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About the Author

For the friends nearby and the friends far off — the ones I see every week

and the ones I see when the seasons change. Loyalty doesn’t require proximity.

It just requires showing up when you do.
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PROLOGUE
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RING GLINTS

The valley was cold in the mornings now.

Not the deep cold of winter — the first cold of autumn, the cold that arrived in the pre-dawn and burned off by the third hour, leaving the days clear and warm and false. The kind of cold that knew what it was building toward.

•  •  •
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He had not told Kriemhild about the shoulder.

The shoulder was the second significant injury since the leaf-spot — the second place where the body’s response to damage was subtly different from an ordinary man’s response, the healing faster but not quite the same quality as original tissue, a slight difference in the range of movement, a slight awareness of the joint that had not been there before.

The first was the left wrist, taken in the second year after the Plains. That had healed over, the range fully restored, and he had noted it and moved on.

The shoulder was slower.

Three weeks now, and the rotation at the back of the joint still had a quality to it — not pain, something subtler, a slight report from the tissue that it was still in the process of the repair rather than complete with it. He could use the arm. He was careful about the use. He did not adjust his visible behavior in any way that would be readable to others as an adjustment.

But he had been thinking, in the private part of the account, about what Regin had not said.

Regin had said: The heart-taste changes the relationship between the body and damage. He had said it in the neutral informational tone he used for all accurate statements, and Siegfried had received it as information. He had received it as the information that the leaf-spot’s effect was the other side of the same coin: The skin that was vulnerable at one point because it had been protected everywhere else, the body’s healing that was different from ordinary because the body was different from ordinary.

What Regin had not said: Different-than-ordinary degraded.

Not linearly, not dramatically, not in a way that would be visible to anyone watching from outside. But accumulated. The wrist had been the first record. The shoulder was the second. The first had recovered to full. The shoulder was taking longer. That was a data point about a direction.

He held this in the private part of the account.

He had been holding it for three weeks.

He told Kriemhild on the fourth week, at night, with the lamp turned low and the camp quiet outside, in the tone he used for the items in the private account that needed to be transferred. Not with fear — he did not experience it as fear, exactly. He said it with the accurate assessment quality he had learned from Regin, the quality he tried to bring to the things that were true about himself, as well as the things that were true about the territory.

She was quiet for a moment.

Then she said, “Tell me what the progression looks like.”

He told her.

She was quiet for another moment. Then she said, “Then we need to think about what this means for the long plan.”

“Yes,” he said.

“The ten years,” she said. “The timing.”

“Yes,” he said.

They lay in the dark, thinking about the timing.

This was the kind of conversation that the version of them before the Plains would not have been able to have — the version that was still working out the basic vocabulary of speaking honestly to each other about the things that were in the private account. They were past that version now. They had the vocabulary.

It was a hard conversation.

They had it anyway.
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CHAPTER 1
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THE FIFTY-EIGHTH MORNING

On the fifty-eighth morning, she put her palm on his back.

She had done it without announcement — had come to him before the dawn while he was at the forge entrance watching the valley’s grey light and had put her hand flat between his shoulder blades, in the exact place the leaf-spot had been and held it there without speaking.

He had been waiting for this.

Not impatiently — he had been waiting in the way of someone who understood that the point would arrive when it arrived, that the fifty-eight days were the fifty-eight days and not some shorter number, that the wound had its timeline, and the timeline was the timeline. He had been waiting the way the valley waited: With the patience of something that had been doing this long enough that patience was simply the condition rather than the practice.

Her hand was warm through the linen.

The warmth was not the ring’s warmth — the ring was on her finger and its warmth was its own thing, the made-warmth, the Andvaranaut working. Her hand’s warmth was her hand’s warmth, the temperature of someone who had been awake for a while and had brought the heat of her living with her.

He felt both simultaneously.

She said, “You’re ready.”

Not a question. The flat statement of someone who had been reading the recovery’s progress in the way she read everything — completely, without wishful interpretation, with the focus that produced exact judgment rather than the reading that produced the preferred outcome.

“Yes,” he said.

She kept her hand there for a beat longer. Then she moved it slowly from his back to his shoulder, not removing it, shifting, for a different kind of contact.

He turned.

She was looking at him with the look she had had since the garden at Worms: The full watch, the tenor of someone who was making a memory rather than having a pause. Two months in the valley with the wound between them, and it between them and the morning reports between them and the intimacy of having been very close to losing him and having not lost him, the intimacy of that relief settling over fifty-eight days into something that was not relief anymore but simply the knowledge of what he was to her.

He put his hand against the side of her face.

She turned into it — the small movement of someone receiving touch that was exactly the touch they needed, the head inclining, the cheek pressing into his palm.

He had been through enough decisive things to know the difference between wanting someone and needing them. He had been through enough to know that need was the more honest word and that honest words were the only words worth using.

He needed her the way the valley needed tending, not because she completed something missing in him, but because whatever he was at full capacity was more completely itself when she was in it.

She had always known this.

She said nothing. She stepped closer.

Inside, the fire was low in the forge, and the valley was cold, and grey and quiet around them, and they went inside together.

•  •  •
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Later, the cold arrived all the way — the autumn cold, serious now, the morning cold that stayed until midmorning rather than burning off at the first hour.

He was warm. She was warm. The blanket was heavy wool that Regin had kept in the forge’s eastern cabinet, and that had been there through everything: The thirty years of the valley’s solitude, the two years of his training, the fifty-eight days of his recovery.

She had her head against his shoulder.

He was looking at the forge’s stone ceiling, the architectural fact of the ceiling that Regin had built, the stones fitted without mortar in the dry-stone technique of the mountain country.

He said: “Tell me what you’ve been building.”

Not the administrative picture — he had that from the morning reports. The other version.

She told him.

She told him about the morning sessions and Erzsébet and the way the collaboration had produced something that neither of them could have produced alone, the amplification of two people building together at a constructed connection with the right materials and the right time. She told him about Wulf finding the vocabulary gaps. She told him about Attila’s map and the moment when the eastern and western materials had first been laid side by side on the same table.

She told him about the book the way you tell someone about something that had cost you everything and been worth it.

He listened the way he listened to things that mattered — completely, without organizing it into intelligence, just receiving it, the way the valley received things.

When she was done, the cold was still there, and the forge was still the forge, and outside the valley’s dawn had squarely arrived.

He said, “You did it correctly.”

“Yes,” she said. Not modest, not performing certainty. The flat honest thing. “I did.”

She tilted her face up.

He kissed her with the aspect of someone who had been two hundred miles away for months and was not two hundred miles away anymore, not urgent, unhurried, the luxury of people who had time, and knew they had time and were not going to spend the time being careful with it.

She kissed him back in the same manner.

The fire in the forge had burned low but not out. The warmth of coals that had been tended all night was different from the warmth of a new fire — steadier, deeper, the heat that had been building for hours and had nowhere else to go but into the stone and into the air and into the two people standing in it.

She had her hands on his chest. Not pushing. Feeling. The gold of his skin under her palms was warm in the way it was always warm, the warmth of the changed blood running its continuous work, and she knew this warmth, had known it for three years, but knowing it through letters and morning reports was different from knowing it through the palms of her hands.

He had his hands in her hair.

She said, against his mouth: “I missed you.”

Not the managed version. The actual version.

“Yes,” he said. “I know. I was there too.”

She laughed — briefly, the laugh of someone who had not expected to laugh at this moment and found the laughing right anyway. He felt it against his mouth and pulled back enough to see her face, and then they were both laughing quietly, in the low-fire forge with the autumn cold outside and the valley doing what it did.

Then the laughing resolved into something else.

He reached for the clasp at her collar, and she reached for it at the same moment, their hands meeting there, and she moved her hands away, and let him, and he undid it with the care of someone who understood that the undoing was not a preliminary but its own thing.

The heavy wool blanket from Regin’s cabinet was already on the forge floor. She had pulled it down before the dawn, knowing. She led him to it.

They lay down together in the forge’s low warmth.

He was gold in the firelight. She had known this theoretically, and now she knew it in full — the changed skin taking the coals’ light and making it something else, the air of a man who had been the dragon’s blood’s vessel for four years and wore that fact in every surface. She put her hand flat against his chest and felt his heart.

Steady. Strong. The heart of someone who had been very close to not having one and had come back to it.

“You’re here,” she said.

“Yes,” he said. “I’m here.”

What followed was neither urgent nor careful. It was the character of two people who had been two hundred miles apart, who had arrived at the same place, and who understood that the time they had was the time they had, and they were not going to spend it apart from each other. She had her hands in his hair, and his hands were learning her the way hands learned things that mattered — completely, without hurrying, with the thought that the ring had been carrying for months at a distance now present in full.

He knew exactly where she was. She knew exactly where he was.

The ring’s warmth and her warmth and his warmth were not separate things.

Outside, the valley’s morning continued. The roan was in the upper meadow. The water ran in the channel. The birch line had gone gold.

Inside, for a while, there was only this.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2
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THE COURT OF ATTILA

The Hunnic court was nothing like what the stories said and nothing like what her intelligence had prepared her for, and the gap between the two was itself the first piece of information she filed.

The stories said: Savages. A horde. Men who slept on horseback, ate raw meat, and had no concept of civilization as the Rhine world understood it. She had known the stories were wrong — had known it since the reception at Worms where the Etzel envoys had arrived with the administrative competence of people who had been running a multi-ethnic empire for a generation — but knowing a fact intellectually was not the same as experiencing the matter in full.

The reality was a city.

Not a Rhine city, not limestone and Roman grid, and the accumulated weight of three centuries of the same kind of settlement. A city of a changed logic: The great hall at the center, yes, because the hall was the universal human technology of power made visible, but around it a kind of organized complexity that had nothing to do with the Roman inheritance and everything to do with what happened when a mobile empire decided it had been mobile long enough and wanted a center. The craftsmen’s quarter, where she could hear metalwork from the first morning. The administrative buildings, purpose-built, had the tone of structures designed for work rather than statement. The market, which was the most clarifying thing in the settlement, was the market of a dozen separate peoples, in their original forms, without the standardization of a system that required everything to translate into a single currency of power.

Attila ran a confederation. He was not a king in the way the Rhine world understood kings.

She had known this, too. She understood it differently after the first week.

Her chambers were in the south wing of the great hall complex, the guest wing, which — she had worked this out from the architectural relationship between the south wing and the hall’s main spaces — was the wing visible from the hall’s primary reception areas. She was housed where she could be seen. The placement was a message and courtesy simultaneously: You are consequential enough to be visible, and your visibility serves us.

She accepted this without comment. She was serving her own purposes, and Attila was serving his, and the two purposes overlapped sufficiently to make the arrangement productive.

On the third day, Erzsébet came.

She came without announcement, which was the first thing: The Hunnic court did not operate on the Worms announcement system, the formal requests for audience that created a managed flow of access. Here, people moved. Access was direct, or it was nothing, and the people who had real standing in the court moved through it with the fluency of those who had never needed the announcement system because they were never uncertain about their right to arrive.

Erzsébet had that fluency.

She was perhaps forty, with the mark of a woman who had been in a complex political environment long enough that its complexity no longer showed on her face. She was one of Attila’s senior administrative staff — the woman responsible for the court’s diplomatic correspondence with the western territories, which meant she had been reading and writing the western world’s political life for twenty years and had opinions about it that were better informed than most of the western world’s own.

She sat down across from Kriemhild without ceremony.

“You speak three languages,” she said, in the Rhine Frankish that was the standard western diplomatic tone. “You have been building an intelligence network in Worms for two years. You arrived here with information about this court that you should not have had.”

“Yes,” Kriemhild said.

“And your husband is alive.”

Erzsébet looked at her. The look was the look of someone accurately assessing, not the hostile reckoning of a threat being evaluated, but the professional appraisal of a capable person identifying another capable person’s capabilities. “He turned back eight scouts at the border,” she said. “The report reached Attila three days before you did. He read it four times.”

“What did he conclude?” Kriemhild said.

“That the Western Alliance situation was more complicated than his intelligence had suggested,” Erzsébet said. “And that you were not what the Worms court had represented you as.”

“What had they represented me as?”

“A grieving widow who required management.” A slight pause. “He was interested in the discrepancy.”

Kriemhild held her gaze. “And you?”

“I have been interested in the discrepancy since the first raven report,” Erzsébet said. “We have been aware of the elder raven’s network for two years. Not the content. The birds do not speak to us. But the pattern of its movement. The regularity. The way the information flow shifted when the hunt happened.” She paused. “I told Attila that the network didn’t break down when her husband died. It adjusted. Which means it was designed by someone who anticipated his death as a contingency.”

“He anticipated everything,” Kriemhild said.

“I know,” Erzsébet said. “That is what interests me.”

They sat in the south wing’s morning light, and Kriemhild felt the kind of first meeting with someone who was going to matter — the recognition that arrived before the full picture, the sense of a mind that operated in the same register as her own but from an unlike starting point.

“What do you want?” Kriemhild said.

“The same thing you want,” Erzsébet said. “A record of what we know. The thin places, the network, the world-touched taxonomy, the full account of how this works before the people who understand it are gone.” She held Kriemhild’s gaze. “Attila has been using the eastern connections for twenty years. He understands the part but not the system. Your husband’s smith understood the system. I have been trying to reconstruct it from fragments for six years.” She paused. “You have the fragments.”

Kriemhild turned the ring on her hand. “I have more than fragments.”

“I know,” Erzsébet said. “That’s why I’m here.”

They began meeting every morning.

Not the diplomatic meetings — those happened on schedule, in the formal spaces, with the appropriate witnesses, and the appropriate language. These were the other meetings: The south wing’s small study, before the court’s day assembled, the map on the table between them.

The map was growing.

Erzsébet’s additions to the eastern sections were grave — she had been in the territory, had been to some of the connections, and had the texture of description that came from physical presence rather than received account. The Danube junction. The mountain pass in the Carpathians, where the stone had a resonance that she described in the language she used for such things, like a bell that hasn’t been struck, holding the shape of a sound. Three sites east of the Carpathians that she had located by their effect on the local bird population, the birds behaving in the patterns that Kriemhild had learned to recognize as the presence of a thin place.

In exchange, Kriemhild gave her Regin’s notes, not the originals, which were Siegfried’s — but the full transcription she had been building since the private room at Worms. The mine markings. The constructed versus found distinction. The valley’s history.

Erzsébet received the valley information with the sense of confirmation of a long-held hypothesis.

“Thirty years of sustained mind,” she said.

“And the forging of the blade from the original shards, that was the transfer mechanism. The bloodline’s accumulated connection to the network, fixed into the metal.”

“That’s how I understand it,” Kriemhild said.

“I have been trying to explain this to Attila for four years,” Erzsébet said, not quite to herself. “He understands the connections. He does not understand the connections between them. He thinks he can use the connections independently.” She studied the map. “You can’t. They’re a system. Using one affects the others.”

“The ring,” Kriemhild said.

“The ring is one of the anchor points,” Erzsébet said. “Not the only one. But the most portable. The only one that moves.” She examined the ring on Kriemhild’s hand — the hoard-piece from Gnita Heath, not Andvaranaut, which was on Siegfried’s finger wherever he was. “When it goes into the river, the western connection network’s anchor dissolves.”

“Regin said the network would continue without it.”

“The physical connections would continue. The anchor place — the thing that maintains the connections between them. That dissolves.” She regarded the map. “Which is either catastrophic or it’s what happens when a system no longer needs its original architecture. Depending on whether what comes after can maintain the connections another way.”

Kriemhild considered the map. She thought about Giselher at the east wall, learning the raven patterns. She thought about Aldric at the boundary commission, asking the right questions. She thought about the book they were building, not yet a book, still a collection of maps, notes, and the transcribed conversations between two women in a Hunnic court, but acquiring the shape of something that could outlast both of them.

“We need to finish this,” she said. “Before spring.”

“Yes,” Erzsébet said. “Before spring.”

The thing that distinguished the Hunnic court from all the courts she had been in before was the absence of decoration.

Not aesthetically — the court was not unbeautiful, it had the beauty of things that were made correctly for their purpose. But the decorative layer that Rhine courts built over their functional architecture — the tapestries that softened the walls, the carved screens that divided the spaces, the flowers, and the scented rushes, and the elaborate table settings that communicated wealth and taste and the court’s preferred self-image. None of this was here. The Hunnic court’s spaces were what they were. The great hall was a great hall. The administrative chambers were administrative chambers. The residential quarters were residential quarters.

She had found this stark in the first days and clarifying in the second week.

The starkness was the clarity. Without the decorative layer, the court’s actual architecture was visible — the arrangement of spaces that communicated power and task without the softening that the Rhine courts’ decoration provided. The great hall was larger than the Worms great hall and more directly organized around the single point: The dais at its end, elevated by three steps, where Attila received. Everything in the hall’s organization pointed toward that point. There was no ambiguity about where the center was.

She had walked the court’s full circuit on the second day.

Not for intelligence purposes, though she had been gathering intelligence continuously since the arrival. She had walked it the way she walked new places when she wanted to understand them from the inside: Slowly, without a destination, letting the space show her its logic. The Hunnic court’s logic was legible in its physical organization, like a well-drafted document — the thought behind it visible in the shape, the purpose evident in the arrangement.

Attila had built this court from the ground up.

Not inherited it. Had built it. She had learned this from Erzsébet in the first week: The court’s current form was the product of twenty years of deliberate construction, each element added or modified according to its duty, the whole the physical expression of how Attila understood what a court was for. It was for the management of an empire, which required rapid processing of information and decision-making, and the court’s architecture served those requirements at every point.

She understood why this court had attracted Erzsébet.

Someone who had been building the map for six years, who understood the network as a system with a logic, would have found in this court the mirror of the work she was doing — the management of a complex system through clear organization rather than obscuring decoration.

Erzsébet had been doing analytically what Attila had been doing architecturally for twenty years.

The south wing was the exception.

The south wing had the shape that none of the rest of the court had, not stark, the starkness was its absence, but something new. Older. She had felt it on her first visit to the morning session with Erzsébet and had not yet had the vocabulary for what she was feeling. By the third week, she had the vocabulary: The south wing was the oldest section of the court, built on the oldest ground, and its nature was the accumulated study over a long period.

Attila had not built the south wing. He had inherited it and preserved it.

She thought about this on the walk back from the south wing’s first morning session. He had built the court around the old section rather than replacing it. He had the instinct for where the old ground lay and what it required.

The south wing was the right room for the book’s construction.

She had known this from the first morning. She had not said so to Erzsébet. She had simply used it correctly, and the use had done what using old places correctly did: It amplified the task.
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THE FIRST MONTH

She spent the first three days learning the court by walking it.

Not the official version — she had the official version from the envoys’ briefings, the administrative map of who held what position and what the formal relationships were. That was the architecture. What she needed was the actual geography: The routes that people used when they were not performing their routes, the patterns that revealed the true form of a place.

She walked in the morning before the court assembled and in the evening after it dispersed. She walked the market quarter, the craftsmen’s quarter, the administrative district, and the stabling and supply areas that were the working organs of any large organization. She walked the perimeter walls, which told her the settlement’s defensive logic and the relationship between the inner court and the outer settlement.

The inner court was the empire’s brain. The outer settlement was its body. The body was considerably larger than any Rhine city she had been in, and it moved differently — the rhythm of a place that served a mobile empire that had recently decided to have a center, the rhythms of movement, and provisioning that had been designed for campaign tempo rather than residential tempo, still adjusting to the slower pace of permanence.

On the second day, she found the market’s eastern section, where the goods from the steppe came in, the horses, the worked leather, the metal objects of a culture whose metalwork had a look she did not have a complete vocabulary for. She stood in the eastern market for an hour, watching the transactions, listening to the languages, and building a picture of what the empire actually moved in its daily commerce, which was different from what it represented itself as moving in its official communications.

On the third day, Valdis came to her.

Valdis had been in the outer settlement’s security position since the convoy arrived, not visible, not performing Kriemhild’s household guard in the formal sense, simply present in the way that Valdis was present in any territory she had taken as hers. She appeared at Kriemhild’s side in the eastern market, with the distinct bearing of someone who had been there for a while and was now choosing to be visible.

“Three watchers since the second morning,” Valdis said. Not alarmed. Informational.

“I know,” Kriemhild said. “The same three every morning. They’re hers.”

“The woman who is going to come to my chambers in the next two days.” She had been reading the watchers since the first morning — the pattern of their movement, always slightly too regular to be random, the raven network’s morning report confirming that they were embedded in the administrative staff of the diplomatic correspondence section. “She’s been building the picture since I arrived. The watchers are confirming the picture against her existing intelligence.”

Valdis looked at her. “You want her to come.”

“I want to know what she knows before I tell her what I know,” Kriemhild said. “Three days of watching gives me an approximate picture of her intelligence gaps.” She turned from the market and walked back toward the inner court. “Walk with me. Tell me what you’ve found in the stabling district.”

Valdis told her. It took twenty minutes, and it was thorough — the texture of Valdis’s running reporting, which did not editorialize, did not rank by apparent significance, delivered the full inventory, and trusted the listener to assess it. The stabling district had Hunnic cavalry organized by regional contingents rather than by job, a political-administrative decision rather than a military one. The supply lines running east had an acceleration pattern in the current quarter that was inconsistent with domestic provision and consistent with campaign preparation.

“He’s planning something for spring,” Kriemhild said.

“That’s what it looks like,” Valdis said.

“What I don’t know yet is whether the Western Alliance question is settled in his planning or whether it’s still open.” She looked at the inner court’s gate. “If it’s settled, I’m here as a diplomatic courtesy. If it’s still open, I have leverage.”

“Which do you think it is?”

“Open,” Kriemhild said. “He read the scout report four times.”

The first month established the rhythms that would carry her through the following months.

Morning: The elder raven’s report, received at the south wing window before the court assembled. The report compressed — Siegfried in the eastern settlements, the light of the shadow operation, and the detail that the raven collected from the birds in its network. She had been building the translation capacity for the raven syntax since Worms, and it was reliable now, the compressed information unfolding in her understanding with the fluency of a learned language.

She would sit at the south wing window in the pre-dawn, receive the report, and then sit with it for twenty minutes, not processing in the live sense, simply letting it settle into the larger picture. This was the discipline she had learned from two years of working with imperfect intelligence: The information only meant what it meant in context, and the context required time to hold everything simultaneously.

Then the meetings with Erzsébet.

Then the court’s formal day, the receptions, the administrative functions, the work of being present as the queen of the Hunnic court, without allowing the presence to become the performance that presence required in some courts. The Hunnic court’s culture did not require the same level of performance as the Worms court did. There was less ceremony around the production of social harmony, less institutional investment in the management of appearances. What the Hunnic court valued was capability, in the sense of people who could do things, and it read capability through directness rather than through the management of impression.

This suited her.

She was direct. She had always been direct, had been building toward a more complete version of the directness since the first garden conversation at Worms when she had understood that the person in front of her was worth being cleanly honest with. The Hunnic court gave her no reason to be otherwise.

In the evenings: Wulf.

He had proved his worth on the three-week convoy, and she had been delivering the full account in pieces since their arrival, as she had promised, as he was ready, which was faster than she had expected. He had the look of the young men at the boundary commission, the texture of someone who had been paying attention before he had the vocabulary to understand what he was paying attention to, who received each piece of the full account with the relief of a person whose half-formed understanding is being given its complete form.

She told him about the thin places in the third week.

He received it with the note she had come to expect from him: No performative surprise, the real surprise of a man encountering a category he hadn’t thoroughly formed yet, held steady by the shape that the preceding pieces had built.

“The valley,” he said. “The elder raven’s network. They’re part of the same system.”

“And the Hunnic court is using the eastern connections.”

“Yes. Without outright understanding the system.” She looked at him. “Which is part of why the book matters. Not just for the west. For here. If what Erzsébet and I are building is complete enough, the people who come after us can maintain the connections rather than extracting from the connections until they degrade.”

He was quiet for a breath. “Regin built one,” he said. “The valley. He built a connection.”

“Because he understood that the knowledge needed to live somewhere between the person who held it and the people who came after.” He fixed on the map on the table. “You’re doing the same thing.”

“We’re trying to,” she said.

He looked at her with the particular form he had when making a decision. “I want to help,” he said. “With the book. Whatever I can do.”

She looked at him. He was seventeen — the age Siegfried had been when he rode south from the valley. The pattern was not lost on her.

“Can you write a fair hand?” she said.

“Then you’re the third scribe.” She turned back to the map. “We start tomorrow morning.”

The first thing she had to learn was how to be a queen in a court that did not have the queen role her previous court had established.

At Worms, she had been the king’s sister, then the king’s wife, and the role had been the role — a defined position with defined behaviors, the expectations clear, the performance requirements known. She had chafed against it, and she had met it, and she had exceeded it, but she had known what it was.

Here she was, Attila’s queen in the sense that she was his wife by the marriage that the eastern envoys had formally conducted at Worms, and the Hunnic court had a concept of queen that was divergent enough from the Rhine courts’ concept that she had to learn it from the inside rather than from any prior model.

The Hunnic queen was not primarily ceremonial.

She had expected ceremony — had expected to be the decorative figure at the feast tables, the diplomatic face for occasions that required a feminine presentation, the role that most courts assigned to the highest-ranking woman in the hierarchy. She had prepared for this and was ready to exceed it. She had not been prepared for the actual role, which was: Full administrative partner in the court’s diplomatic and administrative operations.

This had not been explained to her before the departure.

It had not been explained because Erzsébet had apparently assumed that it would be obvious, and because the envoys who had come to Worms to negotiate the marriage terms had been conducting a diplomatic negotiation rather than a job description briefing, and because the Hunnic administration’s assumption about what a capable queen would be and do had been based on experience with capable queens rather than on explanation to a woman who had not been one.

She discovered it in the second week when Erzsébet brought her a diplomatic correspondence problem.

Not asking her opinion. Asking her to resolve it. The problem was the kind that required both eastern administrative knowledge, which Erzsébet had, and western political intelligence, which Kriemhild had, and neither of them could resolve it without the other. Erzsébet arrived at the south wing with the file and sat down and said, “This is your problem to solve. I have the eastern half. You have the western half. Tell me what the western courts’ position is on the tributary settlement boundary, and I’ll tell you what the eastern administration needs from it.”

Kriemhild had looked at her.

“I thought the book was my primary charge,” she said.

“The book is your primary use, and this is your secondary end, and in this court, secondary functions are still full functions,” Erzsébet said. “Attila does not assign secondary functions to people who are not capable of carrying them flat out.” She held Kriemhild’s gaze. “Are you capable of carrying this?”

“Yes,” Kriemhild said.

“Then carry it.”

She carried it. The tributary settlement boundary problem was resolved in two afternoons of work between them, the eastern and western intelligence producing the solution that neither had alone. She sent the resolution to the administrative chamber. The administrative chamber implemented it. The problem was closed.

She had a second role.

She carried that too.
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THE COURT READS HER

The Hunnic court formed its estimate of her in the first week.

She was aware of this happening. The court’s verdict mechanisms were not subtle — they were efficient, which was worse. The Hunnic administrative apparatus processed new arrivals the way it processed everything: Quickly, directly, without the elaborate pretense of not-noticing that Rhine court etiquette required. People looked at her. They asked the questions they needed answered. Within four days, the court had a picture of the Burgundian queen.

She had been forming her own picture simultaneously.

What the court’s picture said about her: She was more capable than the official representation had suggested. She was operating at Worms’ speed in a Hunnic-speed environment, which the court read as adjustment lag rather than limitation. She had arrived with intelligence that suggested an active operation rather than a grieving widow’s passive situation.

These three things together produced a reception. The people who managed threats were courteous and maintained their distance. The people who managed opportunities moved toward her.

She watched them watching.

On the fourth day, she identified the three people whose assessments of her would matter most to the court’s actual functioning. Not the people with the highest official rank — the rank pattern was the map, not the territory. The people who mattered were the ones who ran the information flows, who held the knowledge on which the court’s decisions depended, who were present in the rooms where things were actually decided rather than in the rooms where they were announced.

Erzsébet was one of them. She had known this from the first day.

The second was the court’s senior logistics administrator — a compact man named Béla who managed the supply chains for the confederation’s military operations. On the fifth day, she walked past the logistics section’s working space and looked at the supply chain maps on the wall, and said: “The northern tributary route. The spring flooding changes the crossing capacity in the second month. Has anyone mapped the variance?”

Béla looked at her.

“No,” he said.

“I have,” she said. “From the western bank’s records. If it’s useful.”

It was useful. They talked for two hours that afternoon. He revised his assessment of her from an uncertain classification to a resource, which led to the court’s behavior toward her changing in a way a revised classification would: the opening of doors that had been politely closed.

The third person was Tüdün, whom she was still building toward.

But the door was open now, and she had the pace, and the morning sessions with Erzsébet were producing the book, and the spirit of the Hunnic court was becoming familiar in the way that new languages became familiar — first the vocabulary, then the grammar, then the idiom that was neither vocabulary nor grammar but the way a language moved.

She was learning how this court moved.

In a month, she would be moving with it.

She spent the first three evenings at the public dining table rather than withdrawing to her quarters.

This was deliberate. The public dining table was where the Hunnic court’s social architecture was most legible — the seating patterns, the conversation clusters, the positioning of people who were, and were not in favor, the way information moved across a table of sixty people in real time. At Worms, she had learned to read this table over the course of two years. She had been here for three months and was compressing the learning.

She ate what was placed before her. She spoke when spoken to and initiated conversation when the opportunity presented itself, but did not speak when she was listening. She listened most of the time.

By the third evening, she had the primary cluster map: Who spoke to whom first, who waited to be addressed, who monitored the table’s conversation patterns with the full peripheral scrutiny of someone running an intelligence purpose during a meal. The last category was small — four people, of whom Erzsébet was one, and Béla was another.

The fourth was unexpected. A woman, perhaps forty, who had not yet been placed in the court’s administrative design, sat at the table’s middle-left position, and appeared to be doing nothing in particular while absorbing everything in the room. Kriemhild had been watching people watch for two years, and she recognized the pitch of this watching: Experienced, patient, professional.

She asked Erzsébet about her the next morning.

Erzsébet looked at her with the temper of someone confirming an analysis. “Tüdün,” she said. “She runs the eastern correspondence section. She’s been building the legal order for the post-campaign settlement for the past six months. She’s the most important person in this court you haven’t met yet.”

“She was watching me at the public table,” Kriemhild said.

“She watches everyone at the public table,” Erzsébet said. “She’s been doing it for fifteen years. She was also watching you because you were also watching her and she noticed.”

“When do I meet her?”

“When she decides to approach you,” Erzsébet said. “Which she will. Give it a week.”

It took four days. Tüdün arrived at the south wing study on a Thursday afternoon with a folded document under her arm and no preamble: “The post-campaign western settlement. Your court’s administrative arrangement after the campaign resolves. I’ve been building a pattern. It has gaps that require Western sources I don’t have. You have them.”

“Yes,” Kriemhild said.

“Good.” Tüdün sat down across from her. “Tell me how the Burgundian court’s land tenure law actually works. Not the official position. How it actually works.”

They worked for four hours that first afternoon. At the end of the four hours, the design had filled two of its gaps and opened three new questions, none of which it had considered. Tüdün put away the document and stood and said: “Tomorrow. Same hour.”

“Yes,” Kriemhild said.

They worked together every afternoon for the rest of the three months. The governance frame that came out of it was the best legal architecture for a post-campaign western settlement that had existed in a generation, and it was built from Tüdün’s six years of eastern administrative knowledge and Kriemhild’s two years of watching the Rhine courts operate from the inside, and it bore both their marks.

The first full week taught her that the Hunnic court’s pace was not its only real difference from Worms.

The other notable difference was the relationship between personal authority and institutional authority. At Worms, personal authority was always subordinate to institutional authority — the king’s position determined what the king could say and do and who would listen, and the position was the position regardless of the person in it. The institutional architecture was the primary fact. The person was secondary.

In the Hunnic court, the person was primary.

Attila’s authority was Attila’s authority, not the authority of the Hunnic king, his personally, the weight of a man who had been running an empire for twenty years and whose judgments had been right often enough that the court had learned to extend the benefit of the doubt on the occasions when they were not obviously right. When he spoke, the court listened not because the position required it but because the person had earned it.

This produced a different kind of court.

She had been doing the second kind of reading since childhood.

She adjusted.

Not to a new skill. She had the skill. To a new context in which the skill was the primary mode rather than the supplementary one. The adjustment produced the sensation of a capability that had always been running at partial capacity being allowed to run at full.

She told Erzsébet this in the second week.

Erzsébet looked at her as if she were hearing a detail she had anticipated. “Yes,” she said. “That is what happens when a person with genuine capacity arrives at the environment that fits it.” She turned to the map. “Now stop noticing how good the fit is and use the capacity. We have three months.”

“Yes,” Kriemhild said.

She turned to the map.

The third week brought the invitation.

Not the Pentecost feast invitation; that was months away and was another matter entirely. This was the administrative invitation: The signal that the court extended to a new arrival who had been assessed as acceptable and whose presence in the working sessions was now requested rather than merely tolerated.

It came through Béla.

He sent a runner to her quarters with a note that read: The pre-campaign supply assessment. Tomorrow’s session. Your knowledge of the Rhine Valley’s grain production cycle would be useful. Not warm, not diplomatic. A flat statement from someone who needed information and had identified the person who had it.

The supply assessment session was the Hunnic court’s equivalent of the boundary commission’s working sessions at Worms: Practical and moving at the pace the problem required rather than the pace institutional comfort preferred. Eight people in a room with maps and numbers, working through the problem of how to provision a spring campaign that was going to cross three distinct grain-production zones at three different points in their agricultural cycles.

She was useful in the first ten minutes.

Not conspicuously — she did not announce herself or position for notice. She offered the piece of information that the discussion required: The Rhine Valley’s grain production cycle, its peak, and trough months, and the impact of spring flooding on the cycle’s variability. The information was integrated into the session’s flow without disruption.

Béla looked at her once, briefly, in the way of someone registering: This is what I thought it would be.

She went back to listening.

The session lasted three hours. She contributed four more times, each time with the piece required for that moment. By the end of the session, the supply assessment had three refinements that it had not had at the beginning, two of which were direct results of her contributions.

She walked back to the south wing after the session and felt the satisfaction of being useful in the way she was, rather than the way the role expected her to be. Not the queen’s role, the person’s role. The road she had been building toward since the garden at Worms.

Tüdün was at the south wing entrance.

She had not expected Tüdün yet. The impression had been a week, maybe two.

Tüdün looked at her with the flat professional determination that she had been watching from the public dining table.

“The supply session,” Tüdün said. “Béla’s evaluation was true.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Kriemhild said.

“The post-campaign form,” Tüdün said. “I have gaps. I understand you have materials that address those gaps.” She paused. “Tomorrow. South wing. The same hour you’ve been meeting with Erzsébet.”

“Yes,” Kriemhild said.

Tüdün turned and walked away without ceremony. She was exactly what Erzsébet had described: Direct, professional, without the social lubrication that the Rhine courts had trained Kriemhild to expect.

She went inside and began preparing what Tüdün would need.
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THE SECOND MONTH

By the second month, she had the geography of the Hunnic court mapped as she had mapped Worms, not the official map, but the actual map. The routes people used when they were not performing their routes. The locations where the court’s altered populations intersected and where they avoided each other. The timing patterns revealed whose interests were aligned and whose were in managed competition.

The Hunnic court was more complex than Worms in some ways and simpler in others.

She had found this disorienting in the first week and clarifying in the second.

She found her allies in the second month.

Not through the official diplomatic channels — she had the official allies, the Etzel envoys who had escorted her east and who had resumed their administrative functions on arrival. Through the informal channels, the actual geography of the court’s real relationships.

Erzsébet had been the first and most weighty. The book work had produced between them the grain of collaboration that Kriemhild had found at the boundary commission at Worms — two people building something neither could build alone, the combination producing more than the sum. But Erzsébet was connected to Attila in a way that made her both an ally and a constraint: She would support Kriemhild’s goals when they aligned with Attila’s interests, but not when they didn’t.

She needed someone whose interests were not primarily focused on Attila.

She found Erzsébet’s counterpart in the second month: A woman named Tüdün, who ran the eastern component of the diplomatic correspondence section, which meant she managed communications between Attila’s court and the tribal confederation’s eastern members. Tüdün was in her fifties, with the stamp of someone who had been the most competent person in her professional field for long enough that it had stopped being interesting and had become simply the condition of her work. She was not interested in the thin-places network. She was not interested in the Western Alliance. She was interested in the legal and administrative arrangements that would govern the post-campaign settlement, as well as the legal and administrative frameworks in which she and Kriemhild had complementary expertise.

The keeping they did together was different from the practice with Erzsébet.

With Erzsébet: The deep map, the system, the full account of what the network was. With Tüdün: The practical legal architecture of how a post-campaign western settlement would be administered, what the obligations of the alliance would be, and what the terms of Giselher’s relationship to the Hunnic empire would need to be for the western territories to remain functional rather than becoming extracted provinces.

She cared about this.

She cared about it because the western territories were what they were — the river settlements, the small holdings, the people she had been moving through for twenty years, and that Siegfried had been building toward for two. An alliance that left the western territories as sources of extraction for Hunnic campaigning would be an alliance that destroyed what it was supposed to protect.

She told Attila this directly, in the fourth week.

“The alliance is not useful to you if it leaves the western territories unable to function,” she said. “A functioning western territory provides consistent tribute, consistent military contribution, and consistent intelligence through the raven network. A depleted one provides one-time extraction and then nothing.” She held his gaze. “You have been building toward the west for twenty years. Build toward something that lasts.”

He looked at her.

“You’re telling me how to run my empire,” he said.

“I’m telling you what the western territories need to remain the kind of ally you actually want rather than the kind of conquest that looks like a victory and functions like a liability.” She did not move. “You’re the kind of man who understands the difference.”

“Yes,” he said. “I am.” He settled on the map. “Tüdün’s logic.”

“Yes. It’s the right plan.”

“I’ve seen it.” He looked at her. “It’s more generous to the western parties than my advisors will be comfortable with.”

“Your advisors are thinking about the campaign,” she said. “Tüdün is thinking about the decade after the campaign. Those are separate problems with separate optimal solutions.”

He picked up the stylus. “Yes,” he said. “They are.”

He sent for Tüdün that afternoon.

She told Tüdün about the raven network in the third week of their working sessions.

Not the full account — Tüdün had the full account from Erzsébet, who had been keeping her informed of the book’s progress since the beginning. What she told her was the in-motion use: How the network currently functioned as an intelligence channel between herself and Siegfried, what it communicated, and the cast of the information that moved through birds but not through couriers.

Tüdün listened to the technical information with the tenor she brought to all technically complex information: Complete concentration, no performance of understanding before the understanding was actually present.

“The border settlements,” Tüdün said, when she had finished. “The ones in the contact list. How many are within the corridor of the spring campaign’s western approach?”

“Seven,” Kriemhild said. “Possibly nine, depending on which route the advance takes.”

“Those seven settlements need to be in the governance skeleton’s protections. Not the general protections, the specific ones.” Tüdün pulled the draft architecture toward her and made a mark in the margin. “A settlement that is a network connection is not equivalent to a settlement that is simply a settlement. The connection settlements retain their place after the campaign. The shape needs to recognize the distinction.”

Kriemhild looked at the mark. “You knew about the connection settlements.”

“Erzsébet told me the classification three months ago,” Tüdün said. “I’ve been waiting for the right moment to put it in order.” She looked at Kriemhild. “The right moment is when someone with the political standing to make it stick is in the room.”

This was a kind of professional courtesy — the acknowledgment that the knowledge had been waiting for the person who could deploy it, rather than the person who had generated it claiming priority. Kriemhild had encountered this aspect in the boundary commission at Worms, in the way Hilde had been managing the Ortburg holding’s resources until someone with standing made the commission official.

“The connection settlement classification goes in the pattern,” Kriemhild said.

“Yes,” Tüdün said. She made the note.

They worked for another three hours that afternoon, the design growing more with each session, and by the time the evening horn sounded, the western territories had a legal architecture that would keep them functional rather than extracted for the first time in a generation of Hunnic proximity.

She had understood this intellectually in the first week.

She understood it operationally in the second month, when she stopped translating between Hunnic speed and Worms speed and simply moved at Hunnic speed because she had internalized it enough that the translation was no longer necessary.

The internalization occurred during the book’s construction.

Three months of daily morning sessions at Hunnic speed — the pace that produced six pages of new documentation per session, that moved from problem to solution without the protective delays that the Rhine courts’ culture had trained into her — had recalibrated her processing without her consciously intending to recalibrate it. She had simply been doing the work at the pace it required, and what they did had been faster than the pace she had been trained for. She had kept up, and by the end of the second month, the new pace was simply her pace.

Erzsébet had noticed when it happened.

“Third week of the second month,” she said, when Kriemhild asked. “Specifically, the day the Carpathian section was completed. You completed the classification of the seven new locations in forty minutes. The first week, it took you two hours to classify three locations.” She rested on the map. “The pace change was not gradual. It was a step. One week, you were at Worms’ speed. The next week you were at this speed.”

“What changes?” Kriemhild said. “When the step happens.”

“The delay between receipt and judgment,” Erzsébet said. “Worms speed: You receive information, you hold it, you assess it, you respond. The hold is protective. Here, you receive and assess simultaneously. The hold is compressed to the minimum that accuracy requires rather than the minimum that political safety requires.” She paused. “When the safety requirement goes, the hold goes. What you’re left with is how fast you actually think.”

Kriemhild sat with this.

“How fast do I actually think?” she said.

“Fast enough,” Erzsébet said. “We’re building a complete documentation of the network in three months. That is fast enough.”
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THE TOURNAMENT

The Hunnic court had a distinct entertainment culture unlike anything she had encountered at Worms or in the Rhine settlements.

At Worms, entertainment meant Volker — music, the formal performance, the cultural production of a Germanic court that valued the witness duty of poetry and song. At the Hunnic court, entertainment meant demonstration. The physical demonstration of capability — the horse archery competitions that drew the court’s best riders, the wrestling matches that settled genuine standing disputes in the court’s hierarchy, and the javelin contests that were simultaneously athletic events and military training assessments.

She watched the first competition from the high platform where the court’s senior figures sat during these events, with her full attention brought to her learning.

What she was learning was not the competitions themselves but what the competitions revealed about the court’s actual hierarchy. The official hierarchy — Attila at the center, the tribal chieftains below him, the administrative staff below that — was the map. The competition results were in the territory. The man who won the horse archery was not in the official hierarchy’s top tier, but the way the court received his win told her more about his actual standing than his official title did.

She told Erzsébet what she had observed.

Erzsébet looked at her. “Yes,” she said. “That’s Csaba. He’s the one who actually commands the eastern contingent’s tactical operation. His nominal superior is three ranks above him in the official frame and is present at competitions to watch Csaba win.”

“Who arranged that order?”

“Csaba did,” Erzsébet said. “He’s been building it for eight years. The nominal superior is his wife’s uncle and believes he is genuinely in command of the eastern contingent.” She paused. “He is not.”

Kriemhild filed this. It was the kind of information that the official intelligence picture never contained and that the actual geography revealed.

She began attending the competitions regularly.

Within three weeks, she had a clearer picture of the Hunnic court’s actual power distribution than any official source had provided.

She gave it to Erzsébet and to Attila in separate briefings.

Erzsébet’s response: She already had approximately eighty percent of this picture. The remaining twenty percent Kriemhild had added was primarily in the younger generation’s cohort — the men and women in their twenties and thirties who had been performing below their actual capability in the official hierarchy and whose competition performances revealed the gap between where they were and where they were going.

Attila’s response was new.

He received the briefing in the manner she had come to expect from him — the genuine updating of a model rather than the management of an analysis he had already performed. He asked six questions. The questions were focused on the younger-generation gap she had identified.

“This cohort,” he said. “In ten years.”

“In ten years, they’re the court’s actual operators,” she said. “The current generation of nominal commanders will still be in their positions unless you restructure. The actual work will be this cohort’s.”

“Yes.” He looked at the list. “Several of them have the air that makes the network accessible.” He paused. “World-touched, in the early stage. Before the full development.”

“Erzsébet identified them independently,” Kriemhild said.

“Yes. She told me two months ago.” He looked at the list. “The book’s protocols for early identification — the chapter on the developmental stages. Is it complete?”

“Complete,” she said. “Wulf wrote the final section last week.”

“Good.” He set down the list. “These people need the book when they’re ready for it. Not now — they’re not ready. But in five years, some of them will be.”

“Erzsébet knows which ones,” Kriemhild said.

“Yes. She always does.” He studied the map. “This is the succession problem. Not the political succession. The knowledge succession. Every generation has to find the network again without the benefit of the generation before’s learning.” He paused. “Unless the book prevents that.”

“The book is designed to prevent that,” she said.

“Yes.” He held her gaze. “Your smith understood this problem. He spent thirty years solving it for one person.” He examined the map. “You’ve spent three months building the solution that works for everyone.”

She received this. It was the most direct compliment he had offered in three months of close work.

“Erzsébet did the analytical frame,” she said. “I provided the western materials. Wulf wrote it down.”

“And you built the space where those three things could happen simultaneously,” Attila said. “That’s what the smith did too. He built the valley. The knowledge needed a container.”

She held this.

“Yes,” she said. “That’s what the south wing became.”

She watched the first horse archery competition for two hours without understanding what she was seeing.

Not the archery — she understood archery, had watched it at Worms in the garrison training grounds, knew the mechanics, and the standards. What she didn’t understand for the first two hours was the social architecture around archery: The pattern of who watched from where, who acknowledged whose performance, and in what mode, and the microgeography of the spectators, which was itself a map of the court’s actual relationships.

She watched it the way she had learned to watch things that required the second reading: With the first reading suspended, the mind took inventory without organizing, trusting that the pattern would assemble itself if she gave it time rather than imposing a pattern prematurely.

The pattern assembled itself in the second hour.

The spectators were sorted by their relationship to the competitor rather than by their official rank. The man in the third position in the official hierarchy was watching from the side of the platform, adjacent to the competitor he was connected to, rather than from the center where his rank would have placed him. The woman who ran the diplomatic correspondence section’s eastern component — Tüdün, whom Kriemhild had been building toward for two weeks — was in the front of the secondary platform, which was not where her rank would place her. She was there because the competitor currently shooting was someone whose performance mattered to her in a way that transcended the official relationship.

Kriemhild moved toward Tüdün.

She did it slowly, the way she had learned to move toward people who were not yet available to be approached — giving the woman the peripheral awareness of her approach before the arrival, letting the territory settle rather than entering it abruptly. Tüdün registered her coming from thirty feet out. The registration was visible in the slight adjustment of posture people made when they became aware of being in the presence of someone they would have to interact with.

The adjustment was not hostile. It was professional: The calibration of a woman who managed marked relationships and made an instant read of what this particular relationship required.

Kriemhild stood beside her and watched the competition.

“Your man,” Kriemhild said. Not an accusation. Observation.

Tüdün looked at her. “He’s not my man,” she said. “He’s my nephew. He’s been shooting since he was seven. He’s going to win this and three of the eight remaining events, and it’s going to cause an administrative problem I’ve been managing for six months.”

“Which administrative problem?”

“The one where the person with actual capability is not the person with actual authority, and the gap between the two creates institutional friction that everyone pretends doesn’t exist until it produces a crisis.” Tüdün watched her nephew release. The arrow hit the center ring at full gallop. “He needs a position that matches his capability. I’ve been trying to create it without removing his nominal superior, who is a good man who understands his own limitations and has been genuinely useful in his current role.”

Kriemhild watched the nephew take his next position. “The post-campaign settlement,” she said. “The western administrative logic. There will be new positions created in the alliance governance form.”

Tüdün looked at her with the flat reckoning of someone encountering a potentially useful fact. “Yes,” she said.

“I need people who understand the border country from the eastern side,” Kriemhild said. “People who understand the administrative gap between capability and authority, because the western territories have been running on that gap for twenty years, and it needs to be structurally addressed.” She held Tüdün’s gaze. “Your nephew shoots at full gallop. Does he also read?”

“He reads four languages,” Tüdün said. “He wrote the current eastern correspondence protocol from scratch at twenty-two.”

“Then we should talk,” Kriemhild said.

They talked for three hours that afternoon. It was the beginning of the ongoing thing that would produce Tüdün’s governance arrangement.

She attended the javelin competitions in the fifth week.

The
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