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    Dedication 

For the voices that were hushed but never silenced. To the stories that refuse to stay on the page and the dreamers who breathe life into the air.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Epigraphs 

"They believe that if a word isn't written in ink, it has no weight. They've forgotten that before the first quill touched parchment, the world was spoken into being."
Elian Vox"Structure is safety. Grammar is the cage that keeps the chaos of existence from devouring us. To speak without a script is to invite the end of all meaning."
Master Scriptor Thorne
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Chapter 1: The Silent Market
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The Weight of the Quill

The rain had finally ceased, leaving a thin veil of steam that clung to the stone arches of the Aethelgard Market District. This city had cultivated a deep appreciation for the scent of rainwater hitting hot iron and the sweet, almost caramel-brown aroma that wafted from the countless stalls selling roasted chestnuts. However, on this particular day, the air carried a second, more somber fragrance—one that seemed to emanate from the very foundations of the district itself. It was the dry, coppery tang of ink that had been allowed to set on the floors of the guild halls, accompanied by the faint, papery musk of parchment that had endured months beneath the relentless flicker of oil lamps. The two aromas intertwined, creating a nostalgic yet oppressive scent, as if the city itself were attempting to compose a story it could never quite finish.

High above the uneven cobblestones, the Great Spires of the Inkwell Guild rose like the backs of sleeping beasts. Each tower stood as a cathedral of black stone, its walls intricately etched with endless rows of calligraphic sigils that glimmered faintly in the waning light. The spires were tipped with jagged, needle-sharp points that captured the dwindling sunlight and cast long, angular shadows onto the streets below. These shadows sprawled across the market like the nibs of colossal pens, poised and ready to inscribe the world beneath with a fresh decree. When a gust of wind rustled through the city’s narrow alleys, the shadows seemed to shiver, as if the invisible pens were preparing to dip themselves into an unseen well of ink and begin a new paragraph of law.

Elian Vox stood at the fringe of the crowd, his fingers instinctively moving to the frayed collar of his threadbare tunic. The fabric, which had once been a vibrant deep indigo, had faded over the years due to repeated washings in river water and the occasional splash of spilled ink, rendering it a dull, almost gray hue. The collar felt stiff, burdened with the residue of too many days spent in rain, and as he pulled it tighter around his neck, he could sense the weight of the city’s silence pressing down upon his shoulders. This silence was not merely the absence of sound; it was a heavy, manufactured quiet that enveloped Aethelgard like a thick blanket. In this city, noise was a tolerated inconvenience; the clatter of a merchant’s cart, the laughter of children, and the occasional shout from a street performer were all permissible, provided they did not encroach upon what the Council of Scribes deemed “expression.” Expression in Aethelgard was the one thing that could not be written, spoken, or even thought without a permit, as it threatened the orderly lines that the guilds had etched into every stone of the district.

To Elian’s left, a Guild enforcer lumbered forward. This construct, crafted from ink-bound wood and hardened resin, had limbs jointed with silver filigree that caught the light like the spine of a well-loved book. Its skin bore the deep, bruised-purple hue of a squid that had remained submerged for too long, mottled with streaks of lighter violet where the ink had begun to flake away. The enforcer’s eyes, two polished obsidian beads, glowed faintly as they scanned the crowd with the patience of a librarian awaiting the return of an overdue tome. Each step it took produced a rhythmic, metallic beat against a nearby stone pillar, the sound echoing like a metronome in a concert hall devoid of sound.

Every tap of the enforcer’s foot was more than a mere warning; it was a line of code, a spell of “Orderly Conduct” woven into the very air around them. The rhythmic clack resonated through the market, and the people instinctively adjusted their movements, aligning their shoulders and matching their steps to the beat as if they were all characters dutifully following a pre-written script. This spell was subtle yet effective: it smoothed out any deviation, suppressing sudden bursts of laughter or impromptu songs. The crowd fell into neat, predictable rows, their faces expressionless and their eyes unnaturally steady. The enforcer’s metallic percussion served as an ever-present reminder that the guilds were constantly watching, ever ready to edit any stray word or thought that might threaten the grand narrative they had painstakingly constructed.

Elian’s gaze drifted upward, fixating on the jagged shadows that stretched like the quills of a giant pen poised to strike the earth. He felt a tremor in his chest, the kind of sensation that arises when a long-held story finally finds a crack in its cage. He did not own a quill, nor had he ever been granted a parchment slab or a license from the Council of Scribes—a document that would authorize him to etch his thoughts into the city’s official record. He possessed no ink, no sanctioned means to transform his breath into words that could be read and recorded. All he held was the raw, aching rhythm of his lungs, the thudding of his heart, and a story that fluttered within him like a trapped bird, beating furiously against the ribs that contained it.

Seeking a momentary platform, Elian stepped forward and climbed onto a discarded wooden crate situated near the fountain—a fountain that sputtered with intermittent bursts of water, each spray catching the fading light and scattering it like tiny droplets of silver ink across the stone. The crate creaked under his weight, offering him a small, elevated perch. From this improvised podium, he could survey the entire market laid out before him: stalls adorned with awnings of faded turquoise, merchants hawking their wares with practiced smiles, children darting between shadows, the Guild enforcer’s steady march in the background, and the Great Spires looming like silent judges over the scene.

He raised his hands, not in protest but as a silent invitation. He inhaled deeply, filling his lungs with the damp, ink-laden air, feeling it saturate his being, as if the very essence of Aethelgard were attempting to merge with his own story. Inside him, he could sense the tightly coiled narrative, each breath becoming a small exhale of narrative yearning to be set free. The crowd, still moving in perfect rows, appeared oblivious, their eyes glazed over by the spell that kept them in line. However, Elian felt the pulse of something ancient beneath their feet—a rhythm of rebellion that had endured the Council’s edicts, a heartbeat that resonated within the city’s stone and in the ink that stained its walls.

He opened his mouth, not to speak, but to allow the story within him to surge forth, to let the bird inside his chest beat its wings against the cage of silence. Even without a quill touching parchment or an official seal blessing his words, his voice—raw, trembling, and fierce—began to rise above the metronomic tapping of the enforcer. The story, still unshaped, began to spill into the damp air, seeking any crevice where it might linger, where a listener might catch the whisper of a tale that refused to be erased by the Guild’s careful hand. In that pivotal moment, perched atop a broken crate and surrounded by the scents of rain, chestnuts, drying ink, and heavy parchment, Elian Vox transformed into the living ink that could not be erased, the pen that could not be contained.

The Unwritten Preface

“Listen,” Elian whispered, his voice barely breaking the ambient noise of the bustling market square. The syllable landed softly, akin to a single pebble dropped into a pond that had remained undisturbed for centuries. The dusty surface of the square, dulled by the relentless hustle of commerce, quivered as if awakening from a long slumber, sending a series of barely visible ripples outward in response to his breath. In that fleeting moment, it felt as though the entire world held its breath, as if the air itself recognized that a rare disturbance had taken place in a realm that seldom allowed for deviation from the norm. It was a moment pregnant with potential, a delicate pause before the unfolding of something extraordinary.

A handful of merchants, ragged sellers of spices, tattered cloth, and cracked pottery, lifted their heads from the ledgers and baskets they had been so attentively tending. Their expressions morphed into a strange blend of pity for the boy who dared to speak without a script, mingled with a palpable terror at the raw, unchanneled power he was about to unleash. In this city, every spoken word was expected to be pre-written on a slate of blackened vellum before it could leave anyone's tongue, making extemporaneous speech akin to courting the void itself. The void, they understood, was indifferent to the desires of the unwritten and returned only silence to those who dared to tread outside the lines. It was a suffocating reality that kept them bound in the confines of their meticulously crafted lives.

Elian's voice, however, grew louder and richer, infused with a resonance that seemed impossible without the aid of a Speaker’s Stone—an ancient, rune-etched crystal known for its ability to amplify and shape spoken magic. He pressed the stone tightly against his chest, feeling its faint thrum resonate like a heartbeat in sync with his own. The connection between him and the stone felt electric, as if it was drawing forth the very essence of his being and transforming it into something tangible. In that moment, he became not just a boy but a conduit of power, channeling thoughts and emotions into a force that could reshape the very fabric of reality. The air around him crackled with anticipation, the audience sensing that something monumental was about to unfold.

“They tell you that the world began with a drop of ink,” he intoned, each word flowing from his mouth as if lifted from an unending river of thought, rather than being dictated by a pre-written page. “They tell you that if it isn’t written, it isn’t real.” With each phrase, the weight of his message hung in the market like incense, heavy with the promise of rebellion against the status quo. As the words fell, the air around him began to shimmer—not with the cold, sterile glow of Scriptcraft that typically illuminated the city’s towering structures, but rather with a warm, golden flicker, reminiscent of the first light of dawn filtering through a canopy of dust motes. It was as though the very sunlight had paused to linger a moment longer, entranced by the cadence and conviction of his speech.

“The ink is a wall,” he whispered, and the crowd felt an almost imperceptible pressure of an invisible barrier rising, a boundary that could only be sensed in the mind rather than seen with the eyes. “The page is a floor,” he continued, and a faint, barely noticeable vibration seemed to emanate from the cobblestones, as if the ground itself were made of parchment waiting for the next turn of a page. But, he explained, “the breath is the key”—his voice softened, embodying the very act of breathing deeply, inhaling through the nose and exhaling through the mouth—“to the unopened door.” As he articulated this profound truth, the syllables fell like a key turning in a lock that had remained unused for ages, awakening possibilities that had long been dormant.

Every phrase he uttered seemed to pull at the physical world in a manner that defied the established laws of Scriptcraft. The fountain at the center of the square, a bronze beast adorned with curling dragons that usually ejected a steady, lazy jet of water, responded to his rhythmic cadence. This time, the water did not merely splash against the stone basin; it began to coil upward, spiraling in elegant, languid helices that rose in sync with the rhythm of his voice. Each loop of the water became a visual echo of his words, a liquid stanza that ascended higher with every line, catching the morning light and scattering it like prisms across the awed faces of the gathered shoppers. The scene was mesmerizing, a vivid representation of the power of words coming to life before their very eyes.

At the market’s periphery, the enforcer of the city’s “Orderly Conduct” spell—a venerable woman draped in robes intricately stitched with sigils that pulsed faintly—felt the spell begin to falter. The runes on her sleeves, which typically formed a steady, humming lattice that maintained order and kept chaos at bay, began to stutter and flicker like a dying candle struggling against the wind. Clenching her fists tightly, she fought to reassert control over the situation, but the spell’s rhythm was now hopelessly out of sync with the new pulse of the market, as if the very concept of order was being rewritten in real-time. The tension in the air was palpable, a clear indication that the balance of power was shifting, and the old ways were beginning to crumble.

The merchants, who had initially found themselves caught in a delicate balance of pity and fear, now stood mesmerized in a state of awe. Some lowered their wares, their eyes glazed with wonder as the silver threads of water weaved intricately around their stalls. Others, faces etched with the weariness of a life spent obeying the pre-written scripts that governed their existence, felt a flicker of something long dormant—a yearning to speak beyond the confines of their allotted roles. This spark of rebellion ignited a collective consciousness, awakening them to the possibilities of their own voices. The atmosphere was charged, each individual sensing the weight of their own potential to break free from the chains of silence.

Elian’s breath steadied, his chest rising and falling in rhythm with the fountain's ascent. He felt the Speaker’s Stone grow warm against his skin, feeding his voice back into the world and actively shaping the very fabric of reality around him. The ripples that had begun in the air grew larger and more pronounced, extending out to the edges of the square, brushing against the shutters of the nearby bookshop, the cracked tiles of the bakery, and the soot-blackened windows of the tavern. Each ripple carried with it a fragment of his defiance, a promise that words could be forged anew, not merely copied from the inked histories that the city clung to so tightly. It was a moment of transformation, a realization that creation was possible through the spoken word.

In that moment, the world seemed to hold its breath once more; however, this time it was not out of fear, but out of sheer anticipation. The air was thick with the scent of wet stone and ozone, and the murmurs of the crowd coalesced into a single, harmonious chord of expectation. The fountain’s water, now a living sculpture of flowing beauty, continued to rise higher, threatening to breach the ceiling of the square. The spell of “Orderly Conduct” faltered completely, its last runic pulse flickering out like a dying star, leaving behind a void that was now ripe for new possibilities. This was a pivotal moment in the history of the market, a turning point that would linger in the memories of those present.

And somewhere, deep within the market’s stone foundations, an ancient door—long sealed and its hinges rusted by neglect—shivered in response to the faintest brush of Elian’s breath. It awaited the key that his words had forged, a key capable of unlocking not only the door itself but also the potential that lay dormant in the hearts of those who had witnessed this extraordinary event. The air thrummed with possibility, and the promise of change vibrated through the cobblestones, inviting all who were present to step into a future where their voices could finally be heard. In that instant, the city could almost taste the sweetness of liberation, hanging tantalizingly on the horizon.

The Storm of Words

The night market of Aethelgard throbbed with life, akin to a vibrant heart, where a labyrinth of stalls illuminated by lanterns cast a warm, amber glow onto the cobblestones, slick with the remnants of a day’s enduring mist. Merchants enthusiastically called out the names of their exotic spices, luxurious silks, and curious artifacts, their voices mingling in a cacophony that echoed through the air. The rich aroma of smoked fish intertwined with the sweet, heady scent of incense, creating a fragrant fog that enveloped the entire scene. Amidst this lively chaos, a solitary figure navigated the bustling thoroughfare with a hesitant yet almost reverential demeanor: Elian, the runaway scribe’s apprentice, whose hands still quaked from the remnants of a power he scarcely comprehended. The atmosphere was electric, as if the very air buzzed with untold stories waiting to be unleashed.

From the shadows of a crumbling archway, the Guild’s Enforcer emerged, a formidable presence that commanded immediate attention. This construct, crafted from polished obsidian, towered over any man, its limbs articulated with brass hinges that whispered ominously with each deliberate step. Instead of a face, it bore a smooth, featureless mask that added to its eerie presence; yet where its eyes should have been, two ink-black voids glimmered, resembling wells of darkness that seemed to draw in all light and hope. As it pivoted, those voids locked onto Elian, as if the very essence of his existence had been marked for scrutiny and judgment. The air around them thickened with tension, as if the world itself held its breath in anticipation of what would unfold next.

The Enforcer’s right forearm flexed with an unsettling grace, and a slender filament of luminous script unfurled from its wrist like an animated ribbon of light. This was no ordinary ink; the cursive letters shimmered with a cold, electric blue hue, each stroke as sharp as a blade and jagged like shards of broken glass. The glyphs coalesced into the ancient “Silence” sigil, a powerful ward employed by the Guild to suppress any unregulated speech or expression. As the spell coiled around the Enforcer’s arm, it sang a single, high-pitched tone, resonating through the air like a warning bell ready to strike. This sigil was not merely a symbol; it was a tangible threat, poised to extinguish any voice that dared to rise in defiance of the Guild’s strictures.

Yet within Elian, a fierce determination surged, compelling him to resist the oppressive silence that threatened to envelop him. Deep within his chest, a dormant reservoir of words, long sealed by the Guild’s stringent edicts, began to overflow with pent-up energy. This was the gift of the First Whisper, a powerful inheritance passed down through generations of wandering chroniclers, and it surged forth in a torrent of raw, unrefined language. It felt like a volatile current coursing through his veins, an ancient echo that pulsed in rhythm with his heartbeat, urging him to break free from the constraints imposed upon him. In that moment, the weight of his lineage bore down on him, demanding expression and defiance.

“The stars aren’t dots on a map!” Elian bellowed, his voice reverberating through the market with the force of a stone hurled into tranquil waters, creating ripples that spread far and wide. Each syllable struck the air with a physical intensity, as if the very fabric of reality shuddered at his declaration. “They are the echoes of the first shout!” With arms raised high, Elian’s words shattered the night like a thunderclap, the resonance of his proclamation transforming the ordinary clamor of vendors into a hushed murmur of awe and disbelief. People turned to look, their conversations halted, as the power of his voice filled the space with an undeniable presence. In that moment, the market became a stage, and Elian, the reluctant hero, stood against the weight of oppression.

Above the awning of a spice stall, the twilight sky—typically a radiant dome of deepening blue—darkened ominously, not due to the usual approach of clouds but rather a spiraling vortex of translucent, glowing symbols. These glyphs danced and twirled in a chaotic storm of raw, unrefined language, unbound by any ink or parchment, pulsating with an energy all their own. Each character hovered momentarily, glowing with a faint inner light, before breaking away and raining down like hail, striking the cobblestones below. Upon impact, these phantasmal letters shattered the delicate “Orderly Conduct” sigils that the Guild had carved into the very foundations of the market. Those once-stalwart sigils, designed to maintain order and suppress chaos, crumbled to dust under the relentless assault of Elian's unfettered words, marking the beginning of a profound upheaval.

People screamed and ran, their faces contorted with fear as the phantom script cascaded down from above, each fragment clattering like metallic raindrops falling onto the cobblestones. Stalls collapsed under the weight of chaos, lanterns shattered into a thousand pieces, and the air grew thick with the sharp, metallic scent of spells unraveling in an instant. The market—a once lively hub of trade and serene routine—had suddenly transformed into a battleground where spoken magic clashed violently against an oppressive, enforced silence that threatened to engulf everything.

The Enforcer, a formidable figure with a dark visor reflecting the ominous falling glyphs, charged forward with an astonishing speed that belied its massive size. Its armored hand opened wide, claws extended menacingly, and it gripped Elian’s throat with an intensity that felt suffocating, a vice-like hold that threatened to silence him for all eternity. Yet Elian's hidden gift was far from depleted. From the depths of his being, a surge of pure, resonant sound erupted forth—a note so distinct and untainted that it seemed to draw the very fabric of reality toward it, bending the air around him. The wave collided violently with the Enforcer’s metallic chest, sending a tremor rippling through its brass joints, shaking the very core of its construct.

The mechanical beast lurched, losing its precarious balance, and with a guttural screech that echoed through the market, it hurled itself backward, crashing into the ornate marble fountain at the heart of the square. Water exploded in a dazzling spray of crystal droplets, pelting the Enforcer’s armor and igniting a shower of sparks that lit up the dim surroundings. Its limbs twitched uncontrollably, a spasmodic dance of malfunction, before it ultimately sank into the cold, dark water, its glowing eyes fading to a dull, soot-gray, leaving only ripples behind.

Elian broke free from the Enforcer’s grasp, gasping for breath as the sudden, profound silence that followed the chaos rang in his ears louder than any clamor. The market, now enveloped in an eerie, muted quiet, seemed to hold its breath, every stone and stall anticipating the next utterance, the next word that might break this fragile stillness. He glanced down at his hands, palms still vibrating faintly with a golden resonance that radiated outward like warmth from a flickering flame. The spell he had inadvertently unleashed left a lingering glow, a testament to the raw power coursing through him like electricity.

He understood, with a dizzying clarity, that he had violated the sacred law of permanence. The Guild's decrees insisted that the spoken word be contained, meticulously recorded, and never allowed to roam free in the world outside. By speaking—by allowing the ancient echo of the First Shout to escape into the realm of the living—he had shattered that covenant. The market’s silence was not merely the absence of sound, but an audible presence, a stark reminder that the world itself was now listening intently to him, weighing the consequences of his defiance.

From the dim archway of the Great Library’s entrance—a towering edifice constructed of stone and bronze, adorned with endless rows of ancient scrolls—emerged a figure cloaked in the muted greys of the Library’s uniform. This woman, Virelle Quist, had hair that cascaded like a waterfall of iron-black, streaked with silver at the temples, a testament to her years of service. Her face was etched with the fatigue that only countless midnight watches could bring, each wrinkle a story of vigilance and sacrifice. Prominently displayed on her lapel was the librarian’s silver pin, a small yet intricate compass rose that signified her esteemed rank among the custodians of the Library’s forbidden knowledge. Her eyes, narrowed and jaundiced from years of observing scholars betray their own ambitions, tracked Elian’s every movement with a blend of suspicion and something that might have been a grudging admiration.

“Run, you fool,” Virelle Quist whispered urgently, not directing her words at Elian but rather to the empty air around her, as if hoping the very wind would carry her warning to some unseen ally. Her voice, low and tinged with urgency, wrapped around the lingering glyphs that hovered faintly above the bustling market, remnants of powerful spells cast in haste. In her gloved hand, she clutched a blank record—a thin, obsidian tablet that, under normal circumstances, should have remained inert and lifeless. Yet, contrary to expectations, it had begun to hum softly, a low thrumming that resonated with Elian’s own golden vibration, signaling that something extraordinary was about to unfold. The record was awakening, primed to capture whatever errant phrase the world now teetered on the brink of hearing, a harbinger of the chaos that was about to ensue.

Elian didn’t need another cue; instinct surged through him like a river breaking through a dam, uncontainable and powerful. Without hesitation, he vaulted onto a nearby crate stacked high with sacks of dried figs, his feet finding secure purchase on the rough, weathered wood. With a final, desperate glance back at the Enforcer’s dormant form, he propelled himself into the labyrinthine alleyways that snaked beneath Aethelgard’s bustling market district. These alleys were a maze of narrow passageways, vaulted arches, and forgotten doorways, each flickering with the light of torches set into the stone walls, casting shadows that danced ominously around him. As he ran, the clang of the Council of Scribes’ great bronze bells began to toll in the distance, each resonant chime echoing a warning carried on the night air—a summons for the enforcers, a herald of the impending purge that loomed ominously over the city.

The bells rang out with a mournful resonance, echoing off the cobblestones and slipping into the ears of every sentry and scholar who might still be awake and alert. Their solemn peal marked the initiation of a hunt that would encompass every nook and cranny of the city. Yet, in that moment, Elian's heart pounded fiercely in his chest, his golden hands still trembling with the after-glow of the “Silence” spell he had turned back upon its maker. He darted deeper into the shadows, the faint hum of the blank record behind him serving as a constant reminder that words—once spoken—could never truly be erased or forgotten. The night had transformed, and with it, the delicate balance of Aethelgard’s order had begun to crumble. The story that had once been a volatile gift was now a living entity, racing through the streets, penetrating minds, and intertwining with the very stones of the city, waiting for its next breath, its next cry for freedom.
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Chapter 2: The Grammar of Power
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The Scriptorium of Absolute Law

High above the bustling, chaotic streets of the market, where vendors enthusiastically peddled spices, sparkling trinkets, and even the occasional cursed relic, the High Scriptorium floated gracefully on an invisible current of air. This vaulted chamber resembled a majestic cathedral, constructed from glass and polished iron, its walls adorned with towering shelves that sagged under the immense weight of countless tomes, scrolls, and ink-filled quills. The atmosphere within this sacred space was thin and metallic, imbued with a sharp tang of ozone that lingered in the air as a reminder of the powerful spells cast within its confines. A subtle yet persistent scent of iron—similar to fresh blood or the metallic filings that spilled from the ink-well vats—hung in the air, serving as a constant reminder to all who entered that this was no ordinary place; it was a sanctum where language was transformed into a weapon and order was intricately woven into the very fabric of words.

At the heart of this grand chamber hovered an enormous scroll of vellum, its dimensions dwarfing that of a small carriage. This remarkable parchment was not tethered to any table or stand; instead, it floated effortlessly, suspended by a delicate lattice of silver filaments that pulsed gently with a soft, blue-white light. Ancient runes adorned its edges, twisting and intertwining like living vines, continuously feeding the scroll with a steady stream of magical syntax. Before this extraordinary document stood Master Scriptor Thorne, a gaunt figure with silvered hair intricately braided down the back of his elaborate robes. His cold, storm-grey eyes remained fixated on the scroll, and with each measured breath, his hands moved in slow, deliberate arcs; the tips of his fingers never quite made contact with the vellum but left behind trails of shimmering ink particles that hung momentarily in the air before dissolving into the ambient magic.

Thorne's gestures were far more than simple adjustments; they represented a precise choreography of power and intention. As his right index finger swept upward, the words that dictated the city’s weather—tempestus, ventus, pluvia—began to shift, their letters reshaping themselves in real time as if responding to his command. A gentle humming resonated from the scroll, and outside, the sky above the market began to churn ominously, with clouds gathering in a tight formation before releasing a brief, controlled downpour that cleansed the streets of dust while leaving the market's lively atmosphere unscathed. The rhythm of Thorne’s motions echoed the pulse of the city itself, each flick of his wrist serving as a subtle amendment to the grand "Grammar of Power," a sacred compilation that the Council of Scribes fiercely protected with unwavering dedication.
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