my skin looks or the darkened color of my lips—they remind me too much of my mother’s stark beauty—but I do like the way my maid has styled my hair. The top half is woven into a bun with ribbons that match my moss-green dress, and the bottom half falls into long spirals she formed around heated tongs. Sabine’s hair is this curly by nature.

Sabine . . .

A stitch of pain lodges between my ribs. I have to find a way to leave the feast early tonight. Sabine and my famille must be frantic about how to ferry without me.

“I wouldn’t want to dance, anyway,” I reply to my maid, and turn my back to the mirror. Dancing means death—rites of passages and blood sacrifice on secluded bridges under a full moon . . .

. . . though dancing also means Bastien’s hands on my waist and hips, my fingers tracing the planes of his face, and the softness of his mouth. I won’t diminish that memory by dancing with another boy, even if he is my amouré.

My maid clucks her tongue. “You’re a peculiar girl, mademoiselle.”

I shrug. “So I’ve been told.”

Three knocks sound on my bedroom door. My maid startles. “It must be the prince!” She fusses with my brocade-and-velvet dress one last time. It clings off the edges of my shoulders, just like my rite of passage dress did. Perhaps Cas commissioned it to resemble that one on purpose. He saw me from a distance at Castelpont the night I lured him with the bone flute . . . the night I thought I had lured Bastien.

Satisfied, my maid crosses to the door and opens it a few inches. “Your Highness.” She dips into a low curtsy. “Mademoiselle Ailesse is ready to accompany you to the feast.”

The door opens wider, revealing Casimir. I grit my teeth and stand taller. Stop racing, I command my heart. Curse the gods for choosing such a handsome amouré for me.

Cas is wearing a wine-red doublet that perfectly complements the green shade of my dress, and his strawberry hair is slicked back and held in place by a thin gold crown. His eyes rivet to mine, then slowly travel over my dress, face, and hair. He drifts forward, his movements tentative, like he’s walking on a bridge that might collapse at any moment. When he reaches me, he takes my hand and kisses it. Heat surges into my cheeks. My maid could have saved herself the trouble of applying any rouge.

“You’re a vision,” Cas says, breathless.

My toes curl in my fine slippers. There goes my heart again. “Are you hungry?” I ask, and his brow furrows. “For the feast, I mean.” Better to get this party over with so I can get back to the hunt for my grace bones.

“Yes, of course.” He cracks a smile. “Ravenous, in fact. Shall we?” He extends his arm. I don’t know how to take it without abandoning my crutch. Besides, I don’t want him being my crutch tonight. I stubbornly hobble past him.

We make our way out the door, down the corridor on the third level, and finally to the head of the staircase that winds down to the main floor. The rain patters on the mullioned windows as I stare at the flights of velvet-lined steps below. They seem to go on for miles. Curse my broken leg.

Cas tilts his head at me. “Would you permit me to carry you?”

My eyes fly wide. “Absolutely not.”

“You should save your strength for the feast.”

“How much energy does sitting and dining require?”

“I wouldn’t want you to be exhausted when you meet my father.”

“I’m fine.” I plant my crutch on the first step and hop down. “I’m more than capable of—” I pitch forward. Merde. My crutch is pinning the skirt of my dress.

Just when I’m sure I’ll tumble and break another limb, Cas swoops me into the cradle hold of his arms. My breath catches as I stare into his eyes. I’m still in shock from nearly falling.

“Careful.” He chuckles. “These stairs are notorious for twisting ankles.” He summons a servant to take my crutch and begins carrying me down the flights himself.

My body is stiff, my jaw clenched. I can’t stop thinking about my carved crescent-moon pendant. I wouldn’t have been so clumsy with my ibex grace bone strung around my neck. I’d have been agile, perfectly balanced, even elegant.

I will find where Cas has hidden my grace bones. Perhaps they’re in the great hall, at the very center of the feast. They could even be tucked under the throne—somewhere Cas would never think I’d dare to search.

“I’ve already told my father so much about you,” he says. “I would have introduced you to him by now, but he can’t bear the indignity of being bedridden when you two become acquainted. Thank the gods he’s feeling better today.”

My ears are only half open. I’m too distracted by the thumping of his heart against my shoulder. Perhaps the real reason I haven’t left this castle is because, deep inside me, I know what I must do. Kill Casimir. Stop that very heart from beating.

“Did you know my mother’s favorite holiday was La Liaison?” Cas says as he steadily carries me down the stairs.

Maybe I wouldn’t need a ritual knife. Any blade might do. He’s wearing a jeweled dagger on his belt. How difficult would it be to swipe it off him and complete the ritual?

“Tonight will be a small gathering, I’m afraid, but when my mother was alive, she would open the castle to anyone who wished to attend the first feast. She’d offer them sweet breads and sugared almonds.”

His words linger in my ears for a moment. I picture Queen Éliane alive again, her beautiful stone-blue eyes, so like her son’s, widening in horror as his life bleeds out of him. I picture Casimir’s father, King Durand, learning of his son’s death. Would his heart fail at the news? Would I just as well have killed him, too?

“The dancing lasted all night, until morning. My father would always reserve the first and last dance with my mother. The great hall would hush as everyone watched them.”

What if I can’t kill Casimir? I promised myself I’d spare his life when I first agreed to stay here. If I don’t, I’ll be betraying Bastien. It would be just like I’d killed his father.

“I was supposed to be in bed by then, but I’d sneak out of my room and hide under a banquet table.” Cas laughs. “I’d stuff myself with glazed tarts and spy on all the party guests. I’d smile, watching my mother smile. She was never happier than on the night of the first feast.”

We’re on the last flight of stairs. My body has softened in his arms. I’m listening to every word he says now, enchanted by the story he tells of a loving family living in peace together. It’s easy to see Sabine in that setting, but not Odiva, maybe not even me. Perhaps I’m more similar to my proud mother than my tender sister.

Cas slows his descent on the last few steps. “I wish you had been able to take part in the celebrations the way they were back then. What I’ve prepared tonight seems vastly inadequate by comparison.”

“I’m sure it will be lovely.” The words are out of my mouth before I think better of them. It’s all the encouragement he needs, and his right dimple appears. My heart flutters.

“My father will be there . . . and you will be, too. That’s all that really matters.”

Strains of cheerful music drift down the main corridor from the great hall. My head turns toward the sound. I briefly set aside thoughts of my grace bones and deadly soul-bond. “Has the dancing begun?” I ask, curious to watch the guests. I only ever learned the danse de l’amant. What are other dances like?

“Yes, I’m afraid so.” Cas reaches the bottom of the stairs. “So has the celebration. Forgive me, but it was my intention to escort you in late. I’ve always found the beginning of the feast rather dull, and I didn’t want to bore you. Now all the heralding of the guests will have taken place, and the king should have received the homage of each noble. We won’t have to idle away any time before you’re able to converse with my father.”

He carefully lowers me to my feet. The servant he summoned is waiting for us and passes me my crutch. I reluctantly take it. I balance my weight on my good leg and stare down the long corridor, fidgeting.

“What is it?” Cas asks.

I turn and study him. He isn’t winded from lifting me down the flights of stairs. If anything, he looks rejuvenated. His cheeks have a healthy glow, and his posture is strong and stable. I bite my lip. “You could carry me again,” I say quietly. “I wouldn’t mind this time. But only until we reach the great hall.”

His brows rise ever so slightly, and his mouth curves into a gentle smile. He steps closer and places his hand against the small of my back. My skin heats at his touch, and I release a tremulous exhale.

“I regret that I’ll be unable to ask you for the first and last dance tonight,” he says, giving a nod at my crutch. “Perhaps this can be our dance instead.”

Before I can answer, he sweeps me into his arms again. I let my crutch fall to the care of the servant. “And what is my part?” I ask with a teasing grin, hoping to establish a lighter mood between us. Cas keeps glancing at my lips like he has a mind to kiss me, but I won’t let him. I’m only consenting to this dance because it can’t really be considered dancing. “Doesn’t a dance require two partners?”

“I suppose.” He carries me down the main corridor.

“Well, my arms are free.” I smirk. “Should I wave them in the air, like this?” I sway them back and forth to the music.

He chuckles. “Yes, perfect.”

“What else should I do?”

Both of his dimples flash this time. “You must clap your hands so my feet stay on rhythm.”

“Very well. Try to stay on this rhythm.”

I clap erratically, speeding up, slowing down, whatever I can do to make the beat more difficult. He grins and does his best to follow. He races and pauses and skips and hops. I can’t stop laughing as I jostle in his arms. The poor servant with my crutch trails behind us, struggling to stay in step.

We keep “dancing” down the corridor until Cas runs out of breath. He laughs, almost wheezing, until he stops twenty feet away from the first garland-draped column of the great hall. The glow of bright candles shines from within.

“We better compose ourselves,” I whisper, giggling. I motion for the servant to bring me my crutch. When he does, I thank him and he excuses himself promptly. “I think I’m his favorite person,” I say to Cas. He smiles, but doesn’t laugh. He doesn’t put me down, either. His eyes lower to my lips again. His head bends closer.

My pulse quickens. My nerves spring to life. For the briefest moment, I want to truly understand why the gods chose him for me. I want to feel it in his kiss. But suddenly I’m in another place—a tunnel, not a corridor. I’m in the arms of another boy, one with sea-blue eyes and dark tousled hair . . . a boy who opened his heart to me when he had every right to hate me. You never needed to play a song for me, Ailesse.

I turn my head before Cas’s mouth touches mine. His breath heats my cheek as he exhales softly and pulls away. “I’m sorry,” I say, sensing his disappointment. “You’re gentle and you’re kind, but—”

A man steps into the corridor from the great hall. It’s Briand, one of Cas’s young captains. I recognize him from the cavern bridge a month ago. Cas takes one look at his troubled face and hurriedly sets me down. I lean on my crutch.

“Have more intruders infiltrated the castle?” Cas walks forward to speak with Briand privately, but every word bounces back to me in the resonant corridor.

Briand shakes his head. “It isn’t that, Your Highness. As your friend, I only wanted to prepare you before you joined the feast.”

“Prepare me for what?”

Briand sighs and combs his fingers through his short-cropped hair. “Your father . . . he isn’t here. He wasn’t able to attend after all.”

“Did he take a turn for the worse?” Cas’s body tenses.

“Not exactly. I spoke with his manservant. Apparently your father wasn’t even able to stand upright after bathing and getting dressed tonight. His physician insisted he continue to rest for a few more days.”

Cas falls silent for a long moment. “I see.” His head drops, and the sight of his wilted shoulders makes my chest ache. More than anything, he wanted to please his father tonight. I understand that kind of yearning. I always wanted to please my mother, and I almost always failed. But Cas’s disappointment must be so much harder. Until now, he believed his father was recovering.

“But you have my word there are no more intruders,” Briand says, in a
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