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## A Note on the World

Kavre is a city in the tradition of the low-fantasy political - a place of merchants, garrisons, guilds, and civic bureaucracy, where magic has been illegal for forty years and where the prohibition has become ordinary enough that most people do not think about it. The craft described in these pages - swordsmithing, the working of high-carbon steel through heat and hammer and quench - follows the actual metallurgy as closely as fiction allows. The memories the steel carries are the one thing that does not.
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# Chapter 1: Draw and Temper

The blade came out of the fire the color of a winter sunrise - not red, not quite orange, a pale gold shading toward salmon at the spine where the heat ran thinner. Juno held it in the tongs for a count of three, watching the color travel, then lifted it free and let it cool in the open air of the forge. Not water. Not oil. Just air. This was the third normalization cycle of the morning, and the steel was beginning to settle the way she needed it to settle: the grain structure loosening its internal stresses, the carbon distributing itself evenly through the matrix, the whole molecular architecture of the thing coming to a kind of peace.

She set the blade back in the fire.

Outside, the sky over Kavre was still dark in the west and merely grey in the east. The forge district slept late as a rule - the heavy work didn't start until there was enough light to work by, and the hammering that would later fill the street like percussion was still an hour away from beginning. Juno had been awake since the fourth bell. She preferred this hour, before her apprentices arrived, before clients stopped in to check on their commissions or ask questions that required answers. She preferred the company of the work.

The forge itself had been her father's before it was hers. Casker's Commission Forge, the sign above the door still read, though her father had been dead eleven years and the hand that cut those letters had belonged to a man she no longer resembled in temperament, however much she had inherited his eye for steel. He had been expansive, gregarious, fond of taking on ambitious projects for the sheer pleasure of saying he'd done them. Juno worked to a different standard. She took on what she could do well, declined what she couldn't, and charged prices that reflected the difference between the two. Her father had called this narrow-mindedness. She had come to think of it as accuracy.

The forge occupied the ground floor of a stone building on Tanner's Row, two streets back from the river, where the prevailing wind carried away the coal smoke and the smell of hot metal rather than depositing them on the wealthier quarters uphill. The southwest quarter of Kavre smelled like work - coal, tallow, wet wool from the dye houses, the faint persistent note of offal from the knacker's yard three streets over. Juno had grown up with these smells. She didn't register them as unpleasant. They were the smell of morning.

The forge room took up most of the ground floor: two coal forges, one large and one small, built into the north wall; the anvil on its elm stump in the center of the room; the quench tanks - one oil, one water - along the east wall; the grinding wheel and the finishing bench along the south. The walls were stone blackened by decades of coal smoke and hung with tools on iron hooks: tongs in a dozen sizes, hammers from the light peining hammer she used for detail work to the four-pound cross-peen for initial shaping, punches and drifts, swage blocks, the temperature-reading rods she had made herself from iron wire and a formula she'd worked out from a Praedic metallurgy text she'd bought secondhand fifteen years ago and read until the spine failed.

Above the forge room, three small rooms served as office, supply storage, and - when she was working on something that required overnight monitoring - a sleeping space. She had a proper home two streets away, a rented room above a bootmaker's shop, but the forge had a bed and she used it often enough that Pol had once asked if she actually lived there. She had told him that was not a question relevant to the work, which was technically not an answer.

She pulled the blade from the fire again. Third cycle complete. She held it horizontal, eye level, watching the heat travel. The blade was a new commission - a cavalry officer named Ranek who wanted a single-edged saber, medium weight, for field use rather than ceremony. He had been specific about the weight and not specific about anything else, which meant Juno had to decide everything else, which was how she preferred it. She had started with stock from the supplier she used for field-grade blades: a mid-carbon steel, not the high-carbon she used for her best work, but good honest metal with predictable behavior in the forge. The saber blank was shaped, profiled, and now being normalized before she hardened it. She would grind the edge geometry after hardening and before final tempering. That was her sequence, and had been for fifteen years.

She set the blade aside to cool fully and went to the supply shelves to check her coal. She had enough for the morning. She would need more by afternoon. She wrote this in the supply column of the daily work ledger she kept on the corner of the finishing bench - a narrow book with a marbled cover, the fourth such ledger in as many years.

Her father had kept ledgers too. Hers were more systematic.

—-
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Dara arrived at the seventh bell, on time as usual. She was twenty-two, three years into her apprenticeship, a serious young woman from the upriver towns who had come to Kavre specifically to learn commission work rather than production smithing. She was good with the grinding wheel and better with the forge than she thought she was, which was the common difficulty with apprentices: they improved faster than their confidence caught up. Juno had stopped telling her she was good and started handing her harder work, which was more useful.

"Ranek's saber?" Dara asked, looking at the blade cooling on the bench.

"Third normalization. I'll harden it this afternoon."

Dara nodded and went to bank the second forge. She knew the morning sequence.

Pol arrived twenty minutes later, breathless and apologetic, with a story about a blocked street near the market that Juno did not interrogate. He was seventeen, in his first year, not yet trusted with the fire. His work at present consisted of grinding compound mixing, stock fetching, the initial rough-filing of edges before they went to the wheel, and keeping the quench tanks clean. He was not yet good at any of these things, but he was attentive, which was rarer than skill in first-year apprentices and mattered more.

By mid-morning the forge was fully alive - both fires going, the big anvil occupied with a piece of structural work that a local builder had brought in, Dara handling the grinding wheel, Pol at the bench with files. Juno moved between the saber hardening and the builder's ironwork with the efficiency of someone who had been doing this long enough that the transitions between tasks required no thought. She moved through the forge the way water moves through a known channel.

The morning had its ordinary sounds: hammer on iron, the roar of the bellows that Pol worked to keep the coal temperature up, the scrape of the grinding wheel, the spit of scale falling from hot metal onto the stone floor. The district outside was fully awake now - she could hear the other forges on the street, the carters with their deliveries, the particular bell of the coppersmith's shop three doors down that rang every time the door opened.

She was hardening the saber - heat to critical temperature, a bright orange-red that she read by color and by the response of a test magnet (steel above its Curie point loses its magnetism; when the magnet stops pulling, the steel is ready) - when she heard the door.

—-
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The soldier was young, or younger than the fatigue around his eyes suggested. He wore the dark blue of the city garrison, the coat marked with the double braid of a sergeant's rank, and he carried the sword in his hands rather than at his hip, which told her before he said a word that he was embarrassed about something. People carried weapons they were proud of on their bodies. They carried weapons that needed work at arm's length.

"Casker's?" he said, though the sign above the door was clear enough.

"Yes," Juno said. She had handed the saber tongs to Dara with a look that needed no words, and now she wiped her hands on her work apron and approached the counter that separated the front of the forge room from the customer space. "What can I do for you?"

"Sergeant Veran Moss, city garrison, River District." He set the sword on the counter. "I want it re-tempered."

She looked at it before she touched it. This was her habit: the visual examination first, the hands after. The sword was a single-hand arming sword, a classic infantry form, thirty-two inches of blade with a moderate taper and a fuller that ran two-thirds of the length. Even under the forge's light, she could see things about it. The profile of the ricasso - the unsharpened section at the base of the blade - had a particular geometry, a subtle widening before the taper that she recognized the way you recognize a handwriting. The fuller was set slightly higher than the conventional midline, closer to the spine than the edge, which gave the blade a characteristic light-in-the-hand quality that she had thought about a great deal eight years ago and that she did not bother explaining to clients who ordered it.

She had made this sword.

She reached for it with both hands, then stopped herself and picked it up with the leather work gloves she always wore when handling other people's work. Not for cleanliness. For the oils in other people's hands, which could affect finishing work. This was her standard reason and it was true.

She turned the blade in her hands. Up close, the evidence of its history became legible. Someone had re-edged it - twice, she thought, by the geometry of what remained. The edge bevel had been altered, flattened out where it should have maintained its original hollow grind. The first re-edging had been competent if uninspired. The second had been done by someone who did not understand edge geometry and had simply removed metal until the edge was present again, leaving a secondary bevel at the wrong angle that would fold under impact pressure rather than maintaining its keenness.

She ran a small file along the edge - a soft file, not for cutting but for testing. The surface resisted the teeth in the way of over-tempered steel, steel that had been brought back to temperature and quenched too quickly, losing the slight give that kept an edge from chipping. Someone had re-hardened it without re-tempering, or had tempered it cold, or had simply done it wrong. The result was metal that was hard in the way that glass was hard: resistant until it broke.

"How long have you had it?" she asked.

"About a year. Bought it off a man in the market."

"And before you, someone re-edged it."

"Twice, I think. The man I bought it from said it'd been serviced recently." He paused. "I can see now that was optimistic."

She set the sword down and looked at him directly. "The tempering is compromised, but the steel itself is sound. Someone over-hardened and didn't correct. The edge geometry is also off - both re-edges were done without following the original hollow grind, so even if I re-temper the metal correctly, the edge profile is wrong. If you want a sword that holds an edge the way this one was designed to hold an edge, I need to re-grind and re-temper. Not just re-temper."

Moss's expression was the particular combination of acknowledgment and reluctance that Juno associated with people hearing accurate information they had hoped not to hear. "How much?"

She gave him the figure. He absorbed it.

"And the time?"

"Two days. Maybe three if the hardening doesn't take the first time, but this steel is good and I know how it was made. Two days."

He nodded slowly. "Can I ask - how do you know the original grind? I mean, if it's already been re-worked."

"Because I made it," she said. "Eight years ago. I remember my work."

This appeared to disconcert him slightly, in the way that the demonstration of any precise skill disconcerts people who hadn't expected to encounter it. He recovered quickly - he was a sergeant, trained to recover quickly from minor social disruptions. "For an officer?"

"Lieutenant Ahern. I don't know if you know him."

"I've heard the name. He's a captain now, I think. Out of River District."

She filed this away without visible reaction. "The sword's had some life since then. But the metal is good and the geometry under the re-works is still readable. I can bring it back."

He thought for another moment, then reached a decision of the kind that Juno recognized as having been made before he walked through the door. He had come here knowing what he would spend. He had simply wanted to hear from an expert that the spending was justified.

"Two days," he said. "I'll come back."

—-
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She wrote up the commission in the ledger while Moss was still in the building: the date, the client's name and garrison designation, the nature of the work, the agreed price, the promised date of return. She was thorough with these records. She had been audited twice by the garrison's supply office in fifteen years - they occasionally checked that commission blacksmiths were complying with the equipment registration requirements, which required that any weapon worked on a registered soldier's equipment be logged - and both times her records had been so complete that the auditors had thanked her and left.

She set the Moss sword on the work bench beside two other blades waiting for attention. A garrison corporal's sword needed the blade straightened - a lateral warp from what she suspected was heat damage, probably left too long in an unventilated scabbard in summer. A merchant's decorative piece needed a new grip assembly. The Moss sword joined them at the back of the bench, wrapped in the leather cloth she used for stored work.

She went back to the saber.

The hardening had gone well in her absence - Dara had monitored the temperature correctly and the blade had come out of the oil quench without warping. Juno checked it with a straight-edge. Acceptable. She checked the surface color where the oil had burned off - consistent, no cold spots indicating uneven heat, no overheated patches. She ran her thumb along the spine, feeling for the subtle surface texture of properly hardened steel versus the smooth falseness of steel that hadn't reached critical temperature. Good. She could proceed to tempering tomorrow.

She worked through the afternoon on the structural ironwork for the builder, a job she had taken partly because it kept her hands busy during a lull in sword commissions and partly because she genuinely liked the problems of structural iron - the calculations of load and stress that operated by different logic than blade work but drew on the same knowledge of how metal behaved under force. She enjoyed the translation.

Pol left at the sixth bell. Dara stayed until the seventh, cleaning the grinding wheel and sweeping the scale from the forge floor. Juno stayed after both of them, as she usually did.

She did the evening tasks by habit: banking the fires to the overnight coals, draining and cleaning the oil quench, checking the water quench for contamination (there was none), inventorying the coal supply against tomorrow's needs. She had enough. She updated the ledger with the day's progress: saber hardened, normalizing complete; structural work at sixty percent; three new commissions received (Moss's re-temper, a garrison lieutenant's new sword, a dagger commission from a physician who had asked for something that could double as a scalpel, which was an interesting problem she was looking forward to). She made a note about the coal supply. She recorded the temperature in the forge room at the close of business, as she always did in winter, because it affected the behavior of certain steels.

Then she put on her coat and locked the forge.

—-
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The walk home was ten minutes. She did not hurry. She had walked this route enough times that she could have done it without looking, but she was not the kind of person who walked without looking. She noticed things: the particular lean of the coppersmith's sign that had been crooked for three years, the new paint on the building above the tallow merchant's shop that was already cracking in the cold, the way the street narrowed between the wax-chandler and the cobbler's in a way that created a wind tunnel when the air came off the river. She noticed a new cart track in the mud of the intersection near the garrison annex - wider apart than a standard city cart, which meant garrison supply or possibly one of the big merchant houses. She noticed that the lamp outside the district warden's building was out, which happened often enough in winter that she had stopped reporting it.

Kavre in the evening settled into its routines. Shopfronts shuttered. The taverns opened their extra lanterns. Garrison patrols moved through in pairs, the double-beat of two sets of boots on stone, unhurried. The city had been doing this for longer than anyone alive could remember: the nightly settling, the slow transition from commerce to something quieter and not quite quiet. Juno had grown up watching this transition. It had never seemed notable to her until she was old enough to understand that notability was a function of what you compared things to, and she had spent her whole life in this city.

She passed the message board outside the district notary's office - ordinances posted here, civic announcements, the registered transfer of property and business. The board had a new placard, she noticed: small, official-looking, printed in the dense legal text of the Praedic Council's administrative office. She slowed to read it from habit, the habit of someone who had learned to read official language for the specific sentences buried in it.

It was a renewal notice for the quarterly survey conducted by the Office of the Inquisitor of Prohibited Arts. Routine. The office conducted these surveys four times a year, every year, in each district in turn; the southwest quarter was scheduled for the coming month. Juno had been surveyed twice in fifteen years. The Inquisitor's men came, looked at the forge records, asked whether she used any materials or techniques of "unnatural origin or application," she said no, they made their notes, they left. She knew other smiths who resented the surveys as an imposition on legitimate work. She understood their resentment without sharing it. She simply complied, because compliance was less disruptive than its alternatives.

She read the placard through to the end of the relevant section, noting the dates. She would have Dara pull the materials records in advance so they were organized.

Then she continued home.

—-
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The room above the bootmaker's was small and clean. She had lived in it for seven years, since the death of the last person she had shared larger quarters with - not a husband, but a companion of a decade's standing, a man named Edric who had been a dock assessor and who had died of a fever that the physicians were unable to name precisely enough for her satisfaction. She did not think about Edric often, and when she did she thought about him in practical terms: the ways the household had worked when it was two people, the adjustments she had made when it became one. This was not coldness. This was the method by which she processed grief, which operated on the same principle as metal work - you kept moving, kept applying heat and pressure, kept the process going, and eventually the material came to its new shape.

She made tea. She ate bread and cold meat and an apple that was starting to wrinkle at the skin. She read for an hour from a metallurgical text about the iron-working traditions of the eastern provinces, which she had bought from a traveling bookseller and found genuinely interesting, even though the eastern methods were too fuel-intensive to be practical in Kavre. She had always been more interested in how things worked than in whether she would ever use that knowledge. Understanding was its own category of value.

She went to bed at the ninth bell.

She was thinking, as she fell asleep, about the Moss sword's edge geometry - the compound bevel left by two incompetent re-works, and how she would approach restoring the original hollow grind. She would need to remove quite a bit of material. She would work slow, check frequently with the angle gauge she had made from a piece of brass sheet. The steel was good. The steel had always been good. She had made it herself, eight years ago, from stock she trusted, with heat she controlled, in a sequence she remembered.

She knew her own work. That, at least, was still true.

She did not think about the sword again until morning.

—-
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Across the city, the ordinary life of Kavre proceeded. The night watch changed at the tenth bell. The taverns on the river district closed their doors at the eleventh and the last drinkers made their way home along streets that were dark but not dangerous, not tonight. The garrison patrols completed their routes. The lamps burned low in the records offices of the civic buildings, where the clerks who worked late were finishing the last of the day's filings, adding to the city's vast accumulation of documented fact.

In the records office of the southwest garrison annex, a duty clerk named Hollis - meticulous, somewhat nearsighted, possessing an extraordinary memory for procedural detail - was completing the transfer documentation for a new weapons commission. He wrote in a careful hand, checked his work against the register, stamped and dated the copies in the correct order. He had been doing this for twelve years. He was good at it.

He filed the document in its appropriate drawer, turned down his lamp, and went home.

The city was not afraid of itself. The city was, by and large, at peace with its own arrangements. Forty years of the current political structure had given it the settled quality of a thing that works: not perfect, not free of difficulty, but functional. The markets operated. The garrison kept order without excess. The Praedic Council legislated, the administrative offices implemented, the district wardens administered. People were born, worked, married or didn't, died. The machines of civic life turned at their established speeds and in their established directions, and most people who lived within them were not, on ordinary evenings, thinking about the machines at all.

Juno Casker, best swordsmith in the southwest quarter, slept in her small room above the bootmaker's shop and dreamed of nothing in particular.

The sword she had made eight years ago sat on the work bench in the locked forge, wrapped in leather, and did not move, and did not speak, and held what it held in the perfect silence of iron.

Tomorrow she would work on it with bare hands.

She did not know this yet.

—-
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# Chapter 2: What the Metal Knows

She began the Moss sword at the second bell past dawn.

The first task was stripping the previous heat treatment - not dramatically, not all at once, but methodically. She heated the blade to full anneal temperature, a dull red that she read by the forge light rather than the room light because she had learned long ago that ambient light contaminated color perception and that a smith who read steel in a bright room was reading the wrong thing. Full anneal meant bringing the steel above its critical transformation temperature and holding it there, then cooling it as slowly as possible - she would bank the fire around it and leave it overnight if she had to, letting the temperature fall at the rate the coals permitted. This would dissolve whatever hardening had been imposed on the metal. It would leave the steel in its most workable state, soft and consistent and ready to be treated again from the beginning.

But that was for hardening. Before hardening, she needed to normalize.

Normalization was different from annealing: three cycles of heat-and-air rather than one slow cool, each cycle at slightly lower temperature than the last, the goal being to equalize the grain structure throughout the blade rather than simply softening it. She had explained this to Dara last year in terms that she thought were accurate: imagine the steel's grain as a crowd of people all facing different directions. Annealing made them sit down. Normalization got them all facing the same way. Both mattered, but they mattered differently.

She had not annealed the Moss sword. The previous smith's heat treatment was compromised but not disastrous, and annealing would have added another day. She had made the professional judgment that normalization alone would give her what she needed before re-hardening, and she still believed this. She worked with the sword held in her long tongs, heating it to that first pale salmon color, drawing it out, holding it horizontal in the air for the counted seconds she had established over years as the right interval for this steel weight and thickness, watching the heat recede from the cutting edge faster than from the spine - thinner metal cooled faster, a basic physical fact, but visible here as the color gradient walking back up the blade in real time. She found this beautiful, though she would not have used that word out loud.

Second cycle. The fire was right - she had spent twenty minutes adjusting the coal before she began, getting the air supply from the bellows calibrated to the heat she needed, and the investment was paying off now in consistent temperatures. She brought the blade up through the orange into the salmon again, held it four seconds shorter than the first cycle. Let it cool.

Third cycle. Shorter still.

She set the blade on the edge of the anvil to finish cooling and picked up the other work of the morning - Ranek's saber needed its back edge relieved, a shaping cut to remove the last remnant of the hardening scale that had accumulated on the spine during quenching, a purely aesthetic refinement that the officer would probably never notice but that Juno would notice if she skipped it. She worked through this with a medium-cut file, methodical passes at a consistent angle, her left hand light on the blade's flat to feel for any irregularities in the surface. There were none. The hardening had been clean.

Pol arrived. He banked the second forge without being asked, which represented progress. She handed him the corporal's bent sword - the lateral warp - and told him to examine it, describe what he saw, and not to do anything to it yet. He accepted this task with the seriousness of someone who understood he was being tested and the slight anxiety of someone not yet confident in his ability to pass.

Dara arrived, looked at the day's work in progress, and began setting up the grinding wheel for the Ranek saber without comment.

The morning passed through its ordinary hours. Juno finished the saber's back edge, moved to the merchant's decorative sword for the grip assembly, spent forty minutes on the physician's dagger commission mapping out the edge geometry that would work for both cutting applications - she had decided on a double bevel with a very fine secondary edge bevel, convex rather than hollow, which would be more robust for the kind of impact a scalpel sometimes encountered and still capable of the delicate work the physician needed. She sketched the cross-section in the ledger margin. She was satisfied with it.

At mid-morning she returned to the Moss sword.

The normalization cycles were complete. The blade had cooled to room temperature. She picked up the leather work gloves - habit, automatic - and then set them down again. She needed to feel the surface directly to assess the grain, to run her thumb along the steel and feel the texture that told her whether the cycles had done their work. This was not mysticism. Steel that had been poorly normalized had a faintly gritty texture to bare skin, a micro-scale roughness from the inconsistent grain. Steel that had normalized properly felt smooth in a way that was hard to describe but easy to perceive with practice. She had done this check with bare hands ten thousand times.

She picked up the sword.

—-
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She knew that a man named Cotter had died in a stable yard on the east side of the city, twelve years ago or thereabouts, at night, in fear, running from something or someone, killed by a single thrust through the neck that had severed the great vessel on the right side so that the blood came fast and he was gone before the cold of the stones reached him through his clothing.

She knew this the way she knew that water was wet, the way she knew that her father was dead, the way she knew the Latin name for iron that she had read in a text at fifteen and never forgotten: as fact, as settled and unremarkable information, held in the part of the mind that stored things which were simply true. There was no image. There was no sensation of falling or stabbing or running. There was simply the knowledge, complete and certain and inserted into her mind the way you would insert a page into a ledger that was already full of other pages.

Cotter. Male. Approximately thirty-four years old. Dead in a stable yard. Afraid, before the end. The sword knew this and now she knew it and the knowing was so immediate, so total, so indistinguishable from ordinary memory that for one long second she could not locate the seam between what she knew from her own life and what she had just been given.

Then she found the seam. She found it the way you find a hairline crack in metal - by looking at the surface from the right angle, by running your attention slowly across the boundary until the discontinuity revealed itself. This knowledge had edges. Her own memories flowed into the present continuously; this was a discrete block, bounded, inserted rather than grown. She had not known Cotter's name before. She had not known anything about any stable yard. The knowledge was complete and foreign and it was in her head and she had not put it there.

She also knew - and this came with the same quality of sudden completeness - that a woman soldier had died in a border engagement, killed by the same sword in what the sword recorded as a clean defensive engagement, no hesitation, no cruelty, simply the terrible efficiency of two trained people in a space too small for both of them and only one coming out. The woman had no name in what the sword held. She was a fact of the engagement: a presence, a resistance, an ending.

And she knew - and this was the last, and the smallest, and the one that stayed with her - that a boy of approximately sixteen had been killed in the river district. The context said criminal. The context said the man who killed him had been acting in official capacity, in uniform, in circumstances that were recorded somewhere as lawful. The sword held no opinion about this. The sword was a record, not a verdict. It held the fact of the killing the way it held all of them: as something that had happened, neither more nor less significant than it was.

Three deaths. Three complete and sudden knowledges, arriving in the space of a heartbeat.

Juno put the sword down.

—-
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Her hands were shaking. Not badly - not the shaking of someone frightened or injured, but the fine involuntary tremor of a system that had received more information than it had been designed to receive in a single instant and was now attempting to process the overload. She pressed both palms flat on the anvil, feeling the cold iron under her skin, and breathed. The anvil was real. The stone floor was real. The smell of coal and hot metal was real, the same as it had been three seconds ago before she had known anything about Cotter or the woman soldier or the boy from the river district.

Pol was looking at her from across the forge. His face had the careful expression of a young person who has noticed something alarming in an adult and is uncertain how to respond.

"Are you all right?" he asked.

She was not. But that was not information she could give him.

"Fine," she said. "Go get the grinding compound from the storage room. The fine grade, the tin marked with red."

He went. The errand would take him three minutes, and the storage room was across the courtyard and he would be out of the forge for five minutes at least. She used the time to breathe, to run through her standard assessment of her own state - am I feverish? No. Am I injured? No. Did I eat this morning? Yes. Have I slept? Yes. Am I losing my mind?

She did not answer this last question because she was a materialist and she thought 'losing my mind' was an imprecise formulation that collapsed several distinct phenomena into one unhelpful category. She was experiencing something. The experience had a consistent, specific, repeatable structure. She could either investigate it or ignore it. She was not going to ignore it.

She picked up the sword again with both hands, bare skin.

The three deaths arrived again. Identical. Not new memories - the same ones, the same facts in the same configuration, Cotter first, then the woman soldier, then the boy. The same absolute completeness, the same clarity, the same foreignness. Not a degraded second exposure. Not a partial echo. The same knowledge, reproduced without loss, like a document re-read.

She put it down. She picked up her own daily knife from the bench where she had set it that morning. She gripped it hard with both hands. Nothing. She put it down and picked up the nearly-finished Ranek saber. Nothing. She walked to the shelf where the corporal's bent sword was waiting and took hold of the blade above the crossguard. Nothing. She crossed to the finished commission rack where three swords waited for their owners and gripped them one by one, bare skin, full contact. Nothing, nothing, nothing.

She returned to the Moss sword. Took hold of it again. The three deaths arrived. She held the grip for five counts, seven counts, ten counts. Nothing new. Nothing additional. The same three, in the same order, with the same fidelity.

She set it down and wrapped it in the leather cloth.

When Pol returned with the grinding compound, she was at the finishing bench with the saber, working on the decorative chamfer along the back edge, and her hands were steady. He did not ask again if she was all right. She was glad of this.

—-
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She worked through the rest of the morning in the ordinary way, but a part of her attention - not the largest part, not enough to compromise her work, but a persistent background process - was running through what she knew and what she didn't know.

Fact one: the Moss sword yielded, on bare skin contact, the consistent experience of knowing three specific deaths.

Fact two: no other sword she had tested this morning yielded anything similar.

Fact three: the experience was immediate, complete, consistent, and entirely unprecedented in her thirty-eight years of life, including fifteen years of daily contact with metal.

Fact four: this was exactly the kind of thing that the Office of the Inquisitor of Prohibited Arts was constituted to investigate.

She did not linger on fact four. She noted it and moved past it, the way you noted a hazard in a work process and filed it appropriately without letting it interrupt the work itself.

At noon, with Pol sent to buy lunch from the street market and Dara at the grinding wheel with her attention fully occupied, Juno permitted herself ten minutes of focused thinking. She stood at the back of the forge room, where she could see both doors, and thought about what she understood and what she needed to understand.

The sword had been made by her hands, of her iron, in her forge, eight years ago. She had thought of it since then as simply a piece of work gone out into the world, one of two hundred and some such pieces, occasionally recognizable when she encountered it again by her own peculiarities of craft. She had not thought of it as anything other than metal. She had not imbued it with anything. She had not performed any ritual or incantation or "artifice of unnatural function" as the prohibition defined it. She had hammered iron, shaped it, heated it, quenched it, ground it, polished it, and given it to Lieutenant Ahern for a price that covered her materials and her time.

She was a materialist. She believed in what she could test.

She could test this.

The question was not whether it was happening - it demonstrably was. The question was: how? And: was it a property of this sword specifically, or of something she had done, or of something she was doing now? And: were there other swords like this?

She had six more swords in the workshop. She would test them this afternoon, systematically, and record what she found.

—-
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She was precise about it. She waited until Dara's attention was fully committed to a long grinding pass that would occupy her for twenty minutes, and Pol was at the far bench with the bent sword, describing its warp in writing as she had instructed him. She moved through the six blades in sequence, holding each for a full count of ten with both hands bare, recording her experience in the work ledger with a notation she would recognize but that would mean nothing to anyone reading it casually: a small checkmark for nothing, a small circle for something. She used the same grip position each time, the same pressure, the same duration.

The first three: nothing. Two unfinished commissions at early stages, and the decorative merchant's sword. The checkmarks went into the ledger.

The fourth: the Ranek saber, still warm from the morning's work. Nothing. Checkmark.

The fifth: a sword she had been asked to re-handle for a client who had owned it for twelve years, a garrison issue piece well beyond its service life that the client was sentimentally attached to. She gripped it.

One death. A training accident: she knew suddenly that a soldier - young, careless, had lost control of his footwork in a sparring session, caught the blade of a practice sword across the throat in a way that should have been survivable and wasn't, because the practice swords were not sufficiently blunted. She knew the fear of the man who had struck him, the immediate aftermath, the particular quality of an accident - not a killing, but a death. She held this for five counts. One death. Just the one. The circle went in the ledger.

The sixth: a sword she almost hadn't kept. She had made it ten years ago for the city garrison as a standard-issue piece, one of a batch of six, and had sold it with the other five and forgotten about it. This one had come back to her three months ago in a lot of decommissioned weapons that a client of hers had purchased as scrap metal, intending to melt them down for material. She had recognized it and pulled it from the lot, intending to inspect it. It was a good blade, she had thought. It would make a good re-handle project.

She gripped the blade.

Seven deaths arrived at once.

Not sequentially. Together, all of them, a sudden dense package of knowing that hit her behind the sternum and made her lungs work harder for three seconds before her nervous system adjusted. Seven complete, distinct, non-negotiable knowledges about seven separate moments of killing: garrison work, all of them, spread across what felt like a decade or more, a working garrison weapon that had been carried by soldier after soldier and had been present for the deaths of seven people in a city that had no official wars, only enforcement actions, only the ordinary maintenance of order. Seven people whose last experience was the presence of this sword. Seven facts, now in her head.

She kept her grip. She counted to ten, slowly. She was aware of her breathing, of Pol's pencil on paper across the room, of the grinding wheel's noise, of the smell of coal. She stayed in the present and let the seven knowledges settle into the part of her memory that she now understood was going to hold foreign things.

She set the sword down. She put the circle in the ledger with a small seven next to it.

She went back to work.

—-
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The afternoon was long. She kept her leather gloves on for all blade work, which was not unusual - she wore them sometimes, for various reasons - and she thought while she worked, not frantically but with the same patient attention she brought to a difficult commission. She was building a mental structure: what she knew, what it suggested, what the gaps were.

The pattern, as far as she could see it, was this: swords that had been used - specifically, used to kill - accumulated some record of those deaths. The record was stored in the metal itself, or in some property of the metal she couldn't yet name. Contact with her bare skin activated the record. The activation was consistent and reproducible. The record didn't degrade with repeated access. The record grew with use - more deaths, more knowledge held.

Her own swords specifically, or all swords? She couldn't test that without touching other smiths' work, and she couldn't do that without explanations she wasn't prepared to give.

Why her skin? Why her bare hands and not the leather? This she didn't have a hypothesis for. She didn't have enough information to form one. She filed the question.

Was she doing something to the steel when she forged it? Was this a property she introduced, deliberately or not? She could not think of any mechanism by which this could be true. She used standard techniques, standard materials, standard sequences. She had learned her craft from her father, who had learned his from his father, and there was nothing in her methods that differed materially from any other competent commission smith. And yet her swords did this, and the Ranek saber - the newest, the freshest, never used to kill anything - did not.

The conclusion that arose from this, uncomfortable and provisional: the property wasn't introduced at forging. It accumulated in use. The swords didn't carry the deaths because she had made them. They carried the deaths because deaths had been done with them. She was simply, for reasons she couldn't yet explain, the person who could read what they held.

This thought sat in her chest with a particular weight. She worked through it.

—-
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A client stopped by at the fourth bell to check on a commission - Captain Vole of the merchant militia, a broad man with the careful grooming of someone who thought of appearance as a professional tool, which in the merchant militias it largely was. He wanted to know about his dress sword: a ceremonial piece she was making him for the Founders' Day ceremony, two months away, which he would wear on his hip and never draw in anger because it was mostly a handle for the ornamentation he wanted on the guard and pommel.

Juno told him it was on schedule.

"Good, good." He looked around the forge with the satisfied expression of a man whose satisfaction is really about something other than what he's looking at. "Busy place."

"Enough work to keep us occupied."

He nodded. "I hear the quarterly survey's coming up. Inquisitor's rounds." He said this in the tone of someone mentioning the weather - not alarmed, not warning, simply filling conversational space.

"I saw the placard last night," Juno said. "We'll be ready."

"Oh, it's never a problem for legitimate shops." He said this with the particular confidence of a man who has never had reason to believe it wouldn't be true for him specifically. "Routine business. Still, the paperwork."

"I keep good records," she said.

"I'm sure you do." He looked around once more. "Two months, then. For the sword."

"Two months."

He left. Juno watched him go with an expression that Dara, looking up from the grinding wheel, probably read as the ordinary slight impatience she showed for clients who stopped in to check on things that didn't need checking on. This was correct. It was also, in this particular moment, concealing something else entirely.

She thought about the survey. She thought about the Inquisitor's office, which she knew by reputation and by the quarterly audit notices, and which she had never had cause to think about as personally relevant. The Office of the Inquisitor of Prohibited Arts had been established at the same time the magic prohibition had been enacted, forty years ago, by the same Praedic Council vote. Its mandate was the investigation and prosecution of "artifice of unnatural function" - a phrase whose deliberate vagueness, she had always understood, was a feature rather than a flaw. It could mean what it needed to mean.

She had never thought it would need to mean anything about her.

—-
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That evening she stayed at the forge long after her apprentices had gone. She worked on the Moss sword with leather gloves throughout, doing the re-grinding by feel and measurement rather than by the skin-contact she used for subtle assessments. This made the work slightly slower. She didn't mind. She could work this job to completion without touching bare skin to steel. She had done it with more complex work than this.

The sword was good, under the bad re-edging. She had said this to Moss and she believed it. The steel was the same steel it had always been - the same grain, the same response to the grinding wheel, the same satisfying feedback when the bevel angle was right. She worked the hollow grind back into the edge: a concave cross-section that left a thin, keen final edge while maintaining enough metal behind it to support impact loads. This was harder to do than a flat or convex grind because the hollow had to be consistent along the entire edge length and because the temptation when you were tired was to let the angle drift, and drift accumulated. She did not let the angle drift.

She wrote in the ledger before she left: day's work, materials used, progress on each commission. For the Moss sword, she wrote: *normalization complete; re-grinding begun; full re-grind and re-temper by end of tomorrow*.

She wrote nothing about the three deaths.

She looked at this omission for a moment - the absence of words where something significant had happened - and felt the wrongness of it in a technical rather than a moral sense. A ledger was supposed to be complete. An incomplete record was a false record, and false records led to errors downstream. But she could not write *bare-skin contact with blade yielded immediate and complete knowledge of three prior deaths* in a document that she was legally required to produce on request to the garrison supply office and, potentially, to the Office of the Inquisitor of Prohibited Arts.

So the ledger was incomplete. She accepted this and closed it.

She locked the forge and walked home, and the night air was cold off the river and the lamps on the garrison annex street were mostly lit for once, and she thought about what she needed to do next with the careful, sequential patience of a woman who solved problems by making them smaller and working through them in order.

The Moss sword had been through multiple hands before Moss. She knew the original commission - she knew the date, she knew the client, she knew the record entry in her own ledger. Lieutenant Ahern, eight years ago. After Ahern: unknown. Multiple soldiers, presumably, given the evidence of two re-edgings by garrison smiths. And then somehow to the secondhand market and to Moss.

She needed to know where it had been. Not for sentimental reasons, not because she was attached to her own work's provenance. She needed to know where it had been because the three deaths it held were dated, approximately, by what she could infer from context, and the latest of them was the most recent use - and she needed to know if there were more deaths the sword held that she hadn't yet encountered. Three deaths for a garrison sword with an eight-year history was not many. Either it had been used sparingly, or - and this was the more unsettling possibility - three was not the complete count, and the rest were waiting for longer contact, or a different grip, or some other condition she hadn't yet mapped.

She would trace the sword's history. She knew who to ask.

She went to bed thinking about Hollis, the garrison record-keeper, and what reason she could give him for asking.

By the time she was asleep she had three good reasons, any of which would do, none of which were exactly true, all of which were grounded enough in ordinary professional reality that they would not be questioned. She was a craftsperson. She thought in tolerances: how much fiction was within acceptable variance of the truth?

She thought this was within tolerance. She hoped she was right.

—-
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# Chapter 3: The Survey

The re-tempering of the Moss sword took most of the following morning, and Juno worked it from beginning to end in leather gloves.

She had set out her approach the night before with the same precision she brought to any multi-stage commission. The steel needed to go through the hardening sequence fresh from the normalization she had completed the prior day: heat to critical temperature - the point at which, as she had explained to Pol last year, the steel's internal structure reorganized itself into a phase called austenite, stable at heat, unstable at room temperature, and that instability was the source of hardness - and then quench in oil, fast enough to trap the austenite in its high-carbon martensite form before the steel could return to its softer equilibrium. Then tempering: a lower heat, controlled and careful, that would relieve some of the martensite's brittleness without sacrificing the hardness, finding the specific point on the spectrum between glass-hard and too soft that a garrison soldier's working sword needed to occupy.

The point on that spectrum was not a single value. It was a range, defined by use: an officer's dress sword needed to be harder and more brittle than a field soldier's working blade, because it would be drawn rarely and display was more important than resilience. A cavalry saber needed toughness over hardness, because cavalry work involved repeated impact against armor and leverage and bone, and a blade that chipped was worse than one that bent. The Moss sword was infantry - the kind of sword that spent most of its time strapped to someone's hip, was drawn occasionally in situations that involved other people's swords, and needed to hold an edge through multiple engagements without requiring re-edging after each one.

She had made this calculation when she made the sword originally. She made it again now. The answer was the same: she was looking for a temper in the deep straw color range, shading toward light brown at the spine. She would draw the temper from the spine side - heating the blade's back edge gently on a flat iron plate, watching the color travel toward the cutting edge, pulling the blade off the heat at exactly the right moment. This was an alternative to oven tempering that gave her more direct control over the gradient: harder at the edge, slightly softer at the spine, which was the distribution she wanted.

She worked carefully. She worked without touching the blade skin to steel, which was slightly inefficient and required more reliance on the visual information that the color gave her. She was very good at reading color. She had been reading color for fifteen years and she did not think the slight inefficiency was going to compromise the result.

The hardening went correctly on the first cycle, which was not always the case. The quench had produced the characteristic ring of properly hardened steel - a faint, high tone that she had learned to listen for early in her training and that her father had called the blade's voice, a poetic formulation she had since filed under 'accurate but insufficiently precise.' She ran the file test: the file skated across the surface without biting, confirming hardness. She ran her thumb through the leather glove, pressing gently - she could feel the characteristic stiffness of a properly hardened blade, the way it felt solid all the way through rather than having give at the surface.

She moved to the tempering.

The color sequence from the plate was exactly as she had expected: the straw began to form at the spine within forty seconds of contact, spreading slowly toward the edge as the heat diffused through the metal. She watched the colors walk in order - pale yellow, then medium straw, then a deeper gold, then the first hints of brown at the spine while the straw held at the mid-section. When the straw reached the boundary of the edge bevel and the brown had settled fully into the upper third of the spine, she pulled the blade off the plate and held it in the air to arrest the progression.

Perfect. Or close enough to perfect that the difference was not detectable at the functional level.

She finished the edge work on the grinding wheel - careful, measured, restoring the hollow-grind profile she had planned during the previous day's re-grinding to the final sharpness the commission required. She honed it with a fine Arkansas stone, alternating sides in an even count, checking the apex of the edge under the lamp with the magnifying glass she kept on the finishing bench for this purpose. The edge was a clean line under magnification, no secondary reflections indicating a rounded apex, no gaps or inconsistencies. She was satisfied.

She set the sword on the finished rack and recorded the completion in the ledger.

Then she sat at the bench for a moment, looked at her gloved hands, and thought.

—-
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The survey she had begun the previous afternoon needed to be completed. She had tested six swords with bare skin and found two that held knowledge - the re-handle piece with its single training-accident death, and the old garrison sword with its seven. She had not tested the Moss sword at length, only briefly. She should complete the garrison sword test: hold it longer, see if the seven were the complete record or simply the first layer.

She pulled the garrison sword from the shelf and gripped it bare, both hands.

Seven deaths. The same seven. She held it for a full count of thirty, breathing slowly, keeping her attention distributed across the knowing rather than fixed on any one piece of it. No new information arrived. The seven were stable, repeatable, complete. She let herself look at them more carefully than she had during the first, shocking encounter: seven garrison-action deaths over what she could estimate, from the context each one held, was approximately nine years of use. She could tell they were spread across that time by a kind of internal coherence in the knowledge each one held - not a date stamp, nothing so legible as that, but a texture. The older ones felt more settled, the way old knowledge feels less urgent than recent.

The oldest death was a man in the river district. She knew that it was a debt enforcement action - the man had owed money to someone connected to the merchant houses, the soldier had been acting as a collection agent of the unofficial kind that the garrison sometimes provided to the larger commercial interests, and the man had made the mistake of resisting. She knew this without opinion. The sword held it without opinion. It had happened.

The most recent death was a woman - also river district, also enforcement, also a situation that had ended differently than the soldier carrying the sword had probably intended when the encounter began. She was the seventh. She had been afraid, and then she had not been anything.

Juno put the garrison sword back on the shelf and sat with her hands in her lap for a moment.

Seven deaths was not many, for a working garrison weapon over nine years. It was also not few. It was the number you might expect from a sword that was used professionally in the maintenance of a city's order, in a city whose order was maintained with more or less the level of force that order required. She thought about Captain Vole's comfortable statement that the Inquisitor's surveys were never a problem for legitimate shops. She thought about what legitimate meant in a city where garrison soldiers carried swords that did this kind of work.

She was not a political person. She had opinions about the governance of Kavre in roughly the way she had opinions about the weather: she noticed it, she adapted to it, she did not find it worth expending significant energy on because she could not change it in any way that mattered. The Praedic Council had been the Praedic Council for longer than she had been alive. The Chancellor who ran it had been Chancellor for eight years, since the previous Chancellor's death from illness, and the city had gone on under both of them in more or less the same way.

But the garrison sword's seven deaths sat in her head with the weight of seven facts, and facts were not political or apolitical. They simply were.

She put her gloves back on and returned to the day's work.

—-
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Testing the other swords in the workshop was work she could do in pieces, spreading it across the morning as she moved from task to task, picking up each blade briefly on the way past the rack, feeling for the presence or absence of what she was now thinking of as the record. Most were empty. Three new commissions at early stages - blanks not yet shaped, one of them not even profiled yet, just bar stock that had been drawn out and folded and drawn out again, accumulating the structure of a blade without yet being one. Nothing. A sword delivered for straightening that belonged to a merchant house officer she had worked for before: nothing. A new knife commission: nothing.

By mid-morning she had completed her survey of everything currently in the workshop and had two results: the single-death re-handle and the seven-death garrison sword. The Moss sword, which she had now re-tempered and placed on the finished rack, she had not re-tested. She knew what it held. She could test it again or not.

She tested it. She needed to know if the re-tempering had changed anything. She gripped it bare-handed.

Three deaths. Unchanged. The same Cotter, the same woman soldier, the same boy from the river district. Exactly as they had been before. The re-tempering, which had altered the steel's internal crystal structure substantially - had dissolved the previous martensitic arrangement and rebuilt it, had changed the hardness, had shifted the grain - had done nothing to the record. Whatever the record was, it was not stored in the metal's phase structure, or not only in it. It was more durable than that.

She noted this in the ledger as another small circle.

The Inquisitor's survey was coming in less than a month. She knew this now in a way she had not known it two days ago - not as background fact, but as a piece of information with personal implications. She thought about this while she ground the edge on the physician's dagger, which was delicate work that required concentration and also, paradoxically, allowed her mind to work its separate problem in parallel. She had found, over years, that tedious or familiar work created the best thinking conditions. The hands occupied, the rest of the mind free.

The survey would be routine. She had passed two before with no trouble. She had nothing in the workshop that was visibly prohibited - no enchanted objects, no artifacts, no materials of "unnatural origin." She had a personal ability to read something from swords that she had not known she had, which was possibly prohibited under the Praedic Council's definitions, but which was not manifested in any object that the Inquisitor's men could examine or remove.

Unless one of the swords she held was examined by an Inquisitor who also had this ability.

She did not know if the Inquisitor had this ability. She did not know if anyone else in the city had this ability. She did not know if the ability was common, rare, unique, or if she was simply the first person who had discovered it, which seemed unlikely over forty years of prohibition but was not impossible.

What she knew was: she needed to complete the Moss sword's provenance before the survey, and she needed to understand what she was dealing with before she made any decision about anything else. She was not panicking. She was mapping the problem. There was a difference.

—-
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Dara interrupted her thinking around the ninth hour, which was almost noon.

"You're checking for something in the grain structure," Dara said. She was standing at the edge of the finishing bench, having come from the grinding wheel to get a drink of water from the jug they kept there. Her manner was the careful, not-quite-challenging manner of a young woman who was smart enough to notice that her teacher was doing something unusual and polite enough not to demand an explanation directly.

Juno looked up from the dagger edge. "What makes you say that?"

"You've been handling the blades differently. Less time on each. More deliberately." Dara paused. "You hold them a specific way. Both hands. Full grip. Then you let go and write something in the ledger."

She was more observant than Juno had given her credit for. "Yes," Juno said. "Checking for grain consistency after different heat treatments. I'm trying to see whether I can distinguish normalization cycles by feel. Research question."

Dara considered this. It was plausible - Juno did pursue research questions of this kind. She had a reputation among the other smiths in the district as someone who was more interested in the theory of what she did than most commission smiths needed to be. "Does it work? The feel test?"

"Inconsistently," Juno said, which was true in a different sense than the one she was implying. "I'm not sure the method is reliable enough to be useful."

Dara nodded and went back to the wheel. She accepted partial answers from Juno more readily than she accepted evasion, and a research question that wasn't panning out was a complete and satisfying explanation. Juno appreciated this about her. She also felt, for the first time, the weight of what it meant to be keeping something from the people who worked in her forge.

She would not tell them. That decision was already made, had been made without deliberate choice the moment she had not written anything in the ledger the first night. There was nothing she could tell them that would improve their situation and a great deal she could tell them that would make theirs much worse. They worked in her forge. If she were investigated by the Inquisitor's office, their connection to her was already established by the work records. She did not need to add to it.

—-
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Captain Vole returned in the early afternoon, which surprised her because she had told him two months and it had been two days since she'd said that. He arrived with a companion she hadn't seen before - another merchant militia officer, slightly senior by the badge configuration, a lean man with the particular quality of watchfulness that she associated with people who made security their professional concern.

"Just passing by," Vole said, which was transparently untrue given that the forge was not on any convenient route between the merchant quarter and anywhere the militias usually went. "Wanted to introduce Commandant Reth. He's thinking about a new commission."

Reth looked at the forge with the practiced assessment of someone cataloguing a work environment. He looked at the suspended tools, the forges, the quench tanks. He looked at her apprentices. He looked at her ledger on the bench. He looked at her.

"Casker's," he said. "I've heard of you."

"Most people in the garrison district have," she said, without inflection. "What kind of commission?"

"Not certain yet. I like to see a shop before I commit." He paused. "Your work is supposed to hold an edge very well. Better than the steel should account for."

This was a thing people said about her swords. She had heard it enough times that she had stopped registering it as remarkable - it was simply part of her professional reputation, one of those persistent notices that circulated in the garrison community and that she had attributed, when she thought about it at all, to the consistency of her heat treatment and the quality of the edge geometry she used.
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