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I


It were cold in the mornin first I saw Levi thrashin agin the edge of the world – mind, she werenoh calt that then, and I didnoh know her sex. I thought she were a beast, like me; a great glistenin beast stretched belligerent-like across the earth, knowin well she had no right to be here, cep the one she force upon it.


I bin livin in the old abandoned bothy for the past long while cause it were quiet there and I were left alone. It were peaceful some, cep for the rookery of seabirds what squawked like the devil every time I passed. More oft than noh, I squawked back at em and flapped mine arms the way they did me, cep they used their wings a course. It pleased em none when I did that and they squawked harder and created a godawful din as though I were the cheekiest thing they ever saw. I tolt mysen noh to squawk at em so, that is the way of birds I sayt to mysen, still it couldnoh be helped – soon as they started up, I squawked right back at em. A child I am, like that.


I were growt wild, but that is the only choice a soul has in the Wastes, as this part of the Quag is knowt. The Quag is an island, it is the world, more or less, beyond which there is nought cep sea and sin, where everythin drops off into the Great Abyss or Darkness – or Hell as it is otherwise knowt. It is calt the Wastes on account of the fact it is rocky and infertile but also cause it is unconsecrated and godforsaken and the like. The Wastelands, its true and proper name, were anythin beyond the limits of the village. I still wore the clothes of those what lived there but had growt some in the long while I bin out here, so things were gettin scant in the arms and legs. The boots were no more-an flaps of leather what were bound and kep agether with twine – I couldnoh afford to discard em though, for I’d freeze out here without em, sure and certain. It were fortunate I’d lost a considerable amount of fat, so widthwise the clothes sat upon me fine so.


I were raw-boned on account of the fact I were half-starved from a fierce sparse diet of fishes, rotted fruit and stale bread. More oft than noh – due to hunger and impatience – I guzzled the creatures raw, the bones half chokin me as I wolfed em down. Our waters teemed with fishes for we was an isolated island and our people ate nothin what come from water black as Melas – which is what the sea is somespells calt on account of the fact she were so dark and all. Anywise, souls believed it unclean, they sayt anythin come from water black as that couldnoh come through God. Moreover, they sayt the water stretched to the shores of the godless and were polluted with sin, they sayt the sea become black from the wicked tryin to wash their burnin skin free of sin. It is best to point out that I’m noh responsible for the keck and blether other men believe. Anywise, the water were bitter cold and it were scarce I went in further-an my knees. I waded in with the spears I mysen had fashioned and were now quite handy with, hittin my mark more oft than noh. I were qualmish about puttin mysen into Melas’ cold dark hands, but hunger will make ye do things. Ye will be pleased to know my legs ner caught fire nor wasted away in that cesspool of sorrow and vice.


I musta appeared a rare thing in my fine clothes turnt to rags, spearin fishes with the trousers rolled to the knees. My hair were growt and knotted, and my face caked in filth, but there was none out here to look upon me, and I woulda cared none should there bin. The long scraggy down on my face growt in patches for it couldnoh yet grow proper – I were a boy becomin a beast were what I tolt mysen. I imagined I were becomin somethin fierce and untamed and this pleased me no end, for it were what I’d allway wanted – to be wild and fierce and free. It were true that I had strange notions bout mysen.


For all my fierceness and freedom I were hungry some, that were for sure and certain. I’d taken to eatin the wispy thing-a-ma-gims and do-gacks what growt spindly and frail from inbetwix the cracks of the rocks. Inland, back from the Sheers, I gathered blewits and lousewort just as the women and weans done in Grathico – which were the name given to the village by the God-fearin souls what built it. The rotted fruit and stale bread I collected every next day from the old crone what lived on the outskirts of the village, apples and plums she left, the saplins of which bin brought with us on the ships from Ereb, though that were in the aforetimes a course, afore my wee naked and gory sen bin birthed into this barren and blighted skerry. The crone left the basket out back of her shed so as I could come and go as I pleased and noh be seen, nor she suffer shame or punishment for her act of kindness. I’d noh have survived without her, for it werenoh just food she’d given but blankets and tinderboxes and other such worldly effects what would sustain a soul in the Wilds.


So that, more or less, were what I were up to, I were off to see the old crone on account of the fact I were fierce hungry. I didnoh like doin this much, as it meant I had to leave the Wastes and go back to the village – the thoughts of which made me liverish and queasy. Grathico were situated on a steep with the Prelate’s house way up top near the cliff while the other huts and bothies staggered down the slope as though the island itsen were tryin to tip the village and all its souls into the sea. From the gates the township rose up afore ye like a cross what bin half raised for crucifixion, for that were the shape it bin built so as to remind souls of the configuration of atonement and salvation. At the heart of the village stood the church with its spire what reached up to the heavens, twort God Himsen, that most Holy Bein what presided over the fallen souls of Grathico. Outside the church were the square where markets happened and Grathicans bartered and haggled. The limits of the village were a large rectangle what enclosed the cross wherein the crop were growt and animals were kep and grazed.


The crone lived right at the edge of Grathico so I didnoh have to venture in far, still-yet, after bein away for such a spell I allway felt fierce jittery about returnin – noh from fear mind but betrayal, to mysen and the Wastes as, truth be tolt, I were startin to nurture a fair amount of affection for my new state of savagery. I felt somethin akin to pride twort the neediness of my body. I liked how it ached and burnt most the time, kep me alert so it did; a creature stalkin the Wastelands were how I saw mysen, though praps my brain were just turnt to mush from malnourishment and the like. Anywise, it were becomin more difficult to leave the Wastes, and my loathin for the village and himsen the Prelate were growin stronger – if that were possible.


When first I left the crone seen me lurkin round with the hangdog eyes, like as noh she’d heard my stomach rumblin from behind her shutters. Anywise, next thing I knowt baskets of slops was bein left very sneaky-like out back of her shed, so I started sidlin up to em – sniffin round some like a dog for his dinner. And this time were no different; seein the basket in its usual spot I approached very slow and cautious, once I were there though I begun stuffin food into my gob and pockets like there were no morrow to come.


‘Tis a fenny-miry mornin, ainny?’


I near lep out my skin when she sayt that – it were the old crone hersen, in the flesh like. She musta slipped out from inbetwix the stones of the shed. She’d ner spaked to me the wholespell I bin out here, truth is, she werenoh spose to.


‘Tis fierce squelchy like.’


When she sayt that she were talkin bout the weather. I sayt noh a thing but stared at her, gormless and silent. The crone were in a state of undress, her clothes bin throwt agether in a hurry and her wimple fixed slantwise – the grey hair were half up, half down with loose strands what kep fallin across her eyes and squigglin down her face so as she had to keep pushin it out the way – I spose there bin no time to fix hersen proper afore leavin the house to pounce upon me. She leant agin the shed and I could see her wrinkly old arm were part bare cause she’d noh done the buttons what ran underside her sleeve – this seemed to nettle her none, for these old ones donoh feel the cold anywise. I werenoh accustomed to seein the bare arms of women, so it had me distracted. There was dark spots all over it and the skin were loose and swung back-a-fort when she moved – it turnt my stomach some, truth be tolt. Seein me lookin, she tried to cover hersen best she could, but her arm were still there and all.


‘The day clings to me,’ she wheezed, as though befelled by some great tragedy.


Ha! The day clings to me! I bin in the Wastes so long I almost forgot such sayins, it is true though, here the weather wraps itsen round ye like a sodden pissy blanket. They are poetic these people in the way they talk, somewise poetry has seeped into their tongues without gettin into their blood.


The crone gazed up wistful and forlorn into the nasty old clouds waitin for me to say somethin. When naught arrived she lost her nerve and I saw her eyes slide sneaky-like and skittish twort me.


‘Aye it is,’ sayt I, finishin whatsoever were in my gob. ‘Tis squelchy fenny, tis fierce squelchy fenny, wouldnoh thee say, mam?’


I spaked in a voice what were too loud and she looked at me queer and nodded her head, unsure of hersen, or mysen. In a sudden the fear had creeped into her and she turnt to walk away without sayin nothin more.


‘I’d say it might lift later, mam,’ sayt I to the crone’s back. ‘The day will unwrap itsen from round thee so it will. Thou shalt be set free and all!’


Her shoulders clenched at the sound of my voice, her pace quickened as she scurried inside and slammed the door behind her very frightened sen. I knowt she were peepin on the further side of those curtains, so I looked down at the food awhile afore makin a show of turnin my back upon it and walkin away. It werenoh so brave a gesture as all that cause, truth be tolt, there werenoh much left in the basket on account of the fact that what werenoh in my pockets had already bin guzzled and were sloshin round the belly.


I decided I’d noh return – I’d leave the crone’s slops to rot good and proper in the basket, she could give em to whatsoever animal they was intended. Now I were proficient with the spears I didnoh need her, nor her filthy vivers. Way I saw it, she werenoh actin out the good of her heart – these people ner do. Aside which, it were the last thing what bound me to the village and I needed to cut that tie, till I did I’d ner truly be a thing of the Wastes. It is man’s dependence on other men what enslaves him, what dispirits him. That is rule number one in The Philosophy of the Wastelands which I have just now decided to compose for mine own amusement. Mostspells, I think I’m very clever, till I mind how dozy it is to think such a thing, then I can start feelin very sorry for mysen – truth be tolt, I can get fierce wound-up if I think hard upon mysen.




II


I come back through the Wastes, what were all grey and bleak and the like. It were rock for the most part, large smooth stone what ye had to climb over, with boggy swales inbetwix. The Wastes were what I imagined the moon might look like, I pretended that somespells, that I were livin on the moon and all, and the wee annular light in the sky were in fact the Quag floatin round in the great black ocean of the night – old Melas hersen stretched across the sky. From my crater on the moon, I’d stare down upon the Quag and imagine I could see the wee tiny spec of a beast-boy sittin upon some lonesome rock – poor thing. I’d wave to him and all. Howbe? I’d say. Don’t envy ye down there upon that godforsaken isle – keep the chin up though, and if ye ever have the time and means, come visit me on the moon someday, thou wouldst be most welcome.


Anywise, comin twort the bothy, I saw the hasp were loose and the door wide open. I thought it were the wind at first, till I heard rummagin round inside. Comin down upon my knees, I scurried along the ground till I reached the windowsill from where I peeped inside.


‘Hoy!’ bawled I, risin to the feet and runnin to the threshold. ‘Hoy! Scat!’


A goat were stood inside, nibblin on oddments what bin left upon the table.


‘Out! Git!’


She turnt to look upon me as though I were the one what should explican himsen – What’s thou want then, eh? sayt she. These goats roamed the Quag and were sayt to bin here since afore the Prelate and his kin ever set foot upon it. They were a skewbald and hairy lot – the goats that is – what with the fringe comin way down past the eyes and all. How they saw aught were beyond me.


‘Mmmmeeeehhhh,’ sayt she, afore turnin back to her meal of rare and inedible things.


I recognised the goat for she had very particular markins upon the snout. Noh long after I’d come out to the Wastes I’d managed to catch her, as I had notions of usin her for milk the way they done in Grathico.


‘Thou shalt provide me with milk!’ declared I, like a commandment from the heavens – very satisfied with mysen I were.


Next mornin though I wakened to find one end of the rope still attached to the bothy while the other were become all tattered and goatless – Thanks for the sleepover and all beast-boy but I have become bored and am goin back to my cullies forta roam the Wastes and bleat my skull off. Didnoh blame her truth be tolt. There were a whole herd of em what strolled by every-now-a-then, up there in a distance, upon the rocks noh far from the cave, and it were her what allway stopped to look upon me – There he is lads, tried to keep me tethered to that tumbledown pile of sticks with a rope – mooncalf! Then they’d all bleat emsens dozy laughin at me – swear to God.


Anywise, it were the same goat tormentin me. I had to come in behind her so as to manoeuvre her slat-ribbed and bony sen out the bothy – No rope this morrow mooncalf? enquizzened she, very brazen as she trotted out the door.


I grabbed one of the spears I’d made especial for fishin and headed twort Melas, for now the baskets of slops were at an end I’d have to be fierce vigilant if I werenoh to starve all agether. Comin to the top of the cliff where her dark and glittery sen stretched out afore me, I spied a small figure walkin along the sand in the next cove. He were hurlin things at the sea, and I knowt it were a whelp from the village come to throw the Sacred Stones. I’d growt fierce protective of my ground in the Wastes and were nettled to see a Grathican so close – Stone Throwers werenoh spose to come this far, and it were scarce that I caught sight of em.


Scurryin along the cliff I scampered down the rocks to the shore. The boy were way out in a distance where the sea met the sand; it looked as though he were about to disappear into the spindrift of the ocean – that or be consumed by the waves what bit down fierce and relentless upon the Quag. Approachin from behind, so as noh to be seen, I studied his wee serious sen. He were swaddled in the knee-length black smock what were the Stone Thrower’s garb; upon the feet he wore wine-red boots made from worked goats hide, dyed and treated with tormentil root. All souls in Grathico had a particular dress – the Stone Throwers, the Closemen, the Fowlers, the women and the weans. Garms were kep immaculate and worn with regard, for the dress of a Grathican were an outward display of the spiritual constellation of the soul what lurked within.


The boy helt his body rigid, cursin and such, for he were filled with righteous indignation at the dark unruly waters.


‘Geh thee back Unholy Darkneth! Devilish Blackneth! ­Watersome Beastht! Take thee back to himthen the Devil! Git!’


He were pluckin stones from a hessian poke what were secured across his chest, it bin stamped with the symbol of the red cross, the Prelate’s beaked mask crucified upon it. I watched the arc of the stones as they left the boy’s hand but heard em none as they broke the surface, for they was drowned out by the great susurrus of the sea. Melas swallowed the stones without a sound, hidin em in her vast and shadowsome body like they was the Host what himsen the Prelate doled out to the gapin black maws of the God-fearin at church. The Stone Thrower kep shoutin even after the stones left his hand, he punched the air and spat in triumph when they hit the water – derivin much pleasure from the untolt damage he were doin upon the evil spirit of the sea.


The stones was meant to keep Melas at bay so as she didnoh swallow the Quag whole in the middle of the night, so that she didnoh creep into the village while it were sleepin and smother its souls with her dark and dank sen. The sea nettled the Prelate no end, kep him awake at nights, tossin and turnin in his sheets – a great torment to him, so she were. It were for this reason boys was sent into the Wastes to throw the Sacred Stones – to temper and tame her. The child afore me were very wean and hadnoh bin a Stone Thrower long. Stone throwin were only for whelps, boys werenoh allowed to touch the stones afore their eighth year and beyond their twelfth they were deemed too old. This lad were a zealot though, ye could see it in the way he helt himsen, thrustin his wee arms at the sea, shakin his fists and cursin her.


‘Howbe?’ whispered I, to the back of his skull.


He turnt some, lookin down the sand, unsure whether he’d heard aught over the roar of the ocean, thinkin praps a spirit of the Wastes were hushperin to him. When he turnt back to the water I creeped upon him some more. Puttin my hands behind my rump, I leant into him.


‘Howbe?’ enquizzened I, loud and sharp.


Leppin into the air the boy dropped the stone what were in his hand and spun round to face me. It were my turn then to come back in surprise, for the face of the child were disfigured. Aneath his neb, in the shape of a wee beard, the skin were all raw and mottled, it were knotted and knarry with welts weavin through it what looked like a score of white spiders crawlin twort his gob. Clutchin the poke to his side, his frightened and skittery sen sayt noh a word as – keepin his eyes upon me – he bent down to pick up the rock. Droppin it into his sack I heard it clicker-clatter agin the others what were inside.


‘I greeted ye,’ sayt I.


The boy sayt naught but pressed the poke closer agin his side as though I were about to relieve him of his precious stones.


‘I’ve no interest in ye wee rocks, if that’s what nettles ye.’


Naught, cep the susurrus of the sea.


‘Did ye think a spirit of the Wastes was come for ye?’


I looked out at Melas who were fierce angry, spatterin and roarin and the like despite the pacifyin effects of the stones.


‘They seem to be doin their job donoh ye think?’ sayt I, noddin at his poke. ‘The sea looks to be cowerin afore their very heady powers – crawlin back into hersen, all sorrowful and repentant and the like, wouldnoh ye say?’


‘I know ye,’ sayt he, spittin words in a sudden. ‘Ye are a spirit of the Wastes. Ye are godleth. I’m noh bidden to thpake with ye.’


Godless were what he meant, noh godleth, the boy sayt his S’s a wee bit strange, all hissy as a snake and slurred some.


‘Seems godless noh to acknowledge yer own kinfolk or address an elder so familiar-like.’


‘Ye and I are noh kin, yer kin are the beasthts of the Wastelands, those what roam out here on four legth or belly. Ye are the kin of beasthts and wilderneth!’ sayt he, regainin some of his nerve.


‘I cannoh argue with that,’ sayt I, puckish as-ye-like. ‘What ye say is truth itsen.’


The boy made to move around me.


‘I see ye are First Stone Thrower,’ sayt I, juttin my chin at the insignia upon his chest. ‘Thou seems too wean for that.’


There were only a dozen Stone Throwers at a time, one of which were first or head of the others, this were allway the oldest boy, the one closest to becomin a man.


‘God and Prelate didnoh think so.’


‘Has himsen the Prelate managed to convert the ocean yet?’


‘If he so wills,’ sayt the boy, avertin his eyes and tryin again to pass me.


‘I only spaked with ye to warn that ye should go no further – the weather has shifted the rocks makin crossin to the next sand treacherous.’


He paused to think some.


‘I will go inland.’


‘Ye are noh permitted ado that, well ye know.’


‘I will go and see the rockth mysen.’


‘Do as ye please, it will be a long trip for naught. Mind though, this is noh yer country, ye are unfamiliar with it and it is hostile twort ye.’


‘I’ve bin blethd.’


What he means is that souls leavin the village to go to the Wastelands needs be blessed by himsen the Prelate. The Bindin Words will be sayt over em and they will be given a vial of consecrated soil to carry agin their hearts. Holy water will be placed upon the eyes, lips and ears and the three prayers will be recited. These protection spells only last a certain while afore they begin to wain and a soul risks succumbin to the treachery of the spirits what roam there. It is sayt the Wastelands and the demons what inhabit it have a charm unto emsens, their sorcery is powerful and can seduce a weak soul into dissolution and lechery. Himsen the Prelate says the Beast has the voice of a woman and can sing songs so wicked and enticin they can paralyse a soul if it is noh vigilant. Grathicans who wander into the Wastelands without first bein blessed meet an excruciatin and torturous end – their skin begins to rot and blood will come from the eyes and the unfortunate soul will burn from inside out. Somespells as punishment souls are taken into the Wastes to be consumed alife by the demons what inhabit it. First they are bound to the pole and covered with a sheet what has bin blessed, then they are carried deep into the Wastes where the pole is fixed to the ground and the sheet is stripped away from em, whereupon all the imps – the tiny devil-weans of the Wastelands what live in the shadows and underside the rocks – attack the wretched soul, leavin their small teeth marks deep inside the flesh of the sinner.


Most souls of the village had ner witnessed this punishment as it werenoh bidden – by all accounts it were a hideous and fear-makin thing to watch a man welter and shriek on a pole as the very soul were burnt out of him. Somespells, if the wind were right and the sin particular and great, ye could hear the guttural animal cries of the wretch whose life couldnoh leave him quick enough. All Grathico would become silent then, listenin to the wind as it whispered distant agonies through our wynds and narrows.


The bodies of these unfortunates was placed at the north, south, east and west of Grathico. They was placed at each point of the cross to remind souls what happens to those what succumb to temptation or defy the word of God. More oft than noh, the weans of the village would gather to throw stones at the bodies as they hung limp and haggard from poles. I mind one child throwin stones at the body of his own lifeless father – it took some goadin and all, but after a spell he helt the rock in his wee tremblin hand and, very tentative-like, throwt it at the battered carcass of his own flesh and blood. A cheer went up among us weans, our fists shootin into the air with glee, so the boy throwt another, and soon he had a taste for it and we others couldnoh get the stones to him quick enough, such were the frenzy he were in. All the weans, mysen included, shouted and egged him on, and afterward he were carried upon our shoulders like he were the wee king of Grathico. As we carted him off, hallooin and jeerin and chantin, I caught his mother skulkin bout the corner of mine eye – when she noticed me lookin, she lowered her skull and scurried down the narrow what wormed its way back to the heart of the village.


The stench of these rotted souls and the incense what were swung over em wafted through the village for weeks. It is mine estimation that bein half beast mysen is what protects me from the imps and demons of the Wastes – they donnoh devour their own kin is what I expect.


‘Ye have come all this way, which is further-an ye spose to,’ sayt I to the Stone Thrower. ‘Ye still have to make it all the way back. It is my calculation that the blessin what protects ye will wither afore ye has the chance to reach the safety of the village, which means yer wee Stone Throwin soul will wither with it.’


He seemed to think hard upon what I sayt him afore raisin the orbs to glare upon me.


‘I know ye,’ sayt he. ‘Prelate hath tolt all about thee, thou lives outside the grace of God. Thou hast stolen from the sacristy of the church. I know all ye have done – the fires of damnation are stoked and tended for thee, a thpecial place in Hell await those what kill their kin.’


I kep calm and wouldnoh satisfy the child by risin to his words, for I were used to the accusation and well versed in turnin the cheek upon it.


‘Best stop smirkin child, thou art ignorant and wersh and thy mouth precedes thee. Mind too that we are alone out here and there is naught to protect ye, and if it is true as thou says, that I murder mine own, it stands to reason I’ll noh hesitate to commit the same upon a deficient whelp such as ye.’


He sayt naught to that but blinked the orbs as though he’d become frozen inside his body.


‘Thy mug has become all red,’ sayt I, ‘cep the wee white and creepy beard ye has there.’


He stood mute with the fists clenched, till I made a lunge at him and he turnt and scuttled up the shore.


‘There is plenty of sea to be pacified the way ye come,’ bawled I, but he didnoh acknowledge my words, ‘I too throwt the Sacred Stones as a wean! Think ye hard upon that!’


He slowed when I sayt that, pausin a spell afore marchin on.


It were true what I sayt him – I mysen had throwt the Sacred Stones as a boy, amusin some to think upon it, all things considered. I were sent into the Wastes like other weans, I liked wanderin over the Quag on mine own, even though I were scared some. The Sacred Stones I just kinda throwt very sluggish and lackadaisy at the sea, I didnoh shout and howl at her like a mooncalf but just looked at her, for Melas had allway managed to cast a spell upon me. To be honest with ye, my heart were ner in the throwin of stones.




III


The two conversations with Grathicans had me kittled and surly for I’d noh spaked to another soul the wholespell I’d bin out here. Suspicious the crone should approach me and the Stone Thrower be out this far in the Wastes, I decided to visit the ships which were where I went to mull things over, especial if I were in a mood, which were oft enough, truth be tolt. As I walked along the shore, the gulls squawked in circles above and I tolt em to shut it for a soul couldnoh think amid such din.


‘Shut thy squawk-holes,’ sayt I.


They didnoh listen.


I jabbed the spear willy-nilly into the sand – bit sulky-like, on account of my mood and all. Soon though I begun pretendin I were usin the spear to prod bodies what lay there, checkin to see if they was still alife or whathaveye. After proddin em I would have to step over em on account of the fact I’d started to imagine I were no longer walkin across the shore but through a cave what were all creepy and drippin with water, which werenoh water at all but poison or the like. I had to dance round the drips otherwise they’d bore a hole right through my skull. The reason I kep goin through the perilous and unwelcomin cave were cause there were a fierce allurin and feminine creature what were awaitin me at the end. I wound my way through the twists and turns of the cave by followin her beguilin voice what sounded day and night in a quiver-makin, mournful song. Thing were though, ye couldnoh listen to her too long otherwise ye’d fall into a deep sleep from which ye’d ner wake. Anywise, I had to cram the fingers into the lugs every-now-a-then so as I didnoh fall prey to her dwam-makin voice. The souls I were steppin over and proddin with the spear were the bodies of men what bin unable to control emsens and had succumbed to the creature’s intoxicatin song. It were sayt that she hersen were impossible to seduce but that were cause she’d ner come across a fierce wild beast-boy afore and, while it upset and frustrated her, for she were a proud and untamed soul, it were inevitable that she would yield to my fierce brutal and charmin ways – poor thing.


I’d stopped at some stage to sweep sea curdle from the shore, it were fierce squishy with mottled colours of browns and greens and blacks. I liked how it felt betwix the fingers, all slimy and spongy and the like. I’d taken to eatin it as well, boilin it in water and puttin it in the gob, noh too much though as it sent the belly burbly and rankled. Anywise, I’d grabbed a great lump of it and placed it atop the skull, pretendin I were the fierce allurin creature of the cave with long lustrous hair and all. I were quite feminine about it, truth be tolt, sweepin it from the mug and out the orbs and so fort.
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