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      There’s a scene in Tyrant’s Throne, the fourth and final book in the Greatcoats Quartet, when an enemy general tries to humiliate both Falcio and those foolish enough to follow him. This general argues – persuasively, I might add, that the true origins of the King’s Travelling Magistrates come not out of some mythical past, but instead emerge from Falcio’s shame over his failure to protect the woman he loved.

      It’s one of my favourite scenes because the very trauma the antagonist tries to use against Falcio is precisely what makes him so vital to the times in which he lives: he’s someone who took his pain, his loss and his guilt, and turned those into a force for justice the likes of which even he could never have envisioned.

      For all the sword fights and swashbuckling, the intrigues and grand political schemes, the Greatcoats Quartet is in many ways the story of one broken man trying to make sense of a world where his ideals seem to fail at every turn. It’s Falcio val Mond’s story, and everyone else is just living in it.

      That, dear reader, is why this first volume of Tales of the Greatcoats exists.

      There’s so much about the King’s Travelling Magistrates that excites and interests me, characters, places, and events I wanted to explore and that readers would ask me about, but to force those stories into the quartet would have violated the fundamental law governing that series: that this was Falcio’s story.

      Here then, are the stories those other Greatcoats. You’ll meet Estevar Valejan Duerisi Borros, the King’s Crucible. Part Hercule Poirot, part Mulder from the X-Files, upon whose broad shoulders (and, let’s be honest, somewhat ample figure) falls the task of investigating incidents of the supernatural in Tristia. Almost from the moment he hit the page, I became enamoured of his intellect, his compassion, and perhaps most of all, his proclivity for pomposity. I decided early on that at least once in each story he would announce his full name to everyone around him.

      You’ll also travel with Murielle de Vierre, the King’s Thorn, to the north of the country in search of answers and redemption. You’ll follow in the footsteps of an assassin on the hunt for the greatest swashbuckler ever known, and stand beside a common wheelwright as she faces an impossible duel in the Court of Blades with only the strength of her heart and the counsel of a mysterious stranger.

      Falcio himself makes an appearance or two, as does a certain taciturn swordsman who hasn’t stopped searching for justice in his own inimitable fashion.

      Please be aware that all the stories in this book save one take place after the events of the Greatcoats Quartet. If you’d like to enjoy those books first, begin with Traitor’s Blade, and from there pick up Knight’s Shadow, Saint’s Blood, and Tyrant’s Throne.

      As a final note, my gratitude to Peter Darbyshire, Kim Tough, and Lauren Campbell for their feedback and advice. I’m also indebted to Dr. Guy Windsor for making sure some of my bolder sword fighting tricks were actually possible.

      

      
        
        Sebastien de Castell

        Vancouver, Canada

        November 4th , 2021
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            THE HUNT BEGINS . . .

          

        

      

    

    
      Among assassins there is one target prized above all: Falcio val Mond. But how do you kill the legendary Greatcoat reputed to have survived a hundred battles and once duelled a god? Gavelle Sanprier believes he’s found a way . . .
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            AN EXCELLENT TIME FOR A MURDER

          

        

      

    

    
      The assassination was to take place at the fourth bell after midnight. An excellent time for a murder, for the taverns had already cleared out, the city constables had started sneaking sips of throat-burning liquor from silver flasks secreted on their person to keep out the cold and wet, and with dawn coming so soon, even the wariest of victims might fool himself into believing that he was safe for the night.

      And make no mistake about it: Falcio val Mond was a wary individual.

      Gavalle Sanprier ended his third perambulation of the abandoned library’s exterior, giving the dying building a brief salute before slipping inside. Even in its decline, there was something darkly beautiful about the decrepit old building. Three stories rose up from a sagging sidewalk that years ago had begun to dip into the canal waters. The City Masters had deemed the cost of restoration too great, and libraries – even the beautiful ones – unworthy of such vast expense.

      Still, though, the decision can’t have been easy.

      The sweeping arches of the arcade fronting the ground floor conjured images of a better time, when artists and scholars might sit in the shade beneath those arches while painting their masterpieces or debating the finer points of philosophy, the latter no doubt periodically racing inside to find just the right book with which to score an intellectual victory over their opponents. Now the arcade was four feet underwater. Gavalle, garbed in specially oiled night-black trousers and duelling vest to keep from becoming soaked himself and imperilling his movements when the moment of val Mond’s death arrived, made slow, methodical progress so as not to slosh the muck too much and risk alerting his victim.

      ‘Are you sure you’re ready for this?’ Lucinda, his agent in these matters had asked for the third time yesterday before Gavelle had finally signed his name to the contract. ‘Killing a Greatcoat is no easy thing and this one—‘

      ‘This one is frailer than you think,’ Gavelle had told her, tracing a finger down her naked back as they lazed the day away in her bedroom. Gavelle had tapped a fingernail between Lucinda’s shoulder blades. ‘He took a rapier blade here last year,’ he said, then let his hand trail down and inch to the right. ‘The spiked ball of a morning star nearly shattered the bone even beneath his greatcoat here.’ His hand drifted down further. ‘A stab wound almost reached his kidney and ended him for good during the war with Avares, or so I’m told.’

      ‘Why are you telling me all this?’ Lucinda asked sleepily. ‘I’m the one who provided you with the intelligence the client gave us, remember?’ She sounded annoyed at Gavelle’s presumption, but when she turned her face towards his, her smile suggested she already knew where all this was leading.

      ‘I’ve been contemplating where to put the blade that finally ends the legendary Falcio val Mond,’ he said, ‘for it seems to me all the obvious targets have been tried before.’ His finger slid down past her buttocks and between her legs. ‘Perhaps somewhere here?’

      Lucinda laughed, so brightly that were his eyes closed he would’ve taken her for a woman of seventeen instead of nearly seventy. For an assassin’s agent, she had a remarkably sunny disposition. She crossed her ankles and squeezed her thighs together – damn, but the woman had strong legs! – trapping his hand between them. ‘There now, you see?’ she asked tauntingly. ‘You’ve fallen into my trap, my gullible young assassin. Who’s to say the Greatcoat won’t trick you the same way?’

      Gavelle waited until she’d released his hand before bringing it up to his face and inhaling. ‘Then I pray to the Good God Death that his arse smells as sweet as your nethers.’

      Truth be told, Gavelle didn’t like the smell of Lucinda’s nethers all that much – or anyone else’s, for that matter – but it seemed a romantic thing to say, and both his future prospects and his current ones relied on Lucinda’s goodwill towards him.

      The stench of the canal water brought him back to the old library. His progress through the stinking ocean of rotted pages and moulding leather covers that floated along the surface was slow but silent.

      Silence was his gift.

      Despite the claims Lucinda sometimes made on his behalf during fee negotiations, Gavelle wasn’t, in fact, a Dashini. But he’d spent nearly a decade researching their ways, consulting those few scholars who knew something of their habits, following the gruelling and soul-crushing regimen they recommended.

      Patience – that was the key. The Dashini didn’t simply study their target before killing them. They moulded themselves to their victims, uncovering every detail of their lives: every childhood accident might have left one knee infinitesimally less steady than the other; every duel won or lost; every flower whose scent they were reputed to find nauseating.

      Thanks to the exhaustive research the client had provided them, Gavelle now knew Falcio val Mond better than his own wife did – better than the man himself, he reckoned. In a way, they were like brothers now, and this building like a childhood home to them both. Gavelle had memorized every inch of the ruined library, not merely from plans but by several reconnaissance missions prior to val Mond’s arrival in the city. He could navigate all three floors blind, not merely knowing its halls and chambers, but every crack in the tiles of each floor, which ones could take his weight without making a sound, and which ones could not.

      At last, he reached the stairs at the back of the waterlogged floor, felt inside his pockets for the very special collection of tools the client had provided to Lucinda, and she in turn to Gavelle, so that he could accomplish what no assassin, no Knight or Duke, no Saint nor even a God had ever been able to do: tonight, in exactly fourteen minutes, Gavelle Sanprier would kill Falcio val Mond.

      Gavelle set off up the stairs, removing from his pocket a tiny piece of folded cheesecloth no larger than his thumb. He unwrapped it quickly and popped it into his mouth. The Greatcoats called it ‘The Hard Candy’, and the moment it touched his tongue his senses exploded around him. Even in the dim light afforded by the moon through the broken mortar of the galleries, it was now bright enough for him to see every detail of the second floor as he left the stairwell. The smell of the canal water, unpleasant before, was now almost painful to him. He didn’t mind, though, for the way his muscles played beneath his black garments promised a speed and strength beyond that of normal men. The first time the client had procured a sample, Gavelle had thought himself transformed into a Saint. Now he better understood its workings, and would not be swayed to arrogance when the moment came to face val Mond.

      He could smell him now from the reading chamber at the end of the hall. The client had spent what Gavelle expected was a small fortune to get word that the former First Cantor of the Greatcoats would be in the city tonight, seeking out an old duelling text among the rot and ruins, apparently.

      I hope you’ve found your book, Gavelle thought as he drew the narrow-bladed smallsword from its sheath, the unnatural length not especially suited to his reach, but a full inch longer than the rapiers Falcio wielded – another of the client’s revelations. Because someone wants you to die very badly tonight, my brother.
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            ERRERA BOTTIO

          

        

      

    

    
      Gavelle watched a moment from the doorway of the massive chamber, with its tall columns supporting a sagging roof, the once majestic plaster walls stripped of their former gilding, the marble ripped from the floors by a generation of thieves and vandals. Falcio val Mond sat on a chair missing one of its legs that creaked every time he leaned over the decaying wooden scholar’s desk, holding up a reading glass to the smudged and rippling pages of a book that looked as if a stiff breeze would reduce it to a thousand fragments of rotten paper.

      Even from this distance – nearly forty feet away – Gavelle’s now-enhanced vision revealed to him every detail of Falcio val Mond’s face. The man looked not so much old as used up. A handsome face, Gavelle supposed, to some. He felt an odd stab of jealousy then, as he wondered whether Lucinda might fancy this former Greatcoat more than her assassin lover. A strange and petty thought, but one that would be removed from consideration momentarily.

      Gavelle had considered introducing himself. There was no need for subterfuge, after all. The client’s instructions had been specific and direct: he must die by the sword, his life and dignity stripped from him one piece at a time using the very same tricks and tools that have kept him alive until now.

      Lucinda had shown Gavelle the client’s note. The writing had been crisp and plain, and yet to Gavelle’s eye, there was a barely restrained hatred beneath those scrawled lines of ink, a cold and calculated fury. How much did you have to hate a man to put this much thought into his death?

      Gavelle was about to speak when the chair’s three legs screeched along the floor as Falcio rose from his desk. Gavelle watched as the man tilted his head left and then right – a habit he was known for prior to a duel – and began buttoning up his coat.

      ‘You heard me coming? Gavelle asked.

      Still facing away from him, Falcio val Mond shook his head.

      ‘You were silent as the grave.’

      Gavelle brought the point of his smallsword up into guard. ‘You knew I was coming?’

      Falcio turned and drew the twin rapiers scabbarded to the sides of his long leather coat. ‘Someone’s always coming. Had it not been you, it would’ve been someone else.’

      So much weariness, Gavelle thought. You’d almost think he wants me to kill him.

      Gavelle was conscious of the time passing. The formulation of the hard candy was a secret lost when the previous King’s apothecaries left Tristia, and the square Gavelle had swallowed, potent as it was, lasted mere minutes. Roughly fourteen, to be exact. Yet, as the two men walked casually across the floor towards one another – no rushing or tense postures for experts like them – he found a question coming to his lips.

      ‘The book,’ Gavelle asked, nodding to the rotted text on the desk by the broken remnants of the windows. ‘You came back to Rijou for that book?’

      Falcio nodded.

      ‘May I ask what it is?’ Gavelle asked.

      Falcio wetted his lips, probably realising it had been too long since he’d had something to drink or eat – another of his foibles the client had informed them about – and would now be fractionally slower in his lunge and parries.

      ‘You know Errera Bottio?’ Falcio asked.

      ‘”For You Are Sure To Die”? The old duelling manual?’

      ‘That’s the one. You’ve read it?’

      Gavelle shrugged. ‘Once, years ago. I never found it all that insightful. Most of it is an examination of the seven types of duellists.’

      ‘Eight.’

      Gavelle thought back to his reading of the book. ‘Are you sure? I would’ve sworn—‘

      ‘Almost every copy of the book details the tactics and strategies of seven categories of duellists,’ Falcio explained. ‘The Avertiere, Master of Feints. The Ludator, Master of the Ground Game. The Vinceret, Master of the—‘

      Gavelle slid his smallsword into its scabbard only to unsheath it with what he felt was impressively blinding speed. ‘Master of the Quick Draw.’

      Falcio gave a curt nod, his eyes not leaving Gavelle’s, acknowledging his opponent’s superior talent and technique. ’There were rumours that Bottio’s original text named an eighth category of duellist. The Delusor.’

      Gavelle chewed on the archaic word a moment. ‘The “Illusionist”?’

      ’The translation is tricky. “Delusor” means Master of Deception, but the conjugation implies the past tense. The strategy of the Delusor is to connive to induce trifling wounds and injuries to his opponent days, sometimes weeks ahead of the fight. Thus when the duel begins . . .’

      ‘The battle has already been lost.’ Gavelle smiled – this, too, was a well-known tactic of the former First Cantor of the Greatcoats. He wiggled the point of his smallsword in the air reprovingly. ‘You seek to make me doubt myself. You want me to wonder if somehow this was all a set-up, that somewhere around this building your confederates lie in wait so they can rush out and kill me before my blade reaches your heart. But you’ve been outwitted this time, Falcio. My associate has had men watching the library day and night for over a week. You are all alone, I’m afraid.’

      ‘All alone,’ Falcio agreed. He gestured with his left-hand rapier to the emptiness around them. ’Tonight’s black deeds will transpire only between the two of us, Gavelle. You have my word as a Greatcoat on that.’

      ‘I don’t need your word,’ Gavelle replied, irritated at the man’s insinuation that he needed any such assurances. Bringing his point up into line, he began a slow, perambulating spiral inside the great reading room – one practiced a thousand times, designed specifically to work against Falcio’s habits and reflexes. Anticipation for the kill buzzed like fireflies in his veins. This! Right here! A moment for the ages! From this day forward, Gavelle Sanprier would become the most famous and sought-out assassin in the entire country.

      So why did the tired, aging Greatcoat slowly matching his movements seem so unafraid – not so much as resigned as . . . bored?

      ‘Wait!’ Gavelle said, just as the two of them had come into measure with each other and their blades met in the centre. ‘How did you know my name?’
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            THE DELUSOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Gavelle dove underneath val Mond’s lunge, coming up on the Greatcoat’s right flank and driving the sharpened quillion of his smallsword’s guard into his side. The point tore through the leather and lining only to smash against the slender yet infamously durable bone plate sewn within.

      Gavelle grinned. These duelling magistrates relied too much on their coats for protection, and regardless of how val Mond had learned about his coming, Gavelle knew something very important about Falcio as well: the location of a previously cracked plate in the front of his coat.

      Let’s play a while, you and I, he thought, shoving the off-balance Falcio away as he prepared his next attack. But I know the exact inch of your body where my blade will end you.

      ‘Was it Lucinda who betrayed me?’ Gavelle asked.

      Falcio already appeared shaken. Tired. When he had to move, he did so with fierce speed, but in between, he slowed, conserving his strength.

      ‘Do you love her?’ Falcio asked.

      Gavelle found the question unseemly, and punished his opponent with a flurry of thrusts from the high inside line to the lower outside line, ending with a slash that would’ve taken out the Greatcoat’s left eye had he not fallen back.

      ‘Love is an awkward pastime for an assassin,’ Gavelle said, pretending to give Falcio time to recover even as he reached behind his back for the hidden pocket in his night-black duelling vest that hid a small satchel of blue powder. Another of the client’s gifts.

      Falcio smiled at him, and what was most strange about that smile was that it appeared genuine. ’An awkward pastime for many of us, my friend.’

      ‘Ah,’ Gavelle said as he secreted the powder in the palm of his rear hand. ‘You speak of your wife. Is it true that she’s the new Saint of Mercy?’

      Falcio’s grin turned rueful. ‘She’s not particularly merciful with me.’

      A Saint. Now those could be trouble. If rumours were true, their mystical awe could bring even the most willful of men and women to their knees.

      ‘A pity she’s a hundred miles from here,’ Gavelle said. ‘I paid a few silver from my fee to ensure that fact before coming. I didn’t want you to have to die in front of her eyes.’

      ‘My gratitude,’ Falcio said.

      Their blades engaged at the sharpest and weakest points. Gavelle’s was the lighter weapon, and Falcio attempted to use his blade’s greater weight to gain leverage in an envelopment nearly sent the smallsword flying from Gavelle’s hand.

      ‘Damn, but you’re good,’ he muttered.

      Falcio gave another curt nod, but didn’t reply. There was a glistening on the skin of his forehead, and his mouth was open.

      He’s breathing hard, Gavelle thought. Just as the client predicted!

      First, a feint with the point of his smallsword – a thrust above the eye that forced val Mond to duck. Next, Gavelle flung out his rear hand, sending the glittering flecks of blue powder right into his opponent’s face at the exact moment he gasped for breath. When Falcio val Mond stood up again, swinging his rapier wildly to keep his foe at bay, his face was a mask of terror.

      ‘Dashini dust,’ Gavelle explained. ‘I’m told you’ve trained yourself to be resistant to it, as much as anyone can at any rate. Alas, my aim isn’t to disable you, merely to weaken you piece by piece.’

      Falcio’s mouth was working, mumbling like an old codger haunted by nightmares.

      ‘Tell me,’ Gavelle said eagerly. ‘What do you see? What terrors does the dust bring upon you? Your new wife murdered in the same fashion as your first? The child inside her slain before it can be born? Perhaps your comrades in the Greatcoats, Kest and Brasti, hunted down and murdered in ways that will make your own soul shriek from beyond the grave?’

      Falcio shook his head, but the effects of the toxin wouldn’t be so easily dismissed. Gavelle circled the confused, frightened man, the tip of his smallsword evading Falcio’s blade easily, delivering shallow cuts to his hands, his face, his neck.

      ‘You fought a Sanguinist once,’ Gavelle said. ‘Bottio claims it’s the worst way to die – a hundred tiny cuts bleeding you out drop by drop until you’re begging for a more merciful death. Is that what you desire from me now, Falcio? A quick end? Come, you’re the finest – well, the second-finest now – duellist the country’s ever known. Call me brother and ask me for the final blessing of my blade.’

      At first, the Greatcoat was silent, trying a dozen different manoeuvres to create distance between himself and Gavelle, but at every turn he failed, all the while shaking his head, growling like an animal as he fought to stave off the fear slithering inside his heart.

      I’ll soon kill that snake for you, Gavelle thought.

      Through gritted teeth, the Greatcoat asked. ‘Do you even know why you’re doing this? Why someone would pay you a fortune to kill a retired Greatcooat?’

      Gavelle had asked Lucinda the same question, two months ago when the contract had first come.

      ‘You’ve made too many enemies, brother. Foiled too many ambitions. There is a line of powerful men and women a mile long who wish to see you humiliated like this, taken apart one precious piece of your soul at a time, and finally put down like a dog. As to why I was chosen? It is because I’m the best there is, Falcio.’

      Gavelle saw an opening and swung the flat of his smallsword against val Mond’s exposed left knee. The Greatcoat went down with a scream that filled the entire reading hall.

      ‘It was inevitable, if you think about it,’ Gavelle went on, circling him. The effects of the hard candy were dissipating now, and his own muscles complained from the exertions he’d put them through, but he was still more than fast enough to make the kill, and far less injured than his prey. ‘You should’ve known someone would seek out the greatest living master of the art of death and send him to you.’

      Falcio tried to rise, failed, and landed hard on his knees, his rapiers clattering against the ruined library floor. He cried out again as he forced himself upright. There was courage in this man or belligerence at the least. He wanted to face his enemy as he died.

      ‘Call me brother,’ Gavelle urged. ‘And let’s make an end of it.’

      ‘Brother . . .’ Falcio murmured, his eyes barely open now. Gavelle had to reach out and grab him by the jaw to force him to meet his gaze even as he placed the tip of his smallsword against the spot on his Greatcoat. The one the client had informed them was already broken. The one through which steel would pierce flesh, slip between ribs, and kiss the heart of the legendary Falcio val Mond.

      ‘Call me brother again,’ Gavelle commanded. ‘I like the sound of it.’

      Falcio looked up at him, panting from pain and exhaustion. ‘You know, I really thought I was better than this. I thought . . .’

      ‘You thought you were still the best. But you couldn’t be, you understand that, don’t you, Falcio? No duellist can fight so many battles, incur so many injuries over the years, without weakening.’

      He nodded, and his empty hand gestured back to the reading desk. ‘That’s why I’d been thinking about old Errera Bottio and his depressing duelling manual.’

      Gavelle glanced over at the rotting book. ‘The Delusor. The Eighth Duellist. The one who masters deception to defeat his opponent before the fight has begun. Too bad you waited too long to find the book.’

      ‘Oh, I found it months ago,’ Falcio said. ‘Shortly after my wife informed me we were to have a baby. It occurred to me that eventually, someone was going to send whoever the latest and greatest murderer for hire might be after me.’

      Gavelle had been about to thrust his blade through the flaw in the coat and into the man’s heart. ‘Too bad you waited too long to find the book’ had seemed an excellent line on which to memorialize his victory. But his sword arm hadn’t moved, and he found himself staring into the too-calm eyes of his victim.

      Falcio nodded, sweat-soaked hair pasting itself over his forehead. ‘As you said, it was inevitable. And sure, I might beat one or two assassins, but eventually, I’d find someone like yourself – someone too good for me.’

      Gavelle leaned back and pressed the tip of his smallsword a fraction deeper against the flaw in Falcio’s coat. ‘Someone who knew all your weaknesses.’

      ‘Exactly.  Funny thing about that. How exactly did you learn all these details about me.’ Before Gavelle could answer, the Greatcoat raised a finger. ‘Ah, the client, right? This mysterious benefactor who gave you Dashini dust and hard candy and the location on my coat where the damned bone plate split a while back.’

      Suddenly aware that something was very wrong, Gavelle drove the tip of his smallsword into the weakened spot . . . only to have the point meet impenetrable resistance. Before he could withdraw and make a second attempt, Falcio’s hand flung out, and suddenly Gavelle’s face was immersed in dust. He tried to step back, but his limbs betrayed him, unmoving, leaving him teetering like an old pillar by the canal waiting to fall in the waters at last.

      ‘Aeltheca,’ Falcio said, grimacing as he rose to his feet. ‘Foul stuff. Paralyzes you for an hour or so. You should’ve gone with that instead of the Dashini dust. But I guess I forgot about it when I was drawing up the assassination contract.’

      Of course, Gavelle thought, his mind whirling as he sought out the means to turn the tables back in his favour. His eyes could still move a little, and he gazed out at the reading chamber in this abandoned library. The perfect place to mount an assassination, but even more so if your desire is to ensure no one else can interfere with a ruse. That’s how he knew my name. Lucinda never betrayed me! Falcio val Mond is the client!

      Gavelle tried to speak, first to curse this man who’d tricked him so dishonourably, than to attempt a negotiation.

      He never kills a fallen foe, Gavelle told himself. It’s not his way.

      But then Falcio val Mond put a hand on his shoulder, not in anger or to push him over, but almost as a comrade might. A brother.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘If I were younger, if I were as good at duelling as people believe, I could afford to have arseholes like you come after me at their leisure. But I have a wife now, and soon – assuming her supposed “Saintly insight” isn’t just a load of bollocks – a daughter.’

      He sighed, and looked almost lost for a moment.

      ‘I need them to fear me, Gavelle. All these Lords and Viscounts with their petty plots of revenge. I need them to . . . to be in awe of me, so they won’t try this again.’

      Again he patted Gavelle’s shoulder, though Gavelle was having trouble feeling it now.

      ‘The hard candy you took. I had it mixed with a portion of what we call the “soft candy”. It’s what we used to carry so that if we were in danger of torture, we might have a gentler, kinder death. The apothecaries promised the passage would actually be quite pleasant.’

      No, Gavelle thought, raging against the effects of the aeltheca powder and the damnable poison he’d willingly ingested. Such ends are for feeble, aging fools like yourself, Falcio, not men of pure will . . .

      He set his resolve against the paralysis, commanded idle muscles to contract. It was like trying to push through stone.
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