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The world was made from fire, and thus through the ashes it shall return...

The boy who would become the Obsidian King was born in fire.

Kaelthar remembered the scent of his mother’s burning hair, the way his father’s hands had blackened and curled like dead leaves as the Awakening’s flames consumed their village. At fifteen winters old, he had stood untouched in the inferno, embers dancing across his skin like worshippers at a shrine. They whispered secrets to him—of empires built on ash, of a world that would kneel before the one the fire spared.

By twenty, he wore his destiny like armor.

The dwarves of Dragonpeak learned this when he came for them. Their forges, said to temper weapons for gods, now screamed under his rule. They shaped him obsidian plates that drank the light and forged Dragonrend—a blade that hummed with dead stars and dragon’s breath. In their deepest pit, he found Varkúr: six eyes burning in the dark, a beast that had slain entire armies. Kaelthar broke its will with his bare hands, and the hell-wolf became his shadow.

For thirty years, the Ashlands bowed. All but the West.

Emberholme’s defiance was a splinter in Kaelthar’s palm. When he rode to their gates at last, Varkúr’s howl turned the falling ash to frost.

The Obsidian King’s boots crunched on the bones of Emberholme.

Ash fell like funeral veils over the smoldering ruins. Dragonrend hung heavy at Kaelthar’s side, its blade still singing with the echoes of slaughter. Varkúr prowled ahead, six eyes scanning the wreckage—until a wet cough shattered the silence.

Behind the collapsed remnants of a shrine, a warrior knelt in the dirt.

Kes’Tar of the Stormcallers looked more dead than alive. His braided beard was matted with blood, his tribal armor split open across the chest. Yet still he stood—or rather, crouched—his massive body curled around a small, trembling child.

No more than six winters old, her sunfire hair darkened by soot. She clutched a rusted dagger in hands too small to wield it properly, blue eyes blazing over Kes’Tar’s shoulder. Not with fear. With recognition.

Kaelthar froze.

"Turn around, king of ashes," Kes’Tar spat through broken teeth. "This one’s already spoken for."

Varkúr’s growl shook the earth, but the old warrior did not flinch. His axe lay shattered nearby, yet he raised fists wrapped in bloody leather. The child mirrored him, raising her tiny blade.

Something cold slithered down Kaelthar’s spine.

He had seen this before.

The embers... they danced for her too.

Dragonrend shivered in its scabbard. "Kill them," murmured his second-in-command.

Kaelthar raised his hand. The child’s eyes tracked the movement, her breath coming fast but steady. Kes’Tar shifted, trying to push her behind him, but she ducked under his arm instead.

For twenty years, the Obsidian King had dreamed of this moment—the final conquest, the last spark of resistance crushed beneath his heel. But something cracked inside Kaelthar’s chest.

Not the defiance—he had carved that out of a hundred tribes. Not the courage - courage burned quickest of all. But the way the falling ash avoided her. The way his armor’s runes dimmed when her gaze passed over them.

Just like that day in his village, when the fire had spared only one.

Now he stood over its broken guardians, and the words that came were not his own:

"Let them remember this day."

As he turned his army away, he heard the child whisper:

"I’ll kill you someday."

Not a threat. A promise.

And for the first time since the Awakening, Kaelthar believed it.

Now, twenty winters later, the visions return. The Ebony Heart stirs—an artifact said to birth new worlds from ash. The prophets whisper of an orphaned woman who will wield it. When Kaelthar dreams, he sees that girl grown, her fingers tracing the same sacred patterns in the ash that once graced his dead mother’s skin.

Varkúr paces its obsidian kennel, whining a song only hell-wolves remember. Dragonrend thrums in its scabbard, eager for familiar blood.
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Chapter I

Attack on Emberholme
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The Ashen Wastes stretch far beyond memory, a grave of the old world buried under endless gray snowfall—not of snow, but a fine, whispering ash. It coats long-forgotten ruined cities, clings to the bones of petrified forests, and settles upon the living like a blessing. The Emberfolk call it Emberfall, the breath of the land itself. To be marked by the ash is to be chosen by the spirits of ash. To wear it brings fortune.

But fortune is fleeting in a world ruled by hunger and carved from steel.

In a village of makeshift huts and scavenged metals, a girl tends to her daily chores. Saswen, barely twenty winters old, her unkempt hair streaked with soot, her body painted in sacred gray, picks bright red tomatoes and blooming strawberries from an old garden.

She carries her harvest to her hut, adorned with oddities ranging from rabbit fur to glyphs of protection. There sits her guardian and mentor, Kes’Tar.

He stands like a gnarled oak in the wastes, his frame still thick with the muscles of a warrior who has outlived too many winters. His beard, long and streaked with iron-gray, is braided with charms of bone and rusted metal—each one a story, each knot a battle survived. His face is a map of scars, the deepest running from brow to cheek like a lightning strike, pale against his sun-leathered skin. He sits before a blue flame that hums as it crackles in the center of the hut.

"Saswen, you’ve returned," Kes’Tar says in a grizzled tone. "Is the harvest tasteful?"

Saswen places the basket beside him and sits across from the flame, staring into its dance. "I don’t know. But they bloom well. The ash has brought us good fortune, as always."

Kes’Tar grunts, takes a tomato, bites into it, and tosses one to Saswen. She catches it, admires it for a moment, then does the same.

"Do you remember the battle for Emberholme?" Kes’Tar asks.

"Vaguely. I was young," she replies.

"It was a great victory at the cost of many lives. I fought beside your mother and father—they were skilled warriors, brave and strong. We were outnumbered ten to one and did not fear death." Kes’Tar turns, grabs a log, and tosses it into the fire.

"That’s how I got this scar." He points to the deepest one. "I earned it protecting your mother." He looks back into the fire and continues.

"A man clad in the blackest armor I had ever seen appeared from nowhere, his sword dripping with the blood of our brothers and sisters. He approached us as your mother recovered, and I stood beside your father. Then it happened."

Kes’Tar pauses, takes a deep breath. "The man cut down your father in one fell swoop. It was like lightning striking. I had never felt fear—but he was no human."

"Why are you telling me this?" Saswen looks at him, pulling her gaze from the fire.

"Silence, girl," he commands, then continues.

"He turned his attention to me. My axe caught his blade, and we fought. I told your mother to run, but her injuries were too severe. I stunned the man with the ash, then carried your mother away. We made it to this very hut, where you were hiding behind that shrine." He points behind her.

There stands a shrine carved of stone, etched with glyphs of prayers—a relic of the giants spoken of only in songs.

Kes’Tar continues. "You rushed to your mother. She held you for but a moment before the spirits carried her away. She died with her arms around you—her final protection in the heat of battle."

Saswen remains silent for a moment, then murmurs, "Then he came..."

"Yes. He came to this hut and found us. He stood there, watching you, and said—" Kes’Tar sighs. "‘Let them remember this day.’"

He throws another log into the fire and sits in silence.

"I told him I would kill him," Saswen says, her murmur turning to spite as she stands. "Why, Kes’Tar? Why remind me of this now?"

Kes’Tar looks up at her. "No warlord never returns, Saswen. I fear he will come again—and I do not think I have the strength to face him this time."

He rises, his bones creaking like old wood, and places a hand on Saswen’s shoulder. "I have something for you."

He moves slowly to his cot and retrieves an ancient, locked box from beneath it—forged long before her time. Its lock is rusted, its frame battered but unbroken. Kes’Tar opens it, revealing a black shard resting on a tattered gray cloth, scorched as if pulled from flames.

"This is your legacy, child." He holds the box out to her.

Saswen takes the stone, feeling an immediate connection—as if it were a missing fragment of her very being. She gazes into it, seeing a faint light pulse within.

––––––––
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Then, a vision:

Brimstone and fire lay waste to her home, consuming all they touch. Kes’Tar yells for her to run as he tries to fight—only to be reduced to bones, then ash.

Saswen gasps, snapping back to reality. "Kes... the stone, it—"

"I know, child. And that is why you must take it. Find the remaining pieces." He tosses the metal box into the blue flame, which flares green as the box melts away.

"This is your destiny. Take the stone, find the others, and restore the land to what it once was."

He walks to an old wooden footlocker and opens it, revealing a sword and a set of armor. He tosses them before Saswen.

"Your father’s blade. Your mother’s armor. You will need them for your journey."

Saswen is stunned. She had never considered leaving Emberholme—let alone saving the Ashlands.

"Kes’Tar, I can’t! What would I do? Where would I go?!"

Kes’Tar stands firm. "Child, listen to your heart—and the stone." He turns away, closing the footlocker.

"You leave tomorrow. Be ready."

With that, he grabs a bucket of fresh water from the stream and douses the fire.

Far to the north, a spire of blackness rises—the Ebony Spire, its shadow stretching across all but the West, consuming everything it touches.

Kaelthar sits upon his throne, an ebony table before him strewn with maps, ancient scriptures, and a black shard pulsing with the same light as Saswen’s. He picks it up.

"Is that you, little one? Is the time nigh?" He sets the stone back down.

The towering black doors of the throne room groan open. A man clad in iron armor and black hide strides in, his chest adorned with medals—most prominently, an insignia of a skull with flames burning through its eyes. He is bald, roughly Kes’Tar’s age but less weathered, his stride unbroken as the axe on his back clanks against bloodied armor.

He thuds a fist over his insignia in salute, then stands at ease.

"My lord, the East is finally under our control once more. The Legion of Cruxus has been dismantled. And I’ve brought gifts."

He snaps his fingers. Three chained prisoners are dragged in—tattered, bruised, their defiance long beaten out of them.

"Their leaders. The ones who ignored your rule."

Kaelthar’s voice is ice. "Thank you, Blackhand. But why bring them here?"

"They requested an audience. I wanted to show you their defeat."

"Spare me your admirations, Blackhand. I have no time for petty squabbles. Greater things stir in the wastes—and I need your full attention."

"Leave us," Blackhand orders. The reavers drag the prisoners away.

Once the doors shut, Kaelthar stands and approaches.

"It’s time for the West."

Blackhand stiffens. "I thought we abandoned that conquest."

Kaelthar places a hand on Blackhand’s insignia. "Suut demands it. She desires the whole Ashlands."

He returns to his throne, stopping at the ebony table. "But Kaelthar, those heathens have been nothing but trouble for years. Pardon my disobedience, but—"

Kaelthar’s finger lands on Emberholme. "This time, we strike the heart, Asher. No pointless battles. I made a promise... and so did a girl. We must see them fulfilled."

Blackhand’s voice hardens. "My lord, this is a death wish! If we attack Emberholme, Ashdale and Valefall will send troops. We’ll be outmatched five to one. I cannot stand by and let you throw this war away!"

A bone-chilling howl erupts from the darkness beside the throne. A flicker of light ignites into an inferno as Varkúr emerges, snarling, flames rippling off his fur as he takes his place at Kaelthar’s side.

Blackhand recoils—but his anger wins out. He slams a fist to his chest in a furious salute.

"It will be done, my lord."

He storms out, the throne doors shuddering behind him.

Kaelthar stares at the map, ignoring Blackhand’s defiance. Varkúr’s flames dim to wisps of ash as he leans against his master, panting, six eyes closing in contentment as Kaelthar strokes his head.

"I hope you remember your promise, little one... I look forward to your reckoning. You may have the day—but I will not make it easy for you."

He drags a finger across Emberholme—and the map ignites.

As the flames consume the parchment, he remembers the first battle of Emberholme.

And he knows this one will be the last.

In a chamber adorned with trophies from countless battles, far from prying eyes and ears, Asher Blackhand brooded over the war to come.  

Maps of the West lay sprawled before him—Valefall, Emberholme, Ashdale—each marked with strategies he already knew by heart. Nothing new. No advantage. His fingers pressed against his temple as a familiar migraine began its slow, gnawing ascent—the kind that could drive even the sanest man to madness. He seized an unmarked bottle, took a deep swig, and swallowed the bitter draught before slamming it back onto the table. His gaze returned to Emberholme’s layout, scanning spy reports and supply routes, yet finding only dead ends.  

"There must be a way to take the city..." he muttered aloud.  

"There is, wise General."  

A voice slithered from the shadows. From the darkness, an elderly hag materialized—her skin stretched taut over brittle bones like aged parchment, her body riddled with weeping sores. Yet her eyes glowed with an eerie, angelic green light, the only pure thing about her.  

"If you’ve nothing useful to say, witch, crawl back to the gutter you came from," Asher growled, tipping the bottle to his lips again.  

"General Blackhand," she hissed, her words syrupy and serpentine as she slithered toward the table. "I seek only to aid you... and the King." A crooked smile split her face. "May I look?"  

Her breath was hot against his ear. Asher turned, meeting her gaze with a scowl, but she had already slunk past him to the maps. Her gnarled fingers danced over the parchment before stopping at Emberholme’s heart.  

"Here," she whispered, tapping a single spot. "This is what you seek."  

Asher seized her by the arm and spun her around, forcing her to face him. Her expression twisted in terror.  

"You waste my time, hag!" he snarled, teeth clenched.  

"No, General! I swear it!" she pleaded, wrenching free and snatching the map. "There’s a passage—large enough for an army. Strike from below, not the front. A shadow’s gambit..."  

He released her, snatching the map back. A slow, predatory smile spread across his face. "Well done, witch. Where’s the entrance?"  

"North of the High Mountains," she snickered, slinking away. "Where the stream meets the land. Now, if you’ll excuse me... I have other affairs to attend to. Seek me if you require... further guidance."  

And with that, she dissolved into the shadows, leaving Asher alone with his plans—and the taste of victory on his tongue.

Kes'Tar sat cross-legged at the tent's entrance, his whetstone moving in slow, practiced strokes along his axe blade. The rhythmic music of steel on stone blended with Saswen's steady breathing. She lay sprawled across the bear pelt, one arm flung over her eyes, the other resting protectively over the leather pouch at her hip—the one that held their cursed hope. The Ebony Heart shard within pulsed faintly, casting violet shadows that danced like restless spirits across the tent walls.

The wind whispered through the pines outside, carrying with it the distant scent of charred wood. Not their fire. Not anymore.

His stomach twisted.

He remembered the old tunnels beneath Emberholme better than most knew their own hands. As boys, he and his brothers had played warrior-kings in those stone veins, their laughter echoing through the dark. Later, as men, they'd used them to smuggle food during the Long Winter. And later still, he'd carried his youngest brother's body through them after the Battle of Black Sands, the blood from Garrik's wounds leaving a trail no rain would ever wash clean.

Now those same tunnels would be their undoing if they were ever discovered.

Saswen murmured in her sleep, her fingers twitching toward the dagger she kept under the pelt. The shard's glow intensified momentarily, painting her sharp cheekbones in sickly light. She didn't know. Didn't understand that Kaelthar already held a fragment of his own, that the Spire wasn't just a place but a mouth, hungry for the rest.

Tell her, his conscience growled. She deserves to know what might destroy their home. However, he refused, deciding to let her sleep. Let her dream of glory a little longer.

He returned to sharpening his axe, the sound swallowing her quiet whimpers as the Ebony Heart showed her things no one should have to see.

The battle began in silence.

Saswen stood at the peak of the Ebony Spire, the Ebony Heart pulsing in her grip like a second heartbeat. Below her, the Ashen Wastes stretched endlessly, a sea of swirling gray beneath a bruised sky. And before her—Kaelthar the Obsidian King, his armor drinking the faint light, Dragonrend humming in his hand like a starving beast.

No words. No war cries.

Only the wind, howling through the Spire’s jagged teeth.

Kaelthar moved first.

His strike was a black lightning bolt—Dragonrend cleaving the air where Saswen had stood a breath before. She rolled, her scavenged blade scraping against his greaves, throwing sparks. But he didn’t stagger. Didn’t flinch. He turned, and the back of his gauntlet caught her across the jaw.

Blood filled her mouth. The taste of copper and ash.

She lunged again, feinting left before driving her knife toward the crack in his breastplate—the weak point Kes’Tar had once shown her. But Kaelthar was waiting. His free hand seized her wrist, crushing bone. She screamed as he wrenched her arm back, too far back, and the sickening snap echoed louder than thunder.

The Emberheart tumbled from her fingers.

Kaelthar caught it.

For a heartbeat, the world held its breath. Then he smiled—

"You were never the flame," he murmured. "Only the kindling."

His boot slammed into her chest.

Saswen fell.

The Spire’s edges tore at her as she plummeted, the wind screaming in her ears. Far below, the Wastes yawned wide, hungry. And as the darkness rushed up to meet her, she saw Varkúr waiting at the base of the Spire, six eyes burning, jaws gaping—

—She woke gasping, her hand resting over the leather pouch – the shard became still, her body whole but her soul still falling. 

The dream broke like a fever.

Kes’Tar was already watching her, his whetstone frozen mid-stroke against his axe. His good eye gleamed in the dark, sharp as flint.

"Bad dreams?" he grunted.

She sat up, rubbing her temples. The images still clung to her—obsidian walls breathing like living things, a shadowed throne, and him—Kaelthar, standing with a shard of the Ebony Heart glowing in his palm.

"Not dreams," she muttered. "Visions. The Spire... it’s calling the fragments. And Kaelthar—"

A muscle twitched in Kes’Tar’s jaw. "He has a piece."

It wasn’t a question.

Saswen’s breath hitched. "You knew?"

Before he could answer, the night erupted.

A horn’s blast shattered the silence—long, mournful, and laced with malice. Then came the screams.

Kes’Tar was on his feet in an instant, his axe in hand. "The Black King’s men."

The tent flaps burst open, revealing a sky-stained orange with fire. Emberholme burned.

"But how?—" Saswen trembled 

The horn’s wail still hung in the air when Kes’Tar seized Saswen’s arm, his grip iron. “The tunnels are lost,” he barked over the roar of flames. Ash swirled around them like a vengeful storm, stinging Saswen’s eyes as she squinted toward the mountain pass. There, emerging from

the shadowed maw of the secret passage, marched Asher’s Reavers—black-armored, silent, and endless.

“Then we fight—” Saswen started, fingers tightening around her dagger.

“No.” Kes’Tar’s voice was a blade’s edge. “You run.”

She whirled on him, but his gaze was already fixed beyond her, toward the crumbling watchtower at Emberholme’s eastern edge. “The old granary,” he said. “Beneath the rubble—there’s a drainage culvert. Leads out past the walls.”

Saswen’s stomach dropped. “You’re not coming.”

A Reaver’s arrow thudded into the tent post beside them, quivering. Kes’Tar didn’t flinch. “I’ll hold them here. Buy you time.”

The shard at her hip pulsed, hot as a brand. It knew. Knew what he wasn’t saying—that this was goodbye.

“Kes’Tar—”

“Go!” he roared, shoving her backward as the first wave of Reavers crashed through the burning tents.

Saswen ran.

The granary was already half-collapsed, its beams groaning under the weight of fire. She dropped to her knees, clawing at the rubble until her nails split. There—beneath the shattered stones—a rusted grate, just wide enough to squeeze through.

Behind her, steel shrieked against steel. Kes’Tar’s laughter rolled through the chaos, wild and defiant. “Is that all you’ve got, you bastards?”

She hesitated, the shard’s glow bleeding violet through her tunic.

Then the world exploded.

A firepot struck the granary roof, raining hell. Saswen dove into the culvert as the structure imploded behind her. The tunnel swallowed her whole—narrow, reeking of damp rot, the ceiling so low she had to crawl. Somewhere above, the earth trembled under the boots of an army.

Asher’s voice cut through the din, cold and clear: “Find her. The Heart’s shard is mine.”

Saswen clenched her jaw and crawled faster. The culvert twisted, spat her out into a dry streambed beyond the walls. Emberholme burned against the night, its screams carried on the wind.

Alone, ash-streaked, and hunted, she turned her face toward the wastes.

The wind howled across the Ashen Wastes, carrying with it the scent of burning and the whispers of the dead.

Saswen stood at the edge of the ruins, her breath ragged, her body trembling not from exhaustion, but from the weight of what she had left behind. Emberholme was a pyre in the distance, its flames licking the night sky, painting the falling ash in hues of blood and gold. The screams had faded, swallowed by the endless gray expanse before her.

Where is Kes’Tar?

The question clawed at her, sharp as a blade between the ribs. She had heard his laughter, his taunts—right before the world had erupted in fire. Had he held them off? Had he escaped? Or—

No.

She refused to let the thought take root. Kes’Tar was a storm given flesh. He had survived worse. He had to have survived.

But the silence behind her was deafening.

The Ebony Heart shard pulsed against her hip, its violet glow seeping through the leather pouch like a slow bleed. It was warm now. Not just an ember, but a heartbeat. And with every step she took away from Emberholme, it grew stronger.

It knows.

The thought sent a shiver down her spine. The shard knew where the next piece lay. Knew, too, that Kaelthar was hunting the same prize.

A gust of wind tore at her cloak, sending a swirl of ash dancing around her boots. The Wastes stretched before her—a graveyard of the old world. Jagged spires of blackened rock jutted from the earth like the ribs of some long-dead beast. The ground was a mosaic of cracked earth and fine gray powder, shifting treacherously underfoot. In the distance, the silhouettes of petrified trees stood sentinel, their skeletal branches clawing at the sky.

And beyond it all, looming on the horizon, the Ebony Spire.

A flicker of movement in the ash.

Saswen’s hand flew to her dagger. But it was only a dust hare, its fur the color of the wastes, its eyes too wide, too knowing. It stared at her for a breath—then vanished into the gloom.

The shard pulsed again, harder this time, as if in warning.

She swallowed. Kes’Tar had told her to run. To survive. But survival meant going forward. Into the wastes. Toward the Spire.

Toward him.

Kaelthar.

She took a breath, ash coating her tongue. Then she stepped forward, leaving Emberholme—and perhaps Kes’Tar—to the flames.

Behind her, the wind whispered secrets.

Ahead, the darkness waited.
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Chapter II

The Dire
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The ruins of Emberholme smoldered in the ashen wind, its once-proud walls now little more than blackened husks. The air was thick with the scent of burning timber and charred flesh, the last remnants of resistance snuffed out beneath the heel of conquest. Bodies lay scattered in the streets, their ashes mingling with the ever-falling gray snow.  

At the center of the devastation stood Asher, his armor streaked with soot and blood. His gauntleted fingers curled around the hilt of his axe, still warm from the slaughter.  

Then, from the swirling ash, came the sound of slow, deliberate footsteps.  

A figure emerged from the haze—Kaelthar, accompanied by Varkúr. The beast’s six eyes burned bright through the gloom, scanning the wreckage for any last defiance.  

"Asher," Kaelthar hummed, his voice like a poisoned melody. "You’ve outdone yourself."  

Asher turned. "My lord," he acknowledged, his tone guarded. "We still haven’t found the girl."  

Kaelthar surveyed the massacre before him. They hadn’t seen it coming. Years of warring, and all it took was one secret passage to ensure their downfall. The shard around his neck pulsed rapidly—it knew Saswen hadn’t gotten far.  

Asher grunted. "They fought well. But they were fools to resist."  

"All men are fools when faced with the inevitable," Kaelthar mused, stepping over a fallen warrior, his boot pressing into the ash-covered face. "The girl is near. We must find her." He snapped his fingers, and Varkúr rushed to his side.  

"She is within our grasp," Asher said, his grip tightening on his axe. "I’ll send my finest men to capture her—or I’ll go myself." 

Kaelthar shook his head. "Asher... I have other plans. And while you’ve proved yourself today, your defiance from before still troubles me." Another snap of his fingers, and Varkúr lunged forward. "Varkúr will pursue. You will take Ashdale and Valefall."  

Asher’s posture stiffened with anger, but he slammed a fist to his chest in salute. "Yes, my lord..."  

Kaelthar nodded approvingly, then grasped the pulsing stone around his neck. "Soon, little one, we will meet... What will you do when you see me? Will you hate? Will you try to kill me?" 

––––––––
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What seemed like eternity was but a breath.

Saswen traversed the unforgiving wastes, their stale air gnawing at her lungs as if trying to steal her soul.  

She was unsure where to go. Listen to your heart and the stone, child. Echoed in her skull.  

She pulled the shard from its leather pouch and held it before her.  

"Come on..." she murmured. "Show me. Talk to me. Give me a sign."  

The stone pulsed in her palm, radiating a faint purple glow. Saswen felt its heat—not scalding, but warm, like embers clinging to life.  

With a sigh, she returned it to its confines. Her gaze drifted north toward the Spire, that black needle scraping the sky.  

No, Saswen. She steeled herself. Not yet.  

Turning east toward Ashdale, she whispered, "Maybe someone there can help."  

Her journey began, each step heavier than the last. Ash clogged her lungs, dragging at her limbs like invisible chains.  

The ash is a blessing, she reminded herself. But now, it was a curse.  

She tore a strip from her tattered cloak and tied it over her mouth. The relief lasted only moments before a new terror arose.  

A howl split the wastes—not loud, but close. Silence followed, thick with menace. Saswen ducked behind a withered oak, her pulse hammering. Something approached, its steps muffled by ash but betrayed by the snap of brittle twigs. Then came the heat—a forge’s breath rolling over her skin.  

Varkúr stood mere feet away. One gasp, one shudder, and she’d be found.  

His six fiery eyes scoured the dead forest, nostrils flaring as he hunted her scent. Saswen’s heart pounded so violently she feared the beast would hear it. Weakness spread through her limbs, fear’s icy fingers pulling her toward the abyss she knew too well.  

Only silence lingered—save for her traitorous heartbeat.  

Varkúr’s head swiveled toward the oak. A growl rumbled deep in his throat as he advanced, step by step, inch by inch. Saswen’s breath hitched. She braced for the end, ready to meet it—  

Then chaos erupted.  

A roar shattered the tension as a massive gray bear slammed into Varkúr. Starvation gleamed in the beast’s milky eyes, its maw dripping with saliva. Though Varkúr’s body burned like a smith’s furnace, the bear fought with desperate fury, claws raking embers from the hell-wolf’s hide.  

The bear struck first—a thunderous swipe of its massive paw, claws like curved daggers raking toward Varkúr’s flank. But the demonic creature was faster. He twisted away, his six fiery eyes flaring as embers scattered from his searing hide. The air around him shimmered with heat, distorting the ashen landscape like a mirage.  

The bear roared, undeterred, its gray fur matted with old scars and fresh sweat. Saliva dripped from its jaws, its hunger outweighing its fear. It charged again, this time clamping its teeth down on Varkúr’s scuff. A sickening sizzle filled the air—the stench of burning flesh as the bear’s muzzle scorched from the contact. Yet it held on, shaking its head violently, trying to wrench Varkúr off balance.  

Varkúr snarled, a sound like cracking stone and furnace winds. His body erupted in flames, forcing the bear to release him with a pained yelp. Before the beast could recover, Varkúr lunged, his claws burning white-hot as he slashed at the bear’s face. One strike tore across its muzzle, leaving charred fur and blackened flesh in its wake. The bear staggered, blinded in one eye, but its fury only grew.  

From behind the withered oak, Saswen watched, her breath shallow behind the cloth covering her mouth. Her fingers dug into the bark, splinters biting into her skin, but she barely noticed. Every muscle in her body screamed at her to run—yet some primal instinct kept her frozen, her eyes locked on the battle.  

The bear was massive, a creature that could crush a man’s skull with a single bite. But Varkúr... Varkúr was something else. His movements were unnatural, his body radiating heat so intense that the ash beneath his paws blackened further, turning to brittle glass. When he moved, it was with a predator’s precision, each strike calculated, each dodge effortless.  

The bear reared up, towering over Varkúr, and brought both paws down in a crushing blow. Varkúr sidestepped—but not fast enough. One claw grazed his shoulder, and dark, molten blood oozed from the wound, hissing as it hit the ground.  

For the first time, Saswen saw pain flicker across Varkúr’s monstrous face.  

Then, with a guttural growl, he retaliated.  

His claws plunged into the bear’s chest, sinking deep. The beast howled, its body convulsing as the smell of seared flesh thickened the air. Varkúr wrenched his paws free, and the bear collapsed, its great body twitching as life fled from its remaining eye.  

But the fight wasn’t over.  

Varkúr mounted the dying beast, his jaws unhinging unnaturally wide. Rows of needle-like teeth glistened before he buried them into the bear’s throat. A wet, crunching sound followed—then silence.  

A final, shuddering breath escaped the bear.  

Then, Varkúr lifted his head, his maw dripping with blackened blood, and let out a howl that shook the dead trees.  

Her heart hammered so loudly she feared Varkúr would hear it. The sight of him—feasting, victorious—sent a fresh wave of terror through her. She had seen death before, but never like this. Never something so... hungry.  

She didn’t wait to see if he’d turn toward her.  

Pushing off the tree, she ran.  

The ash swallowed her footsteps, but her pulse roared in her ears, each beat screaming, Faster. Faster.  

Behind her, the howl faded into the wastes.  

But she knew—somewhere in the dead forest, six fiery eyes still burned.  

And they were searching.

Saswen was deeper in the forest, its massive canopy swallowing the sky. The ash grew faint here, the air less suffocating, but no less eerie. Signs of life were scarce—only the occasional skitter of a hare, the rustle of a rat, the distant hum and snarl of unseen creatures. Insects chirped in dissonant rhythms, their calls echoing through the skeletal trees.

Her breath ragged, Saswen reached into the leather pouch and withdrew the stone.

No pulse. No heat.

It was cold as ice.

"I must be lost," she whispered, pressing the stone to her chest. Her fingers trembled.

"Please, Suut, Mother of Ash. Guide me."

For a moment, nothing. Then—

A faint, steady glow.

Relief flickered in her chest. She turned in all directions, watching the stone’s light ebb and flow—until, at last, it flared brightest when she faced south.

There.

She took a step forward—

THUD.

The earth trembled.

THUD.

Closer.

THUD.

A massive foot, ten feet long, slammed down beside her, kicking up dust and dead leaves.

Saswen froze. Slowly, she tilted her head up.

And up.

And up.

The Tall Man.

It loomed nearly fifty feet tall, a grotesque remnant of a forgotten age. Its eyes—wide as desert sinkholes—stared down at her, unblinking. A lipless mouth hung slightly open, framed by two jagged, protruding mandibles. Its skin was gray, leathery, stretched taut over a skeletal frame. No ears. No hair. Just hunger in its gaze.

Saswen’s instincts screamed at her to run. But how? One misstep, and the giant could crush her without a thought.

So, she stood. Silent. Still as stone.

The Tall Man studied her, its massive head tilting with eerie curiosity. Then—just as suddenly as it had noticed her—it lost interest.

With a ground-shaking step, it turned southward.

The same direction the stone had pointed.

Saswen hesitated only a heartbeat before following, her steps cautious, her breath shallow.

The giant moved with surprising grace, its strides long and deliberate. She kept her distance, but close enough to track its path.

Why south? she wondered. And what does it want?

But for now, the Tall Man was her unwitting guide—and in this dead forest, even a monster’s shadow was better than being alone.

The air inside Kaelthar’s war tent was thick with blood and burning incense. Braziers cast flickering shadows as the sound of struggle erupted—boots scuffing, a wet gasp. Two Revenant Guards dragged a broken figure forward and threw him at their master’s feet.

Kes’Tar, once a proud warrior of the Stormcallers, was barely recognizable. His face was a mask of blood, one eye swollen shut, lips split and dripping. Stripped of his armor, his body sagged under the weight of his wounds. Yet his remaining eye still burned with defiance.

Kaelthar tilted his head, studying the ruin before him. The man’s ribs jutted where they’d been cracked, his breath a ragged whistle through broken teeth.

"Kes’Tar," he murmured, almost weary. "We meet again. You fought well. A shame it was for nothing."

Kes’Tar spat blood at Kaelthar’s boots. "Go rot in the Deep, King of Ash."

Unfazed, Kaelthar leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees. "I admire spirit. But spirit does not last." His fingers traced the hilt of the blade at his side. "It would be a shame to strip yours away."

Dragonrend slid from its scabbard with a serpent’s hiss, the steel gleaming like a shard of frozen midnight. The runes along its length pulsed faintly, drinking in the scent of Kes’Tar’s blood.

The warrior didn’t flinch. He managed a crooked, bloody grin. "She’s coming for you. And when she does—"

"I know." Kaelthar’s voice was disturbingly calm. "I look forward to it." He sighed, waving a hand as if dismissing a tiresome guest. "She’ll avenge you, Kes’Tar the Storm." He stood, boots clicking against the bone-littered stone. "I’d hoped it wouldn’t end this way. If that’s any consolation."

He crouched, gripping Kes’Tar’s matted hair and wrenching his head up. The warrior’s breath hitched, but his gaze never wavered.

"Last chance," Kaelthar whispered. "Where is she?"

Kes’Tar’s eye locked onto his, the fire in it undimmed. "...Burn in hell."

Silence.

Then—Kaelthar exhaled, soft as a lament.

"Pity."

The blade fell.

A clean cut. No flourish, no cruelty—just the ruthless efficiency of a man who had done this a thousand times before. Kes’Tar’s head struck Kaelthar’s boots with a dull thud before his body crumpled, lifeless, to the ground.

"May Suut guide your soul to the afterlife," Kaelthar murmured, wiping Dragonrend clean on the dead man’s tunic. The steel came away darker, as if the blood had seeped into the metal itself.

He turned to his guards. "Hang his body from the watchtower. Let the Ashborne see what awaits all who defy me."

The Revenants obeyed without word, hauling the corpse away by its ankles. A trail of blood smeared the stones behind them, glistening in the brazier light.

Alone now, Kaelthar returned to his throne—a jagged seat of blackened bone and iron. He rested Dragonrend across his knees, listening to its low, hungry hum. The shard embedded in its hilt pulsed weakly, its rhythm fading but still there, like a dying man’s heartbeat.

Saswen was still out there.

And now, she had one more reason to come for him.

A slow smile crept across Kaelthar’s lips.

Good.

Let her rage. Let her hunt. Let her carve her way through his legions, fueled by grief and vengeance.

It would make her easier to find.

And when she finally stood before him, blade in hand, he would show her the same mercy he’d shown Kes’Tar.

––––––––
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Varkúr moved through the dead forest like smoke given form, his six burning eyes cutting through the ash-choked gloom. The scent of his prey lingered here—faint, but undeniable. Saswen. The girl who carried the stone, the one his master wanted.

His massive paws left no prints in the cinders, his body radiating heat that turned falling ash to black glass beneath him. The wolf’s thoughts were simple, razor-sharp:

Find. Chase. Kill.

But not yet. Kaelthar had been clear. "Bring her to me alive." So Varkúr would hunt, would corner, would break her if needed—but he would not feast. Not until his master permitted it.

He paused at a crumbling oak, nostrils flaring. Saswen had rested here—he could smell her sweat, her fear, the iron tang of blood where she’d cut her palm on the bark. The stone’s energy lingered too, a bitter ozone sting that made his hackles rise.

Close.

Varkúr’s muzzle split in a soundless snarl. He could taste her exhaustion on the wind. She was slowing. Stumbling. The wolf knew this dance—the way prey thought hiding would save them, how they always believed they could outlast the hunt.

Fools.

Memories flickered in Varkúr’s mind, brief and blazing:

—The pit. The chains. The men who had whipped him to madness.

—Then, Kaelthar. A hand extended not with mercy, but with purpose. "Serve, and you will never be weak again."

The wolf had taken that hand. Had let the Black King’s magic remake him—had welcomed the fire in his veins, the power in his bones.

Now, he would repay that gift.

A howl ripped from Varkúr’s throat, shaking the dead trees. Not a warning.

A promise.

He caught Saswen’s scent again, stronger now. She was near the riverbed, where the ash grew thin. Clever girl—she meant to mask her trail in water.

Varkúr’s muscles coiled. He could end this now. One leap, and his jaws would snap her spine. One swipe, and her guts would paint the stones.

But—

Kaelthar’s voice, cold as winter iron: "Alive."

The wolf exhaled a plume of embers. So be it.

He would chase her until her legs gave out. Until she collapsed weeping, the stone clutched uselessly in her hands. Then he would drag her back to his master, and Kaelthar would reward him with blood.

Patience, Varkúr thought, stalking forward.

Varkúr's six flaming eyes narrowed as a new scent cut through the ash—old stone and damp earth. His muzzle wrinkled in silent recognition.

The Tall Man...

The ancient creature loomed ahead, its fifty-foot frame casting a shadow that swallowed the ruins it walked through. Its mandible-framed mouth hung slightly open, its sinkhole eyes staring blankly ahead as it moved southward, the same direction as Saswen’s trail.

Varkúr slowed.

The Tall Men were old—older than the Black King’s reign, older than the cities they once walked among. They did not hunt. They did not serve. They simply were. And yet, this one moved with purpose, its gargantuan feet shaking the earth as it carved a path through the dead forest.

And Saswen—small, desperate Saswen—was following it.

Varkúr’s muscles tensed. He could leap now, tear through the trees and take the girl before the Tall Man even noticed. But the creature’s presence gave him pause.

Kaelthar had warned of them. "Do not interfere with their kind. They see what we cannot."

A growl simmered in Varkúr’s chest. The Tall Man had no interest in Saswen—it did not even glance down at her as she darted between the skeletal trees in its wake. And yet, its path was clearing the way for her, its footsteps crushing the dead undergrowth, leaving an easier trail for her to follow.

Coincidence?

Varkúr’s claws dug into the scorched earth. He would not attack while she walked in the Tall Man’s shadow. But he would not lose her either.

So the hunt became a silent procession:

—The Tall Man, oblivious, marching toward some unknown destination.

—Saswen, small and exhausted, using its wake as shelter.

—Varkúr, a smoldering shadow, keeping just far enough back that the heat of his body wouldn’t give him away.

The girl glanced back once, her eyes wide with instinctive fear. She did not see him—he was too well-hidden—but she felt him. Good. Let her fear fester.

Soon, the Tall Man would leave her behind.

And then, Varkúr would strike.

The Tall Man's footsteps were earthquakes, each one sending tremors through the dead earth that made Saswen's teeth rattle. She clung to the shadows of its path, her lungs burning with every gulp of ash-thick air. The creature's sheer size should have terrified her, yet its indifference was almost comforting—it didn't care about the girl scurrying beneath its footsteps any more than it cared about the brittle trees snapping in its wake.

Varkúr felt differently.

The wolf's molten saliva hissed as it dripped onto the scorched earth. Every instinct screamed to charge, to sink his fangs into Saswen's thigh and drag her back to Kaelthar. But the Tall Man's presence was a complication. Its long, spindly fingers occasionally brushed the treetops, sending down showers of dead bark that clattered like bones. Once, a massive foot landed barely twenty paces from Saswen, yet the creature didn't so much as glance down.

Why does it walk this path?

The thought slithered through Varkúr's mind, unwelcome. Tall Men didn't follow roads or trails—they carved their own. And this one moved with eerie precision, its hollow eyes fixed on where Ashdale lies.

Then—

The Tall Man stopped.

Saswen froze mid-step, her boot hovering over the cracked earth. Varkúr's muscles coiled, his six eyes flaring brighter as the massive creature slowly, impossibly, tilted its head downward.

Directly at Saswen.

For a heartbeat, the world held its breath. The Tall Man's mandibles twitched. Its nostrils—gaping pits in its leathery face—flared as it inhaled.

It smells like her.

Varkúr's claws unsheathed. If the creature interfered, he would—

The Tall Man straightened abruptly and turned away, resuming its march as if nothing had happened. Saswen swayed on her feet, her knife clutched in shaking hands.

But Varkúr saw what she didn't:

A single drop of black fluid, thick as tar, glistening where the Tall Man had stood.

The storm hit moments later.

Not rain, but spiders—thousands of them, pouring from the trees in a skittering wave. They moved unnaturally, their bodies swollen and glistening with the same black fluid.

Saswen screamed as the first ones reached her, crawling up her boots. She batted at them wildly, but for every one she crushed, ten more took its place.

Varkúr snarled. This wasn't hunting—this was contamination. The spiders weren't natural; they reeked of some black taint.

The Tall Man paid no mind as the swarm overtook its legs, climbing toward its face. It simply walked on, crushing them by the hundreds with each step, even as more latched onto its gray flesh.

Saswen was losing ground, her movements growing sluggish as the spiders reached her waist. One bit her wrist; she gasped as black veins spiderwebbed up her arm.

Varkúr made his decision.

With a roar that shook the trees, he charged.

Varkúr's charge tore through the spider swarm like a wildfire. His molten body sent up plumes of acrid smoke as insects crisped against his fur, their brittle legs popping like embers. Saswen collapsed to her knees, her vision swimming as the venom burned through her veins. The last thing she saw before darkness took her was six points of fire looming above—not in attack, but in grotesque protection.

The Tall Man paused.

Its massive head turned, not toward the fallen girl or the burning wolf, but to the blackened tree line where the spiders had emerged. Slowly, with deliberate menace, it raised one skeletal hand and pointed.

A sound like grinding stones erupted from its throat—not a word, but a warning.

The remaining spiders froze. Then, as one, they scuttled backward into the shadows, leaving behind only glistening trails of that same foul fluid.

Varkúr clamped his jaws around Saswen's cloak, dragging her away from the contaminated ground. Her arm had turned nearly black to the elbow, the skin veined and pulsing. She wouldn't last long without intervention.

A growl rumbled in his chest as he considered his options:

Let her die. Return to Kaelthar with only the stone.

Save her. Risk her escaping again—or worse, becoming useless.

The Tall Man's shadow fell over them both. It made no move to interfere, but its presence was a silent pressure. Varkúr's ears flattened. He knew that stillness—it was the same as Kaelthar's when a decision had already been made for him.

With a snarl, he bit down on his own foreleg, letting his fiery blood drip into Saswen's wound. The venom hissed as it burned away, the corruption retreating beneath cauterized flesh. She wouldn't thank him for the scars.

Saswen awoke to the smell of seared flesh. Varkúr loomed over her, his breath hot on her face as he circled her, examining her, making sure she couldn’t escape.

"K-Kaelthar... sent you?" she croaked.

Varkúr's answering grin showed too many teeth. He nudged a waterskin toward her with his nose, then a hunk of charred rabbit. Not kindness.

Fuel for the journey back.

Saswen waited until Varkúr's attention turned—just for a moment—toward the direction the Tall Man was heading, still not deterred, still moving toward Ashdale.. Her fingers twitched toward her belt, finding only empty leather where her dagger should be. Lost in the chase.

But there, half-buried in the cinders beside her, lay her mother's sword.

The wolf turned back just as her hand closed around the worn leather grip.

Varkúr lunged before she could fully rise.

Saswen rolled, the sword dragging awkwardly through the ash as she barely avoided jaws that could snap bone. She came up swinging—a wild, untrained slash that caught Varkúr across the muzzle.

Black blood splattered the ground, hissing where it struck stone.

The wolf recoiled, shaking his massive head. Six burning eyes narrowed in what might have been surprise.

The sword felt wrong in her hands—too long, too heavy compared to the quick dagger she favored. When Varkúr charged again, she barely parried in time. The impact sent shockwaves up her arms, nearly knocking the blade from her grasp.

Claws raked her side as she twisted away. She felt the heat before the pain—the searing tear of flesh parting under burning talons.

"Damn beast," she spat through gritted teeth.

She remembered her mother's words from childhood drills:

"A sword's not a knife, girl. You don't cut—you let the weight do the work."

When Varkúr came again, she didn't meet him head-on. She sidestepped, letting momentum carry him past as she brought the sword down in a heavy arc.

Steel bit deep into his hindquarters.

A sound like cracking embers burst from Varkúr's throat—not quite a howl, not quite a scream. He whirled, but his back leg gave way, the wound smoking where her blade had opened flesh.

For a long moment, they stared at each other—girl and wolf, both bleeding, both breathing hard.

Then Varkúr's ears flattened. Not in submission, but calculation.

With a final, warning growl, he turned and limped into the ashen haze, his six eyes glowing like dying coals until the smoke swallowed him whole.

Saswen sank to her knees, the sword slipping from numb fingers. The wound at her side burned, but she'd had worse.

She touched the stone at her belt. Still silent. Still cold.

No magic. No visions. Just a girl with a borrowed sword and a wolf's blood drying on her hands.

From the east, the wind carried the fading echo of Varkúr's retreat—and beneath it, something worse.

The distant thunder of marching feet.

––––––––
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A thousand Reavers marched in perfect formation behind Asher, their blackened armor clanking in grim unison as their warhorses' hooves churned the ashen earth. At their head rode the general himself, a mountain of iron and scars astride his midnight stallion. The beast's nostrils flared at the scent of smoke ahead—Ashdale's pyres already burning in the distance.

Beside him, the Old Hag kept pace without a mount, her spindly legs moving with unnatural speed. She twirled a lock of her spiderwebbed hair around a gnarled finger while her other hand clutched a grimoire bound in what appeared to be human skin. The book pulsed faintly, veins of crimson light throbbing beneath its surface.

"General," the Hag slithered, her voice like dry leaves scraping stone. "Ashdale just lies beyond the forest... We should arrive by nightfall."

Asher's gauntleted hands tightened on the reins. He knew every cobblestone of Ashdale's streets, every stinking alley where he'd slept as a starving child. The memories made his jaw clench—the baker who'd kicked him for stealing scraps, the magistrate who'd laughed as guards beat him bloody. The city had forged him in its cruelty, and now he would return the favor.

"Hag," Asher said, his voice dangerously calm, "Why are you really here? Did Kaelthar send you to watch me?"

The creature cackled, strands of webbed hair twitching toward Asher's arm like living things. "Great General, no-no. I came to witness your glorious victory." Her yellowed teeth glistened. "And perhaps... collect ingredients for my craft."

Asher jerked his horse away before her hair could ensnare him. His glare promised violence, but before he could speak, the earth trembled.

A massive foot crashed down inches from his stallion, sending the warhorse rearing in panic. Asher hit the ground hard, his armor clanging against stone as the Tall Man's shadow engulfed the vanguard.

"STOP!" Asher roared as Reavers surged forward with pikes raised. Too late.

The Tall Man's eyes flared crimson. One skeletal hand swept sideways, sending a dozen Reavers flying through the air like ragdolls. Another slammed downward, crushing three riders and their mounts into bloody pulp.

Asher scrambled onto his feet and vaulted back into the saddle. "RETREAT!" he bellowed, wheeling his stallion toward Ashdale. "To the city NOW!"

As the Reavers fled in disarray, the Hag lingered just a moment too long. The Tall Man's gaze locked onto her, its mandibles flexing hungrily. With a hiss, she dissolved into a swarm of spiders that skittered after the retreating army.

The Tall Man’s footsteps shook the earth, each stride closing the distance between them. Reavers were crushed beneath its massive feet or swatted aside like insects, their screams cut short as they vanished into the ash-choked distance.

Asher spurred his warhorse faster, his mind racing. How do you stop something that can’t be killed?

Then it came to him.

"Reavers—formation!" he bellowed. "Rope and grapple! Make it taut!"

His men moved with brutal efficiency. Those still mounted pulled coiled ropes from their saddlebags, while the foot soldiers braced themselves. They lashed the lengths together, forming thick, interwoven cables, then anchored them around the sturdiest warhorses and heaviest Reavers.

The Tall Man loomed closer, its hollow eyes fixed on Asher.

"Now!" Asher roared.

The Reavers split into two flanking groups, dragging the ropes between them like a massive tripwire. The Tall Man’s foot came down—

—and caught.

The ropes snapped taut, biting into its ankle. For a moment, the creature teetered, off-balance. Then, with a groan like splitting stone, it crashed forward, its massive hands slamming into the earth to catch itself.

Asher didn’t wait. "PINCERS!"

Reavers surged forward, hacking at the Tall Man’s fingers, driving iron spikes into its palms to pin it down. The creature thrashed, its mandibles clicking in fury, but the more it struggled, the deeper the ropes cut.

The Old Hag materialized beside Asher, her spiderwebbed hair twitching with excitement. "Clever, General. But it won’t hold forever."

Asher’s jaw tightened. "It doesn’t have to."

He turned to his remaining forces. "To Ashdale—NOW! Before it breaks free!"

The Reavers didn’t hesitate. They abandoned their weapons, their dead, even their wounded—anything to put distance between them and the enraged giant.

Behind them, the Tall Man’s furious howl shook the sky, but its bonds held.

Asher and his Reavers reached Ashdale’s outer walls as the last light of dusk bled from the sky. The city’s gates were barred, its battlements lined with torches—but the defenders were few, their eyes scanning the horizon for an army, not shadows.

"No horns. No war cries," Asher ordered, his voice barely above a growl. "Silence is our weapon tonight."

A dozen Reavers moved like liquid darkness through the moonless night. Their armor, deliberately scorched black in the forges of Kaelthar's keep, absorbed the flickering torchlight from the battlements above. Each warrior carried a coiled rope tipped with triple-pronged grapnels wrapped in cloth to muffle the telltale clang of metal on stone.
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