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  A Dagger in the Dark


   


  Lord Arion


  Lord Vaughn Arion hurried down the long, dark corridors of Castle Caravelia. The dim torchlight flickered behind him, casting a long shadow ahead of him as he turned the corner. His court magician’s robes rustled and swayed, but he made no effort to muffle his steps, even as he plunged into the shadows. Speed was of the essence now.


  He ran his hand along the wall as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. The stones were rough, unlike the smooth marble floors and towering granite pillars of the throne room. He passed a narrow window, little more than an arrow slit, and heard the distant rumble of thunder rolling over the city below. The wind began to howl.


  If Lord Arion’s divinations were correct, the kingdom was facing a threat to its very existence, so great a danger it hadn’t seen since the Time of Troubles, nearly a century ago. The wise understood that the Dark Brotherhood had not been totally exterminated in the lands beyond the Azure Sea, and now, it appeared that peril lay much closer to home.


  The king must know, he told himself, the thought lending wings to his feet. Tensions had long been mounting on Caravelia’s eastern frontier, but if the Valmarian Empire was truly in the thrall of the Brotherhood itself…


  It could not be a coincidence that Lord Arion had discovered the return of the Dark Brotherhood just as the threat of war loomed over the kingdom.


  Lightning flashed as he rounded a corner, briefly illuminating the passageway. He stopped suddenly, his skin prickling. He was not alone.


  “Who goes there?” he demanded. “Show yourself!”


  Thunder rolled as a tall figure emerged from the inky blackness, midnight-blue robes whispering across the floor. Lord Arion recognized Dorian Blackwood’s gaunt face and piercing blue eyes. Blackwood was only a minor lord in King Leander’s court, and though Lord Arion occasionally saw him there, he knew little of the man.


  “Lord Arion,” Dorian greeted him, his thin lips curving into a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I did not expect to encounter you here at this late hour.”


  “I could say the same thing of you, Lord Blackwood,” Lord Arion replied. “What brings you to this part of the castle?”


  Dorian chuckled mirthlessly. “The business of the court never sleeps, my lord.” He took a step closer.


  Something deep within Lord Arion screamed of danger, and he retreated slightly. “Indeed,” Lord Arion replied carefully. “Now, if you’ll excuse me—”


  Blackwood’s hand suddenly shot out. The gleam of a blade caught Lord Arion’s eye, and he jerked back just in time. The dagger slashed the fabric of his sleeve.


  “What treachery is this?” Arion shouted.


  “The kind that ends in your death,” Dorian answered.


  He lunged again, lightning-quick, but this time, Lord Arion was ready. He thrust out a hand and uttered a word of power, unleashing a torrent of swirling energy as he dodged the would-be assassin’s blow.


  Dorian stumbled back, his hands moving in a series of quick, sharp gestures. Inky tendrils coalesced around him, and to Lord Arion’s utter astonishment, his magic parted harmlessly around the gaunt man, who stood untouched.


  “You always were predictable,” Dorian sneered. “Did you truly think I would face you unprepared?”


  Arion’s mind reeled with the implications of what he had just seen. Only an acolyte of the Dark Brotherhood would dare to practice such forbidden magic in Caravelia.


  “You’re a practitioner of the dark arts?”


  “Oh, I’m much more than that,” Dorian laughed. “But I doubt you’ll live long enough to learn the full extent of my powers.”


  The two opponents circled each other warily, Arion’s wards pulsing as his opponent probed them. He drew a sharp breath, his mind racing. How could he have missed the signs? Dorian had seemed nothing more than just another silver-tongued courtier—a favorite of the ladies and an obnoxious fixture at the king’s banquets. But this was utter treachery.


  “Why, Dorian?” Arion demanded as lightning flashed outside. “What has driven you to betray your king?”


  A sneer of contempt twisted Dorian’s lip. “Leander is no more fit to be king than you are be his court magician.”


  Thunder rolled as he unleashed a maelstrom of dark magic. Arion deflected it and countered with a powerful riposte, the clash of energies illuminating the corridor in a burst of blinding light.


  “Your power is formidable,” Arion growled through gritted teeth, “but your soul is corrupted. I cannot permit you to live.”


  Dorian laughed. “You will never know the full extent of my powers.”


  Before Arion could gather his energy, Blackwood surged forward, his dagger a shining blur that sliced through Arion’s wards like feeble threads. A searing pain erupted in his chest as the blade plunged deep into his heart.


  Lord Arion stumbled to his knees, the metallic taste of blood filling his mouth. “How?” he gasped.


  “Silver, my lord,” Blackwood answered coolly. He twisted the dagger and wrenched it free. “The bane of all magic, even yours.”


  Lord Arion’s legs buckled, and he collapsed. The edges of his vision began to haze over as he felt blood gush from his wound. He fought to maintain consciousness against the looming darkness.


  Dorian crouched over him. “Hush now,” he whispered, his voice a sibilant caress. “It will all be over soon.”


  With the last of his strength, Arion tried desperately to rise and fight. But his limbs simply refused to obey. He watched as Dorian carefully wiped the blood from his dagger before he melting back into the shadows.


  “No!” Lord Arion groaned, thinking of the message he had failed to deliver. He had to warn the king, had to…


  Lord Arion’s world tilted and spun. The pain faded, and a numbing cold spread throughout his entire body. The darkness claimed him.


   


  Lord Arion


  A strange, all-encompassing lightness filled Lord Arion’s being. He suddenly felt liberated from all the aches and pains that he had come to take for granted over the years. It felt almost invigorating at first, but then he looked down at his lifeless body, eyes glazed and mouth gaping in shock.


  “No,” he muttered, his voice echoing strangely. “This… this can’t be real.”


  He reached out to touch the corpse, but his hand passed it without any physical sensation. Slowly, confusion gave way to awful certainty. He was dead. Murdered. His spirit had been violently sundered from his body. His life’s work, the kingdom, his family—


  Lyra. 


  “Oh, no,” he groaned, his heart sinking at the thought of his now-orphaned daughter. “Lyra! I can’t leave her. Not now, not like this!”


  Looking around, he noticed that the dim corridor was now tinged with an otherworldly glow, its edges blurred and its colors muted. He took a hesitant step forward, expecting to feel the stone beneath his feet, but there was no sensation at all.


  He drew himself up and set his jaw, willing himself forward. Slowly, he glided down the hallway, tensing as he passed through the wall at the end of it. He came out into the corridor on the other side, near a tapestry and a suit of armor. The only sensation of his passage was a slight tingle.


  A pair of guards were walking toward him. He waved his hands in panicked desperation.


  “Hello?” he called out. “Can you hear me?”


  But the sleepy guards were oblivious to his presence. As they passed, Lord Arion reached out a hand, but his fingers just passed through the nearer man’s arm.


  “Please,” he begged. But he was merely a shade now. If the guard felt anything, he made no sign of it.


  Lord Arion’s thoughts turned again to his daughter. What would become of her? Would his murderer try to take her life, as well? The fear propelled him upward, into her bedchamber. Thankfully, she was safe.


  “My darling girl,” he whispered as he gazed upon her sleeping form. She was only eleven years old, little more than a child. Her raven hair spread across the pillow, her features serene.


  Lord Arion’s ghostly fingers hovered over her cheek. How he longed to hold her one last time! Next to this, all else seemed utterly trivial to him now. But of course, he could not. And in the morning, her heart would be shattered as she learned of her father’s awful fate.


  “Oh, Lyra,” he moaned, wishing that he could brush away the tears that would surely come. “I’m sorry, my child. So sorry.”


  Arion closed his eyes, reaching out with his magic to touch the very fabric of the world around him. This, at least, had not been denied him. He could still sense the ebb and flow of magic, the pulsing ley lines that crisscrossed land and sea. Yet without a corporeal body, he could not tap into that power.


  One shimmering thread stood out above the others. His daughter’s budding powers, the unrefined potential that within her. He’d always known that she had potential, but now that the veil had been parted, he could sense the full depth of it even more clearly. He opened his eyes to gaze upon her again.


  “How will you use your gift, now that I am gone?” he murmured, though he knew she could not hear him.


  A soft, melodious voice suddenly filled the air.


  “Vaughn.”


  He looked up, startled, searching for the source of the voice. It seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once.


  “Who’s there?” he called.


  “Peace, noble spirit,” the angelic voice answered. “Your time in the mortal realm has come to an end. It is time to begin your journey beyond the veil.”


  A shimmering curtain of light appeared before him. As he watched, the gossamer sheet parted, revealing a realm of unimaginable beauty. Lush fields stretched to the horizon, dotted with ancient trees, all bathed in a beautiful golden light that cast no shadows.


  “Stars above,” he whispered, his voice barely louder than a breath. “Is this… the Immortal Realm?”


  An overwhelming sense of peace washed over him, dulling the violence of his death. As his eyes adjusted to the unearthly radiance, he began to see familiar faces. His grandparents, long since passed, smiled and beckoned at him to come. Childhood friends and comrades-in-arms appeared next—many of whom he had only recently mourned. They stood before him now, whole and radiant. And then…


  “Megan,” he breathed, his eyes widening at the sight of his beloved wife. She stood radiantly before him, appearing exactly as she had on the day they had been wed. Her emerald eyes looked so much like their daughter’s.


  “My love,” Megan answered. “How I’ve missed you.”


  “And I you,” Arion said, longing to embrace her. “But Lyra—”


  The angelic voice sounded again, gentle yet firm. “Your journey through the mortal realm is over, Vaughn. It is time to move on.”


  Lord Arion hesitated, his heart torn as he met his wife’s gaze.


  “I can’t,” he answered. “My daughter—our daughter—needs me. I can’t just leave her.”


  “She must walk her own path,” the voice told him. “You cannot walk it for her.”


  “I know,” he said, his eyes never leaving Megan’s. “But I can’t abandon her, either.”


  “You choose a difficult road,” the angelic voice warned. “As a shade, you will have no effect upon the Mortal Realm. Your unseen presence may give her some small comfort, but she will never know for certain that you are there.”


  “I know,” he said, his voice ragged. He turned to Megan. “Forgive me, my love. Our reunion must wait a little longer.”


  His wife nodded sadly. “I understand. Watch over her, my darling. Until we meet again.”


  The angelic voice spoke again, its tone solemn. “Your love for your daughter is a testament to your noble spirit. To honor this, I shall grant you a boon. You may part the veil and speak to directly your daughter at a time of your choosing. Choose wisely, for you will only have this opportunity once.”


  “Thank you,” Lord Arion said. “I shall use it when Lyra needs me most.”


  “Then go, Vaughn. Watch over your daughter. But remember, her choices must be her own.”


  The curtain of light began to close, once again veiling the glory of the Immortal Realm. When the light had dissipated, Lord Arion again found himself drifting in the air above his lifeless body. His eyes lingered upon his mortal shell, lying in a pool of his blood.


  “Oh, Lyra,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry, my darling girl. I never meant for you to grow up and face the world without me.”




  A Daughter’s Dedication


   


  Lyra


  Lyra Arion glided gracefully across the polished marble floor of Castle Caravelia’s great hall, her heart racing. It seemed as if the entire court had turned out for her debut. The resplendent sight of their dazzling uniforms and gorgeous gowns made her skin tingle with awe. But even among them, she stood out like a vibrant gem. Her emerald-green dress shimmered in the light of the chandeliers, and a delicate silver circlet sat atop her black hair, making her feel like a queen. All eyes were drawn to her, and she knew it.


  The musicians took up a song, and the floor filled with dancers. Lyra felt a thrill of delight watching the lords and ladies of King Leander’s court flow with the music, but inwardly, she was conflicted. This ball was being held in her honor, celebrating her debut as a young lady of the court. Yet for all the wonder and joy at her coming of age, she still keenly felt the loss of her father—a murder for which no one had been punished.


  His killer was likely someone in the court, she mused, even as she smiled and exchanged meaningless pleasantries. Perhaps someone in this very room. 


  A portly merchant approached her, the plump Lady Estelle on his arm. Lyra didn’t know the man, but Estelle was one of the late queen’s ladies-in-waiting. She smiled as her husband spoke.


  “Lady Arion! What a pleasure! We’ve been eagerly awaiting your debut for some time now.”


  Lyra curtseyed politely. “Thank you, sir. I am honored to join the court.”


  “You look positively radiant this evening,” Lady Estelle gushed. “That dress brings out the lovely color in your eyes.”


  “Thank you, milady.”


  “Your father would have been so proud to see you here tonight. He truly must be smiling down upon you now.”


  Lyra’s heart constricted at the mention of her father. She forced a tight smile, her voice betraying none of her inner turmoil. “You are too kind, Lady Estelle. I only wish he could be here to share this moment.”


  “Quite, quite,” said the portly merchant, eyeing the buffet table a little too eagerly. “Well, don’t let us keep you, Lady Arion. May you have a wonderful evening.”


  “You as well,” Lyra said, curtsying again as they parted ways. As soon as their backs were turned, her glared turned suspicious. Could it be either of them? No, Lyra decided. Lady Estelle’s head was far too empty to be able to hide such a conspiracy for long, and Lyra doubted that the merchant was of any consequence. But if Lady Estelle had meant the comment about Lyra’s father as some sort of barb…


  Lord Haversmith strutted toward her, interrupting her thoughts. “Lady Arion,” he purred as he bowed. “You look absolutely stunning this evening.”


  “Milord,” she answered curtly. But the young man didn’t take the hint. His gaze slid over her body, taking in every inch of her.


  “Might I have the honor of a dance?”


  Lyra covered her mouth, ostensibly in a coy laugh, but truthfully to hide a scowl. Even as a debutante, she knew how to play the game.


  “You are too kind, my lord. Perhaps later this evening? I simply must rest my feet for a moment.”


  Lord Haversmith hesitated a moment before bowing stiffly again. “Of course,” he muttered, clearly annoyed, and made his retreat.


  Ignoring his reaction, Lyra turned back to the gathered crowd to observe the whispered conversations along the edges of the great hall. Many factions vied against one another in King Leander’s court, in a hundred subtle ways. But which was responsible for the murder of her father? Was it Lord Elric, with his too-bright smile and overly familiar manner? Or perhaps stern-faced Duke Bardolf, watching from an alcove with that inscrutable expression? Now that Lyra was officially a member of the court, she would finally have the opportunity to investigate her father’s murder for herself, following all the threads that had raised her young suspicions these last few years. She could hardly wait to get started.


  “Lady Lyra!” exclaimed Lady Forsythe. “How marvelous to see you.” Her voice was like a songbird’s trill, high-pitched and overly sweet. “Your debut has become quite the occasion for the court. That gown is simply divine.”


  Lyra nodded. “Your dress is lovely as well,” she responded superficially. “And how fares your husband?”


  At the mention of her spouse, Lady Forsythe launched into an interminable monologue about his recent struggles with gout and the various remedies he had tried to cure it. As she prattled away, Lyra wondered: Could it be her? Or perhaps her foppish son? She’d always harbored suspicions about them both. 


  “… and of course, you simply must visit us for tea next week,” Lady Forsythe concluded.


  Lyra inclined her head. “You’re too kind,” she replied noncommittally.


  “I’ll send someone along with an invitation, then,” Lady Forsythe said. “Have a lovely evening, Lady Lyra.”


  As they parted, Lyra decided it couldn’t be her. Lady Forsythe was far too absorbed with her own husband. Unless it was that just a clever ruse …


  Patience, Lyra chided herself, though part of her simply wanted to scream. She would find her father’s killer and see him brought to justice. But it would take time.


  A hand touched Lyra’s elbow, startling her from her brooding. She turned to find herself face-to-face with a tall, gaunt man whose deep blue eyes seemed to pierce right through her.


  “Lady Arion,” he said, his voice as smooth as silk. “I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure. Lord Dorian Blackwood, at your service.”


  Lyra curtseyed, her eyes never leaving his face. “A pleasure, Lord Blackwood.”


  “Would you honor me with a dance?”


  Lyra hesitated. Something about the man seemed off, but she could not refuse a second invitation without drawing unwanted attention. She forced a smile and placed her hand in his.


  “Of course, milord.”


  They swept across the marble floor, joining the other dancers. Dorian moved with surprising skill, stepping smoothly as he led her with a firm and confident hand.


  “I must say, Lady Lyra, you look exceptionally magnificent tonight. The court is truly enriched by your presence.”


  “Thank you, milord,” Lyra replied uneasily. She had heard of Lord Blackwood, of course, though she’d never thought much of him. He was a minor noble with a reputation for charm and wit. His flattery seemed a little too thick, though. She searched his face for sarcasm or malice but found only a pleasant smile.


  What was it about him that was putting her so on edge?


  “You seem distracted,” Dorian observed as he guided her through a turn. “Is the ball not to your liking?”


  “Not at all, Lord Blackwood. I’m simply… overwhelmed by the grandeur of it all.”


  “Ah, yes. Though I don’t believe this is your first time at court, is it?” His grip on her waist tightened. “I seem to remember you accompanying your father, before his… unfortunate passing.”


  The words hit Lyra like a physical blow. Memories flooded her mind: the pounding on the door, her grandmother’s ashen face, the terrible news that had shattered her world forever. She swallowed hard, struggling to keep her composure.


  “Yes,” she managed. “His loss has been… difficult.”


  “My deepest condolences, Lady Arion. We have all keenly felt his absence from court these past five years.”


  The music swelled, relieving her from having to respond.


  As they continued to dance, Lyra found herself studying Dorian more closely. His charm seemed practiced and stale, his words too carefully chosen. Could he have been involved?


  “Did you know my father, Lord Blackwood?”


  “Not as well as I would have liked,” he replied smoothly. “But his reputation preceded him. Your father’s skill in the arcane arts was legendary. Did you inherit any of his… talents?”


  The question sent a strange chill down her spine. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean, Lord Blackwood.”


  “Oh, come now, Lady Arion. Surely you’ve felt the call of magic in your blood?”


  “I’m not sure what you’re implying, my lord,” she answered carefully. “My training is a matter of public record.”


  To her relief, Lord Arion dropped the question. “My apologies if I’ve overstepped. I simply find you fascinating, Lady Arion.”


  Lyra turned her gaze away from his piercing blue eyes. You and Lord Haversmith both, she thought. 


  The final notes of the waltz faded away, and Lord Blackwood released her from his grasp. She stifled a sigh of relief, ignoring how his eyes seemed to linger. His grip on her waist had been far too possessive.


  “Thank you for the dance,” she said, offering a curtsy.


  Dorian bowed. “The pleasure was all mine, Lady Arion. I look forward to seeing more of you.”


  The feeling is not mutual, Lyra thought.


  As she turned her back to him, she decided that Dorian Blackwood was little more than a petty womanizer. That was surely what had made her uncomfortable around him. What could he have possibly gained from the murder of her father? She would have to avoid him in the future.


  She suddenly noticed the eyes of the nearby courtiers drawn to an approaching figure. Lyra turned to see Lady Seraphine, her father’s replacement as court magician, gliding toward her with mesmerizing grace. Her long silver hair cascaded down her back, accentuating the lavender lace of her gown. Her smile could have belonged to a face as young as five or as old as five hundred.


  “My dear Lady Arion,” Lady Seraphine greeted her with a melodious voice. “How lovely to see you this evening. You’ve blossomed into such a beautiful young woman.”


  Lyra’s spine stiffened. Few others had gained so much from her father’s untimely passing as Lady Seraphine. If any of the courtiers were involved, it would be her.


  “Thank you, milady,” Lyra carefully chose her words. “Though I wish my father were here to see it.”


  “His loss still looms like a shadow over this court. These are trying times, Lady Lyra. The kingdom faces many challenges, both from within and without.”


  What’s that supposed to mean? Lyra wondered.


  “But enough about politics,” the older woman purred. “I suppose a young lady such as yourself must be bored half to death by matters of the court.”


  “On the contrary, I find them quite invigorating. There’s so much to consider.”


  Lyra’s gaze met Lady Seraphine’s, and for a moment, they took stock of one another. The older sorceress’s violet eyes seemed to miss nothing.


  “Your father spoke of you often, you know. He had high hopes for your future.”


  Lyra’s throat tightened. “Did he?”


  “Yes,” Lady Seraphine said softly. “Tell me, child, have you given any thought to following in his footsteps? Your father’s talents were quite exceptional, and if you have but a fraction of his gift, you could be of great worth to the kingdom.”


  Lyra bristled at being called “child,” but she kept her voice low and controlled. “You flatter me, my lady. But I don’t think I could ever hope to match my father.”


  “I believe you underestimate yourself, child. I can see the spark in your eyes—the same fire that burned in your father’s.”


  “And someone extinguished that fire, didn’t they, Lady Seraphine?”


  For a fleeting moment, something flickered in the ageless woman’s eyes. But it disappeared just as quickly, replaced by her mask of serene elegance.


  “Careful, child. The line between justice and vengeance is often thinner than we’d like to admit.”


  “I’m not a child anymore, my lady, as this very ball is meant to celebrate. I do wonder, though, how it feels to wear the mantle of a dead man?”


  Seraphine’s eyes flashed. “Your father was a great man, child, but your grief does not give you license to lash out blindly.”


  “I should allow his killer to go unpunished?”


  “Such talk is unbecoming of a lady.” Lady Seraphine's face smoothed into a placid smile. “And dangerous, in these troubled times. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I believe King Leander requires my company. Do enjoy the rest of the ball.”


  With a swirl of shimmering robes, the sorceress glided away. Lyra trembled with fury, her cheeks hot and her heart pounding.


  “By the seven seas,” Lyra muttered. “I need some air.”


   


  Lyra


  The pale moon illuminated the castle with a soft, glowing light. A salt-tinged breeze blew gently from the sea, tossing Lyra’s hair and cooling her flushed cheeks. She paused to admire the view of the royal gardens below.


  “I will find the truth, Father,” she whispered. “I will not rest until I’ve found them.”


  A flicker of movement caught her eye. She turned and found a cloaked figure standing near her, his face concealed by an ornate mask. The suddenness of his appearance made her gasp.


  “Who are you?” Lyra demanded.


  The figure tilted his head inquisitively “A friend, perhaps. That depends entirely on you, Lady Arion.”


  A shiver ran down Lyra’s spine. She nearly called for the guards, but if this strange man had wanted to harm her, surely he would have already done so. “I wasn’t aware I needed more friends,” she said, narrowing her eyes.


  The man chuckled. “And yet, here you are, alone at the grand ball in your honor. Clearly, something troubles your mind. Are you searching for something? Or perhaps for someone?”


  Lyra’s cheeks flushed at the thought he had overheard her vow. “What do you know of my search?”


  The figure leaned in closer, his voice dropping. “The man who killed your father is in this very castle.”


  Her heart surged. “What do you know of him?”


  “Only vagaries. His identity is a closely guarded secret, even from me.” He paused. “But your father’s murder casts a long shadow.”


  Something in the way the man spoke of her father made words spill out of Lyra’s mouth. “He didn’t deserve to die like that,” she heard herself stammer. “He was a great man. Whoever killed him… I want them to suffer as I have suffered. As my father suffered in his final moments.”


  “Is it justice you seek? Or vengeance?”


  “Both,” Lyra answered.


  “Such desires often lead down dark paths,” the masked figure said thoughtfully.


  “Then so be it,” she said, lifting her chin. “I’ll walk any path that leads me to my father’s killer.”


  The shrouded man nodded, as if coming to a decision. Without warning, he took Lyra’s hand. Her body tensed, but before she could pull away, she felt him press something smooth into her palm.


  “Then perhaps this will aid you in your quest, if you have the strength to use it.”


  Lyra looked down at the object. It was a small piece of obsidian, smooth as polished glass, as if from the ocean waves. A faint light pulsed at its center, and she could sense its deep magical power, dark and rich and alluring. Its weight filled her with a sense of pure, untapped possibility, as if she held a small world in her hands.


  “But how do I—”


  Her words trailed off. The battlements were empty. The masked figure had vanished as if he’d never been there at all.


   


  Lyra


  Lyra’s footsteps echoed through the castle as she hurried to her apartments in the east wing. She barely managed to resist the urge to reach for the magic stone hidden within the folds of her elegant gown. The thought seemed to course through her veins, urging her to call upon its dark power.


  Not yet, she thought, stumbling as she climbed the stairs. She caught herself and reached her rooms without further incident.


  Once inside, she bolted the door and hurried over to her writing desk. With trembling hands, she retrieved the enchanted obsidian sphere, placing it ever so carefully upon the polished wood. In the soft glow of the candlelight, it shimmered with an otherworldly appeal. She sank into her chair, eyes fixed on the artifact.


  “What are you?” she whispered, tracing a finger along the stone’s cool surface. Could this orb truly help her find her father’s killer, as the masked figure had promised
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