
the still waters run deep
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a little playlist for the ambience






Fontaine has an old saying that goes like this: se méfier de l’eau qui dort. 

 

It’s only natural that Fontaine would have many proverbs relating to the water but this is the one that Navia remembers most keenly from her father. She can picture him saying it even now, his one eye gleaming at her as his mouth curves into a rough, hardened smile. 

Ah… Smooth runs the water where the brook is deep, mon chou.

She had always wondered whether he meant it as a precaution, to always be wary of the hidden depths lurking beneath a seemingly calm exterior― or if perhaps, he meant it as a challenge. 

Her father had never been one to fear the unknown and Navia likes to imagine that that’s something she’s inherited in his will― but even three years after his passing, with his case finally solved and Spina di Rosula’s leadership fully under her charge, Navia sometimes wonders if she really is so brave.

Sometimes when Navia feels too much for the city to bear, she rides the aquabus named after her mother all the way down to the Romaritime Harbor and back and stares at where the vast sea meets the line of the sky. A mother she never knew― had Navia inherited anything from her at all? Her anger, maybe. Or her softness. 

She thinks of the three of them, Callas and Navia and Clementine, three lines of transit converging and diverging like the threads of a tapestry. 

Sometimes when she gazes at the far off nations like stars in the horizon, she wonders if it all would have been different had she not been born in a nation like Fontaine. Somewhere else, where it was easier to be honest, where there were no calm and deep waters to fear, where Navia could feel a little less foolish for wearing her heart on her sleeve.

Even now, with the strings of her past tied neatly into a little bow, she finds it still following her all the same. 

The man who raised her will still always be a mystery to her. The woman who killed him lives behind her like a shadow. And the fountain still mourns even after it’s swallowed the crime.

There are always threads left unwoven and yet the world still turns, the water still rises. 

And Navia realizes that even she fears the memory of drowning. 

 

***

 

It is almost midnight when Navia opens the door of her apartment to see the Champion Duelist half dead on her doorstep.

Clorinde’s presence feels jarring in the dank underground district of Poisson. Too clean. Too prim. Too seemly for a cramped city fought for by the steel and blood of its people. 

Navia resists the immediate instinct to shut the door in her face. Not until she sees the gunshot wound bleeding out from the side of her left ribs. A crimson rose has bloomed on her white blouse and even through her clothes, Navia can tell it’s a nasty wound. 

Clorinde’s face is startlingly pale, a cold sweat dripping down the side of her face. Navia nearly screams, but that would be unbecoming of the Boss of Spina di Rosula.

Instead, she surges forward to catch her by the shoulders just as Clorinde sways and collapses weakly against her. 

“F-forgive me for intruding, Lady Navia…” Clorinde’s voice is still polite even in her near death. If Navia was more composed, she might’ve bristled at the way Clorinde had called her Lady, but her vision has already gone white with panic because she has never in her life seen Clorinde so helpless.

(Even after Papa’s death, Clorinde was disturbingly calm as she knelt before Navia, her bloodied sword leaving tracks upon the ground. 

“The outcome of the duel has been decided,” her voice was listless and impervious. “I am terribly sorry for your loss, Lady Navia.”

Navia’s vision had gone red with the anger of grief.) 

But now, Clorinde’s face is cracked open and desperate, her eyes flickering briefly with regret as she bleeds out in Navia’s arms. Her voice is hardly a whisper. 

“I had nowhere else… to go…”

It’s all she manages to say before falling limp and unconscious into Navia’s arms. 

 

***


8 years ago


 

“Figured you’d be here.” 

“Where else would I be?” Navia kicked her feet against the marble steps of the dais near the Opera Eplicese. 

It was a time before the prophecy had turned life sour, when the mornings smelled like honey and saltwater and Navia was not yet heavy with the weight of womanhood. 

She pulled aside her makeshift picnic blanket to make room for Clorinde.

“You really think he’s actually gonna finish it someday?” Clorinde fell in beside her, as natural as rain. They watched the motley crew from the Fontaine Research Institute in the midst of constructing the two meka in front of them. A man twisted a clockwork gear into place with a grunt, looking visibly annoyed with his subordinate.


They were sitting along the steps watching Boussuet tinker with his latest invention: The Artificed Dancers. This project was meant to be his magnum opus: a pair of automatons based on the “Clockwork Coppelia,” entangled together in a waltz for time in perpetuum. He’d been working on it for as long as Navia could remember.

“Probably,” Navia offered Clorinde one of her madeleines which Clorinde took without looking. “Though it’s all beyond me. I mean, how is an automaton supposed to run forever? Even machines break down eventually.”

Navia wouldn’t say it out loud but she found the idea awfully romantic, so much so that it made her heart ache. She can’t remember the details of that ancient story but she’d like to be Coppelia, cast into copper, turning and turning in the safe arms of her lover forever.

 “Well, they can always fix it if it breaks,” Clorinde leaned back against her elbows, observing the researchers in muted curiosity. Navia stole the moment to observe Clorinde. Her long hair fell over her face, so violet it was almost black. She wonders what it would look like braided. 

Then, Clorinde’s mouth quirked into a wry little smile. She was always much easier to read, back when they were just girls. “I bet Boussuet’s gonna lose his temper today.” 

“You and your bets…” Navia huffed a sigh, hand against her chin as she looked at her. “But I don’t think so. He’s kept his composure all morning so far.” 

As if right on cue, they soon saw Boussuet’s face turn a ripe angry red as he whirled on his assistant. 

“You and your blasted ideas! Will you stop blabbering in my ear and start assisting, Mailliardet?” Boussuet waved around his wrench dangerously. 

“S-sir, I just think that it would be quite practical to give them combat abilities!” Mailliardet was undeterred, his spine straightening even in the face of his boss’ exasperation. “Think about it, i-it can represent the eternal dance of a… a lover’s quarrel, yes! Imagine if we imbued their cores with pneuma and ousia―”

“Combat abilities!” Boussuet sputtered in disbelief. “By the word, this is a work of art, not a weapon of war, and if you insist on otherwise I ought to send you to another department you… you hare-brained pigeon!”

Navia snorted, hands immediately flying to her mouth. “How can a pigeon even be hare-brained?” 

“I win,” Clorinde’s eyes were bright with laughter as she turned to Navia and Navia’s heart did that little tumble it always did whenever Clorinde looked at her like that. 

“Oh, it wasn’t even a real bet,” Navia rolled her eyes, the sun warm against her face.

“Fine,” Clorinde pouted just barely, falling back against the ground. They fell silent and listened to the sound of the two engineers bickering like it was background music. The day stretched, endless and halcyon before them. 

“Hey… Wanna go for a swim?” Navia turned to the sea, eyeing the clear blue water like a second sky. “Such a nice day out.” 

“Is that what you want to do today?” Clorinde’s mouth twisted into a frown as she looked up at her skeptically. “You know I hate getting my hair wet.” 

“Whatever, princess,” Navia ignored her, turning to quickly pack up her snacks and tea supplies into her wicker basket. She whisked open her parasol and held it open against the sun. “I say we head back to Poisson and catch some crabs to bring home.” 

Clorinde sat up on her elbows, raising a brow at Navia. “Oh, I’m the princess? Says the demoiselle who carries tea party snacks on her person at all times?” 

Navia merely gathered her things and stood, resting her parasol over one shoulder. “Being hungry is hardly a crime.” She offered a hand to Clorinde. “Now, you gonna swim with me today or not, princess?” 

Something had danced across Clorinde’s eyes for a moment then, as she squinted up into the sun to look at her. Something that Navia still can’t, for the life of her, figure out how to interpret. 

But Clorinde had taken Navia’s hand and lowered her head in a playful little bow. 

“Why of course, Lady Navia.” 

Navia almost wondered if Clorinde was going to kiss the back of her palm. A part of her felt thrilled and breathless by the idea and she knew her face must have shown it clearly. 

So she only turned her face away, her heart racing. She imagined them frozen in time like this, Clorinde’s hand around the tips of her fingers, as if asking for a dance. 

“Oh, don’t call me Lady,” Navia muttered, feeling lovesick and foolish with possibility. “You know I hate that.” 

Clorinde’s laughter had echoed against her heart, turning her blood warm and golden. 

 

***

 

Navia is many things but she is not a doctor. She is, however, a baker. 

Which is why she ends up stress baking a dozen macarons while Silver and Areta tend to Clorinde’s critical wounds in her bedroom. She even has the time to throw together the ingredients to make a Poissonchant Pie. 

There is a woman bleeding out on her bedsheets and all she can do to make herself useful is cut cold cubes of butter into flour to make a pie crust. It’s calming, in a way, especially when her nerves are fraying more and more by the minute as she pictures Clorinde’s pale, wounded face. 

Navia runs an absent hand through her fringe, leaving tracks of flour along her hair.

What did Clorinde mean, saying she had nowhere else to go? 

She remembers the way Clorinde had looked at her, desperate and remorseful with blood all over her hands. Navia blinks the image from her mind. It’s no use.

When she sets the second tray of macarons into the oven, Silver finally returns to tell her that Clorinde’s condition is miraculously stable. 

“She will recover, Boss. Luckily, the bullet didn’t manage to hit anything vital.” 

Navia lets the heavy tension seep from her shoulders in an audible sigh. “My word, thank goodness.” 

“She’s asleep for now, likely due to the pain medication we’ve given her,” Melus appears from behind him, ever present as the air. “You can rest easy, Demoiselle.” 

“Thank you, you two,” Navia leans heavily against her kitchen counter, tossing a rag over her shoulder. Her heart is still ticking like the second hand of a clock. There’s still some of Clorinde’s blood on her nightclothes because she hadn’t even bothered to change.

“Areta has left and will return to check on her in the morning. Would you like us to stay with you?” Silver asks gently and Navia is so grateful for them that she could kiss both their cheeks. 

“It’s alright… You can leave us,” Navia says tiredly.

“Take care, demoiselle. Rest assured that this matter will be duly investigated,” Melus turns with a tip of his hat.

“Very well, Boss,” Silver dutifully bows before leaving as well, but she knows that they both won’t be too far. 

When Navia is left in the quiet of her own apartment, she allows herself one small moment of weakness. She lets her knees weaken as she slides to the ground, lets her eyes fill with tears of relief.

She presses her forehead against her cupboards. 

She’s alive.

But she only gives her emotions two minutes, before she quickly gathers herself, blinking back the wetness behind her eyes as she heads to her chambers to peer through the door and check on Clorinde. 

Her room smells like bitter medicine and blood and clementine macarons. 

Some color has thankfully returned to Clorinde’s face. Her hat sits close by on the nightstand, rumpled jacket on the floor. Her torso is wrapped cleanly in bandages and the rest of her is covered by a Navia’s thin blanket.

It is immensely strange seeing her like this, her expression so vulnerable and open with sleep.

Navia breathes slowly through her nose, shaking hand against the doorframe. She has always hated the smell of blood. 

So in her leftover anxiety, she decides to clean the bedsheets. And she rinses the blood from her clothing and scrubs the floors of her entranceway until it’s spotless. She even sets out some potpourri and contemplates starting on a third batch of macarons before she realizes she’s starting to feel a bit like a restless, nervous housewife.


Why is it that you still haunt me like a ghost?


Navia pulls out a chair to sit by her bedside. She pulls the blanket up to Clorinde’s chin with a slow exhale. Seeing Clorinde without her hat, without any of her signature duelist regalia, kicks up a dust of old memories. 

We’ve become such strangers, Navia thinks, though she knows that it’s all her own doing. 

 

***


1 year ago


 

It was raining again. 

But rain felt more commonplace these days so it mattered little to Navia as she hefted her umbrella over her right shoulder. She gazed at the recently completed prototype of the Icewind Suite, respectively named the “Dirge of Coppelia” and the “Nemesis of Coppelius.” 

It was truly an invention of the highest caliber― the way they danced was seamless, fluid and elegant even in the downpour. From a distance, Navia never would have guessed they were both man-made machines.

But what a mournful name, Navia couldn’t help but think.

“Back again, demoiselle?” Maillardet fiddled with a device that Navia guessed collected data on the mekas’ parameters.

“That’s Boss, to you,” Navia said without looking at him. 

“Eh, semantics,” Maillardet only smiled, eyes fixed on his most darling invention.

Boussuet had long been forcibly resigned from the Fontaine Research Institute, leaving his precious subject of research in Maillardet’s hands. A pity, Navia thought. She much preferred Boussuet’s vision, idealistic as it was. 

Navia set a hand against her hip, frowning at the two prototypes. “I still can’t understand the purpose of giving them combat abilities. So, what, they’ll attack me if I get too close? What’s the point of making them so beautiful then?” 

“Perhaps,” Maillardet only gave her a strange, unsettling smile, “Do beauty and love not also have their thorns, demoiselle?”

“Boss,” Silver interrupted before Navia could give a response. “There’s someone here to see you.” 

Navia turned curiously before stopping immediately in her tracks, her heart crystallizing into ice. 

Clorinde was standing behind her in the rain, her expression mildly caught off guard. She blinked at her once before immediately looking away.

“Lady… Navia,” Clorinde removed her hat and pressed it against her breast. “I hadn’t intended to see you here, apologies for interrupting. I was merely going for a walk.”

Liar, Navia thought, shoulders immediately rising to her ears.

“Curious, how I seem to run into you more and more often as of late, Champion Duelist,” Navia couldn’t even hide the edge of cruelty in her voice. “Are you following me?” 

Clorinde only slid her sopping wet hat back onto her head with an unreadable sigh. “Yes.” 

(Navia hated, hated, the tiny part of her that instinctively wanted to surge forward to tip the edge of her umbrella over Clorinde’s figure to shield her from the rain.) 

“Will you ever just leave me be?” Navia’s voice rose slightly in indignation. She could hardly stand the sight of Clorinde these days, how it stirred up a torrent of emotions still left unsettled. 

Clorinde’s mouth opened and closed, conflicted. “I… I’m sorry.” 

It wasn’t an answer. There was hardly ever an answer where Clorinde was involved and Navia was truthfully sick and tired of apologies that have lost all meaning. 

“You really have a lot of nerve still showing up in my life,” Navia’s breath trembled, heart aching. “And a lot of delusion if you believe that I’d ever be happy to see you again.”

Clorinde’s face was stricken.

“Silver, Melus, let’s go,” Navia looked away from her, her eyes stinging.

Navia knew it was harsh, but before she could think on it further, she walked away from her. 

She left Clorinde to stand alone in the pouring rain, gazing quietly at the dancing pair of lovers. 

 

“You know I hate getting my hair wet.” 

 

It should have felt good, but Navia only felt like a terrible, terrible person. 

Hurting someone, Navia realized, is also an act of intimacy. But she hadn’t known that walking away from Clorinde that day wouldn’t make it hurt any less. 

She tipped the umbrella away from her face, letting the rain wash away her open tears. And if Silver or Melus heard the sound of her quiet sobs on the road back to Poisson, they said nothing of it.

The noon bell tolled and still the rain poured, enduring and ruinous.

 

***

 

Navia’s close to falling asleep in her seat when she rouses herself with a shake of her head. As appealing as sleep sounds, her bed is currently occupied and falling asleep in light of the current situation feels wrong somehow. She must keep a watchful eye on Clorinde’s condition. 

So she sets out to brew some strong black tea, thinking it’ll help her stay awake.

She’s just setting down the pot of fresh tea in her room when she senses Clorinde rousing from unconsciousness. 

Clorinde does not wake gently. Instead, she wakes like a soldier, instant and startled, her eyes wide as she immediately attempts to rise before wincing in pain. Her eyes rove around the bedchambers in confusion until they land on Navia.

The two of them stare at each other for a moment. Navia sees the way Clorinde swallows. 

Navia carefully sets the tea alongside the macarons on the table, dusting off her skirts.

 

“… Unlike you to get shot,” is the first thing Navia says. 

 

Normally she would start with something like “I’m glad you’re alright” or “How are you feeling?” but she can’t help how the blithe remark falls from her lips. It’s something that always happens now whenever she sees Clorinde’s face, like the instinct of a snake to flare and bite.

But she realizes it’s the wrong thing to say when Clorinde’s face morphs into one of immediate shame, her head hanging low. 

“Yes… I was negligent,” Clorinde says flatly, like a general before their commander. 

Navia crosses her arms uncomfortably because she realizes, strangely enough, that although Navia had once known Clorinde like the back of her hand, their lives had been twisted by circumstance and now, there is so much that she doesn’t know about Clorinde as a person. 

Navia wonders if she’s changed as much, in Clorinde’s eyes.

The knowledge scratches at her like wool on skin. For all intents and purposes, their relationship should stay that way. 

But she hates the face that Clorinde is making, that she’s apologizing for the inconvenience of nearly dying in her arms. 

Navia’s brow twitches. Unbelievable.

“I apologize,” Clorinde is still hanging her head like a martyr before the guillotine. “It was late and Poisson was the closest city and I…” 

There’s something about the way she says it, as if bracing herself Navia’s ire, that grates on her nerves. Because Navia knows that the Champion Duelist of Fontaine would have no reason to be patrolling the outskirts of Belleau at this hour, not unless… 

“You were following me again,” Navia states in confirmation. “And you got shot.” 

Clorinde falls silent as tension seeps through the four corners of her room. 

So Navia doesn’t say anything, lets her stew in her own unbearable silence, as she begins slowly pouring herself a cup of tea. 

“Just because the case is closed doesn’t mean there aren’t still many eyes following you, Lady Navia,” Clorinde says in her own defense. “If anything, you’re an even bigger target now given your newfound fame.” 

Navia sets down the teapot forcefully enough that the porcelain cups rattle. “I am well protected by my men, Clorinde.” 

“Danger can slip through even the smallest of cracks. I must stay vigilant,” Clorinde says simply. She meets Navia’s gaze and Clorinde’s expression startles her, how it’s so impenetrable on the surface.

Truthfully, it scares her a little― Chorinde’s inscrutable, almost robotic, formality. There was a time in which Navia could have read her face with ease, but it seems that Clorinde had mastered the art of carrying herself in the time they’ve grown apart. 

Navia tries not to look away. 

“So you mean to say that if you were to die protecting me, I’m supposed to somehow feel… grateful?” 

“I won’t ask you to forgive me for doing my duty,” Clorinde says slowly but firmly. “Though it was your father’s will, this decision is ultimately my own.” 

Something cold and cruel still claws against Navia’s heart at the mention of her father. Grief, it turns out, never truly leaves you. Navia closes her eyes. 

“Doing your duty…” Navia echoes with an edge in her voice. “Is that all you see this as? What about my will― have you ever considered that? I never asked for your protection.”

Clorinde visibly winces, “I-I only meant that―”

“I know what you meant,” Navia sighs in defeat, her resentment quickly extinguishing. It was late, after all, and it felt too wrong to be upset at someone who couldn’t defend themselves properly.

 “I just… Forget it, you’re injured,” Navia trails off, so many unspeakable words falling between them. 

She pours a second cup of tea, her lips pinched. 


Why did it all have to be so complicated?


Navia thought she would be free from all this after her father’s case had been solved and the truth had finally come to light. Instead, she feels remarkably like a little girl again, confused and lost, with the urge to run and hide behind her father’s legs.


Oh, papa, tell me what I’m supposed to do now. What do you do after the anger leaves you?


She wonders if it will ever be possible for them to move past something like this. She imagines that in another timeline, they’re still catching crabs along the shores of Belleau until the sun sets.

Navia sets the cup of tea on the bedside table and Clorinde speaks again.

“When you see my face, you only see your father’s death,” Clorinde says, almost defeatedly. Her eyes are distant. “I understand. I am well accustomed to it given the nature of my duties. But even if you may despise me, you must know that I…”

Clorinde looks at her. “I swore to protect you with my life, and I will see that promise through to any end.”

Navia catches it then, a brief crack in Clorinde’s exterior. She sees the line of exhaustion along her shoulders, the flash of anguish in her eyes betraying her heavy conscience. Navia sees how the weight of being a Duelist must not be an easy one to bear, how her father’s death haunts her just the same.

Navia’s fist clenches tightly by her side. Oh, she hates it all. 

How she can’t help but always empathize and feel so strongly― how her heart had always been so easy to rouse in the face of someone else’s pain. 

Because she realizes then, that she could never truly hate someone like Clorinde, not after seeing her make that expression. Not then, and not even now.


Navia bites the insides of her mouth to keep from crying. 

“I must have troubled you enough for this evening, Lady Navia,” Clorinde’s face goes far off again as pushes the blanket aside and attempts to reach for her coat before biting back a grimace. “I… I am in your debt, entirely.” 

But Navia reaches down to snatch her coat before she can grab it. 

“You plan to leave? Are you serious?” she blurts out loud, baffled. Her emotions start to crawl to the surface, scratching against her voice. “If you believe yourself to be in my debt, then stay. And rest, until morning at least, when Areta will come and check on your vitals again―”

“I said there really is no need―”

“Clorinde, you lay down this instant,” Navia demands, voice high and sharp. 

Clorinde blinks at her in muted shock before stiffly settling back into bed. Years later and Clorinde will still do anything Navia tells her to do. The knowledge makes her heart rattle around in her ribcage.

Navia shakes her head in utter disbelief. “I really can’t believe you sometimes, you know… You’ve just been shot and you expect me to let you walk out my door not an hour later?”

This time when the tears fill her eyes, Navia doesn’t bother to stop them from falling. Something splits open inside of her, sudden and ardent. 

Her grip on Clorinde’s coat tightens as her throat fills with emotion. “Do you even have any idea how much worry you’ve caused me? To see you collapse at my doorstep like that― why, I had no idea if you were dead or alive!” 

“Regardless of how I may feel about you now Clorinde, did you really think that I’d be, what, thrilled to see you die?” Navia hugs the coat tightly and hates the way her voice starts to shake. “You were barely breathing and I couldn’t do anything… I was lucky that Silver happened to be close by when you…” 

Clorinde looks dismayed. “I’m truly―”

“And save your damned apologies!” Navia interrupts, swallowing the lump in her throat. Perhaps it’s the gravity of what just happened or her own lack of sleep, but Navia realizes she’s so, so tired. 

She’s tired of being angry, tired of crying, tired of carrying so much inside of her all the time.

She misses her father, misses her best friend.

 

For once, she just wants something in her life to be easy. 

 

“I am exhausted, Clorinde, of everyone apologizing to me left and right while leaving me in the dark. I know you are sorry, and that you will probably never stop being sorry, but it is late and I’m tired and what you’re going to do now is stay here and recover and then tell me every single detail about how and why you got shot this evening.” 

Navia huffs a breath, blowing a strand of golden hair from her face. Clorinde is still staring at her like a deer in headlights, but she feels a bit like some imperceptible weight has lifted off her shoulders for a moment. 

As if she’s finally breached the surface of the water and taken a deep, gasping breath.

Navia throws the jacket right smack at Clorinde as if to emphasize her point and she catches it with a soft wince.

“Got it?” Navia asks, hands upon her hips.

“Yes… Lady Navia,” Clorinde mumbles, eyes wide in surprise. 

“And I am not a Lady,” Navia’s tone is clipped, pointing a finger at her. She lets her mouth speak before she can think more deeply of it. “Or a demoiselle or a damsel in need of saving.” 

“A-alright then,” Clorinde stutters.

“Navia,” she sets her hands on her hips, giving Clorinde a piercing look. “Just Navia.” 

Clorinde blinks at her for a few beats, speechless. Then she quickly looks away, hair spilling over her face like a curtain.

“Are you certain?” 

“Are you going to make me ask twice?” 

“Navia,” Clorinde repeats and it sounds like water. “Thank you. I… will stay then, if you insist.”

“Good,” Navia purses her lips, quickly wiping the tears from her eyes with a quiet sniff. 

She feels like a tender, open wound.

Navia’s not sure whether it’s the right thing to do, but she finds herself wanting to open the door of her heart to Clorinde again. 

Just a crack, barely enough to let a little light in, but open.

“So, tea?” Navia says. 

I can’t stand you. I’m glad you’re alive, Navia’s heart says. You drive me crazy. I am happy to see you.

“Please,” Clorinde says quietly, as if afraid to shatter the fragility of the moment. She takes to Navia’s offered kindness immediately, like a fish to water.

“I made macarons as well,” Navia says idly as she sets the full tray against the nightstand. 

Then, Clorinde makes a soft sound. Not a laugh but nearly, a sound that says: Of course you did.

 

“What flavor?” 

 

“Clementine.” 

 


Notes for the Chapter:You don’t understand how frantically I wrote this after finding out Clorinde & Navia used to be friends in the 4.1 update. I am eagerly waiting to hear more about Clorinde’s backstory.

This ended up being a lot more of a Navia character study because there’s something so compelling about how raw and expressive she is, how she carries her wounds so openly, especially in a nation so hellbent on performances and spectacles. Her anger and her grief is fueled by such deep love and empathy. Thanks for reading!
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