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The halfling had always believed there were only three kinds of locks. 

The ones meant to keep honest people honest. The ones meant to slow down fools. And then, there were the ones created by men who knew someone like him would eventually come.

Raventhal built the third kind.

The corridor breathed like a slumbering dragon—stone ribs arched overhead, iron veins threaded through the walls, humming faintly. The light was as dull as it was unwelcome, born not of torchfire or deepstone, but of a colder source. It was something that watched back.  

The halfling eased a boot forward, masking the subtlety of his footwork with the casual, deceptive swagger of a seasoned trickster.

Each step upon the perfectly sanded, lacquered floor seemed louder than it should have, the faint taps quickening with the hammer of his pulse. The air smelled of polish and old fernwood, warm and close, and the corridor carried every sound farther than it should have. At the far end he slowed, letting the long reach of the shadows fold around him as he eased into their cover.

He halted, flattening himself against the wall, and counted the seconds between patrols.

Seven.

Wiping his brow, he scoffed, listening intently to the ominous sound of marching.

Seven. Of course. Just to match the layer of Hell waiting if this goes south.

Boots passed, cloaks flapped, and metal scraped against the narrow, polished stone. He moved on eight. A grunt, a slight turn of the head, a hand on a pommel—but nobody turned back. They disappeared around the corner, their march quieting like fading drums. 

Free of the latest patrol, the halfling caught his breath, resting against the wall. He finally had time to view his surroundings.

Dwarven-made, like everything else. Built the same as any of their other architecture, each brick perfect, measured to the same miserable inch.

He’d been this deep inside castle keeps before and knew their bones well—the patterns, the habits, the rooms where power buried its wealth. Some buried it well. Yet, none of them guarded their secrets like Raventhal.

The vault lay ahead, half-hidden by overhangs and dust-choked tapestries, its doors etched with sigils that hurt to look at too long. He didn't look. He never looked. Looking was how the old spells learned your name.

He slid his picks free, taking care they made no sound.

Looking down at his rugged hands, they were trembling now—not with fear, but anticipation. He smiled despite himself. Braemyr help him, he loved this part.

Click.

Nothing.

Click.

The door sighed.

Sighed?

The halfling froze.

Stone should not sigh.

This place was terrible enough without the walls joining in.

He went still, a statue before the door. He waited for something worse to follow, ears straining against the hush.

“Wonderful,” he muttered to himself. “Now even the masonry has opinions.”

He waited, letting his senses settle. He held his breath for a moment, letting the world pass him by. Then he exhaled slowly, and his resolve hardened.

There it was, the familiar bite. Something in the lock gave beneath his fingers.

The door cracked open just enough for him to slip inside. His eyes shifted through his surroundings quickly. The chamber beyond was smaller than he’d expected—and far worse.

The artifact within did not glow; it stole the brightness around it and gave nothing back. Light bent inward toward it, murk crawling across the floor like insects eager to be crushed.

The halfling blinked. “This is the place.”

The artifact rested on a pedestal of black steel, suspended by thin bands of runic force that pulsed in slow, patient rhythm—as if it were waiting for him.

The halfling swallowed hard.

“Right,” he whispered, a slight tremble in his words. “Easy in, easy out.”

He fiddled with his picks before tucking them away, an old habit he didn’t know he had. 

Stepping forward, the air seemed to thicken with each pace. The artifact shifted, as if it noticed his very presence in the room. The halfling felt it then—an invasive sensation that was neither magic nor heat, but a sickening jolt of recognition. 

It bypassed his ears entirely, scratching at the back of his mind like a whispered name he had forgotten a lifetime ago, dragging his hands forward against his will. He felt the sudden, violent certainty that if he touched it, something would not approve. 

He reached anyway.

The pedestal let loose a deafening screech.

The halfling cursed, leapt back—and the room unfolded. Walls split. Runes flared. Iron shutters slammed down, sealing exits he hadn’t seen. Chains burst from the floor like striking serpents, wrapping his legs, his arms, his chest.

“Ah,” he grunted, straining against the chains. They were clearly meant for a mammoth, not a halfling.

“That kind of vault.”

The artifact pulsed faster.

From behind the walls came motion. There was grinding, clanking, and the sound of something vast being set into place. The kind of sound that made him rethink his choices.

A door groaned open.

Malrik Bloodbane stepped through.

He wasn’t alone.

At his side walked a man wrapped in a travel-stained cloak, hood low, beard heavy and unkempt. He carried no staff, no marks, no visible weapon. His hands were folded into the sleeves of his robe, fingers hidden.

The machinery behind them breathed.

Alcoves lined the chamber, each holding massive forms of iron and restraint. Figures lay bound within them—too large, too wrong to be human. Limbs were pinned in place by metal braces. Weapons were locked where hands had been removed or rendered useless. Claws were lengthened and fused with sharp steel.

“Oh,” the halfling said quietly. “That’s... new.” So this was the price of Raventhal’s ambition. He swallowed sharply. 

A low growl rolled out from one of the alcoves.

The cloaked man lifted a hand. The growl slowed—then went still.

Malrik’s gaze slid to the halfling, sharp and assessing, like a butcher deciding where to cut first. He tugged his leather glove tighter, slow and deliberate.

“You weren’t meant to see this,” he said.

The artifact shuddered.

The halfling laughed—soft and shaky, the sound bouncing strangely around the chamber. “You know, people say that a lot right before things get very... awkward.”

Malrik did not smile, casting a sharp nod toward the artifact.

“Do you know what it is you tried to steal?”

“No,” the halfling said honestly. “But I’m guessing it’s not a paperweight.”

Malrik nodded again, this time faintly to the cowled man, who took a step closer.

The man returned the nod.

Ignoring the halfling, he peered through the cowl at the artifact.

One hand slipped free of his sleeve—pale, scarred, and steady.

He did not speak. The raised object seemed to pull the room's attention toward it, the air growing dense with expectation. Then, slowly, he gestured with his free hand. 

The artifact responded.

The runic bands tightened. Light bent inward. The murk on the floor recoiled as if dragged by an unseen tide.

The halfling’s vision split. He saw shackles of will rather than iron, and armies kneeling without knowing why. He saw citadels fall, kingdoms bend, and bloodlines rewritten. He saw a golden sword—not as a symbol, but as a key—and the artifact as one of its teeth. Pieces of a puzzle. And somewhere beneath it all, something vast and patient waited for a door to finally open.

The halfling screamed.

Then the chains released, and he fell on the cold stone floor. The light died as quickly as it had come.

“Reinold,” Malrik yawned, already leaving the room.

“Dreadspire. Lowest floor possible.”

The cowled man fell in line behind him, not looking back.

At Malrik’s order, a mountain of a man crossed the threshold, clad in full plate. His skin was ghost-white, his eyes burned hollow and black. The halfling realized too late that the left arm was gone—ended in a spiked mace where flesh had failed.

A voice, deep and not of this world, rang through the chamber. “As you wish, my lord.”

The halfling shot one last glance at the artifact. As he scooted in front of it, a sudden cold pressed against his ribs—and was gone.

“Let’s get this over with. Next time, I’m stealing jewels. Usually less cursed.”

The door to the vault slammed shut behind him.
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​Chapter 1: Flamedance
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Though winters had piled high since that dawn, it remained a deep notch carved into his soul—a time before steel crossed, and betrayal ran deep, when they were just youths playing with fire. 

Brumgar’s voice echoed out of the past, as clear now as it was then. 

“Just stay sharp. Don’t lose focus. And don’t let Malrik beat you in a landslide...”

“...Your path begins today, boy.”

It wasn’t unusually cold this time of year, yet the gentle frost clung long past its welcome, streaking stone and grass alike with shards of white as if the night refused to let go. Breath fogged heavier than it should have, fingers numbing too quickly, the air sharp enough to bite at the lungs despite the lack of sleet and snow. Everything felt held in that false chill, where warmth existed only as a memory of autumn already gone.

The barbarian clan of Thalgrimmor gathered before dawn. The Trial of Iron and Flame would soon begin.

They ringed the training grounds in rising tiers, boots dug into chill-struck earth, bodies packed shoulder to shoulder like bricks set for a wall. Warriors stood bare-armed despite the cold. Mothers held children wrapped in furs, lifting them higher so they could see. Every house had come. Every trade was there—even the night workers, undertakers and sootsweeps alike, ash and grime still on their hands.

The Elder Council came last, age showing in their gait and stance. Staves planted, they took shelter beneath the pavilion.

Above them, banners snapped and strained at their cords—the great buck of Thalgrimmor, mark of the old blood and land, and the crossed axes beneath the crescent moon, oath-sigil of the battleclan—dark against the pale morning sky.

At the center of the fray rested the field where Flamedance would begin.

A young warrior raised his torch to the crowd, then lowered it, setting a pitch bowl ablaze.

The fire bowls and low braziers dotted the ground in staggered lines, their flames guttering and flaring in the morning wind. Iron hoops hung from rough-hewn frames, each wrapped in oil-soaked cloth that smoked faintly as it burned. Narrow paths cut between the fire, crooked by design. The routes demanded discipline, not haste.

One wrong step meant fire and pain.

Dawn came like a blade drawn slow across the sky.

“Ready yourselves!”

Elder Hadrik’s voice rolled across the grounds like a hammer to an anvil.

“Those who falter in the flame do not walk the Path of Iron.”

The young battleclan candidate, named Unkanytis, stood with the other youths at the field’s edge—fifteen strong, bare-armed, chests marked in warpaint and signs of their houses. The cold burned his lungs as he inhaled, his pulse hammering in his ears. The ground beneath him felt too small to hold what awaited.

The mark of House Draventhar cut dark across his skin, rendered in charcoal and ochre.

Malrik stood two places down. Tall and lean, his pale hair bound neatly at the nape of his neck. His face was calm—not rigid, not forced—as if this were just another morning of drills beneath a watchful sky. Where Unkanytis felt his very breath fighting for escape, Malrik looked carved from cooled iron.

Malrik glanced sideways once with a faint smirk, catching Unkanytis’ eye.

“Try to keep your feet, Unky,” he said beneath the rising roar of the crowd. “I’d hate to win the first trial because you tripped over your own boots.”

Unk snorted, jaw tight. “Worry about your own feet.”

Then the drums began.

Not fast. Not slow. A deep, steady metronome that ticked into bone and breath alike as the clan began to move in time. The sound crept under Unk’s skin, pressing into him, demanding attention. It may as well have been a lion roaring inside his chest.

Unkanytis blinked, steadying his resolve.

Focus, Draventhar.

“Flamedance begins!” Hadrik roared.

“Move with the beat. Touch the fire, and you’re done.”

On the third slam of the drums, they surged forward.

Heat hit Unkanytis like a spiked mace.

The freezing morning vanished, scorched from existence the instant his boots breached the threshold of the maze. White-hot fire hissed and snapped like tethered hounds at his calves. Bitter smoke stung his eyes. The reek of boiling pitch filled his throat, thick and suffocating. His entire world narrowed to a blade’s edge. 

The crowd dissolved. No snapping banners. No pale sky above. Only the flame, the earth, and the grim rhythm remained. Unkanytis swept a predatory glance across the field as battle-discipline locked his spine, marking the heavy swing of the iron hoops, the jagged spacing of the braziers, and the exact spots where his flesh would burn if he mistimed a single step.

This wasn’t about speed.

Brumgar’s voice whispered from memory, steady as ever. Drums don’t lead the charge, boy. They keep you standing when fear tries to scatter you.

The drum struck.

Left step—between two braziers. Duck beneath the first swinging hoop as it cut overhead, fire brushing close enough to singe hair. Pivot. Back step. Strafe. Leap forward as the drum struck again.

A youth to his right stumbled wildly.

A shout rang across the field as a flash of flame licked up his calf—the sharp, unmistakable smell of burning flesh filling the air. Warriors were on him instantly, dragging the screaming boy clear as the drums never broke their cadence.

Unkanytis didn’t look back.

Just then, Malrik appeared out of the corner of his sight.

One smooth step carried him between the braziers, shoulders already angling as the hoop swept down. He didn’t duck so much as let it pass where he wasn’t. Fire skimmed the air behind him, close enough to warm his skin, never close enough to touch.

Pivot. Forward again. No back step.

He cut across a path others avoided, timing the swing without looking at it, feet landing exactly where the flame had just been. The drum struck. He was already moving on the echo, not the sound itself.

There would be no wasted motion. No correction.

A shout went up from the tiers as Malrik leapt a pitch bowl in stride, cloak snapping once before settling flat against his back. He landed clean and kept going, expression unchanged, breath steady.

Unkanytis balled his fists—a bitter truth settling in his gut.

Malrik wasn’t following the drums...

...he was daring them to keep up.

“Unk—Hold your ground, boy! Feel the flame, don’t fight it!”

Brumgar’s shout cut through the din, anchoring him.

Unkanytis matched his breath to the cadence now—two strides, shift, leap. Firelight danced wild across faces still moving in the field. Ahead, Malrik continued to move as if the course bent for him. He didn’t rush, nor did he hesitate. He chose lines that cut distance without courting disaster, feet light, steps precise.

Unkanytis leaped past another set of braziers.

The final obstacle appeared in front of him. 

A low-hanging ring—the largest of the lot—crawled with flamelight. He gauged its drop against the gap between the final braziers and chose the drumbeat he’d move on.

One... two... three...

Now.

He dropped to one knee, sliding beneath it. Heat raked across his back like a warning lash. He came up fast, planting one hand against the packed earth to steady himself as he turned.

For just a moment, everything was flame, drum and roar.

Then the pattern broke.

Unkanytis burst free from the boundary of the firefield, his lungs burning like stoked coals as the freezing air rushed back into his chest. Sweat stung his eyes, blinding him for a frantic second. He staggered, his boots skidding through the frost, before he dug in and found his footing.

Snapping his head up toward the grandstands, his eyes locked onto Brumgar—who stood with arms folded across his massive chest, a faint, half-smile crossing his face in his own stubborn version of pride. Unkanytis’ gaze then darted over to the small cluster of candidates nearby, the few who had already survived the gauntlet.

Only eight youths remained.

The rest lay behind—limping, blistered, or carried away. The field smoked gently now, as if satisfied by the pain it had inflicted.

Malrik stood a few strides away, chest rising and falling, breath finally roughened—but his face remained composed. He met Unkanytis’ gaze and tapped two fingers against his brow in a mock salute.

“Not bad,” he said. “Didn’t fall on your face after all.”

Unkanytis rolled his shoulders, forcing himself upright, refusing to lean on his knees. “You’re just keeping my place warm.”

The drums slowed.

The fire popped as Elder Hadrik stepped forward once more.

“You have until the sun cracks the treeline crest,” he declared. “The mountain awaits.”
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​Chapter 2: The Path of Iron
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While the broken—scorched in body and mind—were dragged from the course and the wounded gathered, the field shifted once more.

The elders did not rush it.

Battleclan warriors moved with disciplined efficiency, hauling heavy logs and shield-frames into place at the base of the slope. Chains sprawled in tangled lengths, iron links scarred smooth by decades of hands and shoulders. Above them, the hillside itself bore the marks of every trial that had come before—ditches, packed steps, ruts gouged deep enough to outlast memories of their makers.

The Path of Iron climbed straight through it all.

It ran narrow and steep, winding between upright posts where warriors stood ready, shields raised, weighted arms poised. Hanging logs and iron-bound weights waited above, swaying gently in the cold wind like patient executioners. At the summit, a stone cairn rose from the earth, crowned with the sigil of Thalgrimmor.

As the crowd finished making their way from the field to the base of the mountain, Elder Hadrik raised his staff.

“Those who survived the flame,” he called, voice carrying easily, “now walk the iron path. Strength without endurance is a war-cry without a strike.”

Unkanytis stood with the other eight candidates. The heat of the Flamedance still clung to his skin, sweat cooling fast in the crisp mountain air. His arms trembled faintly, not from fear or weakness, but from the echo of effort still ringing through him.

Brumgar strode past the line.

He did not stop or speak. But as he passed Unkanytis, his hand brushed the boy’s shoulder—firm, deliberate. A grounding weight. A reminder.

The Path of Iron will test your endurance, but you’ll manage.

The horn sounded.

At once, the youths surged forward, each grabbing a burden from the pile.

Unkanytis seized a rough-hewn log nearly twice his height, chains bolted to one end. The wood bit into his shoulder as he heaved it up, the weight settling like a stubborn beast determined to drag him down.

The rough road loomed ahead.

He started up, slow and strong.

The first stretch came easy enough. His legs, hardened by years of work and climb, took the slopes like they were made for them. Thalgrimmor had raised him on hills like this. But by the first bend, the log’s weight began to speak—shoulder screaming, hands numbing around splintered bark.

Warriors lining the path did their work.

Shield rims slammed into posts, sending jolts through the earth. Hanging weights were kicked and shoved into motion, swinging down without mercy. Shouts rose—not encouragement, not mockery—just noise meant to break rhythm and balance alike.

A youth ahead slipped, cursed, nearly losing his burden as a chain caught his ankle. Another staggered sideways when a shield struck the post beside him, the shock rattling his bones.

A third did not recover.

His foot slid in the mud, the log swung wide, and the chains wrapped his leg hard. He went down with a shout cut short as the weight rolled over him. Warriors moved at once—hands on the chains, hauling him free as he clawed uselessly at the earth.

The warriors dragged him clear, and the path pressed on without him.

Unkanytis bared his teeth and pushed forward.

A swinging weight smashed into his ribs.

The blow knocked the breath from him and nearly tore the log from his shoulder. He staggered, boots sliding in churned mud as the burden dragged him sideways. For a brief moment, the world tilted—the path falling away beneath his feet, the thought of tumbling backward flashing before his eyes.

Brumgar’s voice rose in his mind; not from the spinning world, but from memory.

The flame will test your flesh. The iron will test what’s left when the fire fades.

Unkanytis dropped to one knee.

The log thudded into the dirt. He hitched it back up with a raw, ugly heave, breath ripping from his chest. There was no grace involved, nor finesse—only will. He leaned forward and drove on, vision blurring with a throb. His legs grew noticeably heavier.

Halfway up, he noticed Malrik.

His rival had chosen a different burden. It was the very same weight, but broken down into shorter, iron-bound timbers that balanced low and heavy across both shoulders. The load fit his lean frame perfectly. Malrik let the dense muscle of his legs do the work, his posture steady, his pace rhythmically measured. He neither led the vanguard nor lagged behind, but he never surrendered a single inch of ground.

When Unkanytis stumbled again, his boots sliding in the muck, Malrik passed him briefly—his strides calm despite the labored rattling of his breath. As the son of Bloodbane glided past, Unkanytis noticed what his exhaustion had blinded him to before; the chains were wrapped tight and fast to the load, keeping the center of gravity perfectly locked. A moment later, Malrik’s foot slipped on a churned step. It was no fall—just a sudden stumble, quickly and effortlessly corrected.

Watching from the line below, Elder Hadrik stiffened. His grip tightened on his staff.

Then Malrik recovered, pace settling once more.

Hadrik’s shoulders eased, the tension leaving him as quickly as it came. His gaze returned to the others remaining.

“Slow your breathing,” Malrik called without looking back. “You won’t reach the top if you try to eat the mountain in one bite.”

Unkanytis answered with a grunt and forced himself into a harsher push. Pride burned hotter than fatigue.

“Especially with that tree you're wearing,” he added, pressing on.

The final stretch rose almost straight up.

Rough-cut steps appeared in the path, barely wide enough for a single foot. Mud was slicked smooth by sweat and blood. Youths who had made it this far bellowed, cursed, or fell silent altogether—faces stripped to raw effort, breaths like bellows to a dying forgefire.

Unkanytis and Malrik reached it nearly together.

Unkanytis forced a half-smile at him, masking the pain as he took the lead.

The log dragged behind him like a chained beast. Every step felt as if it would never return to the earth. His legs shook violently now. A misstep sent him sliding back a span, boots scraping uselessly before he caught himself in a desperate lunge.

Malrik followed—breathing ragged now, but eyes still sharp and calculating. He chose each foothold with care, using the wrapped chains’ balance to steady himself instead of fighting their pull. Slowly, inevitably, he gained ground.

Unkanytis roared through the last steps—more sound than thought—and slammed his burden down beside the cairn. He staggered, hands slapping the rocks to keep himself upright.

Seconds later, Malrik’s heavy timber crashed to the frozen earth opposite him. Distant cheers surged up from the valley floor, traveling from the clan gathered far below like a hollow echo bouncing off the rock walls. Only four contenders stood unbroken at the summit now. Unkanytis. Malrik. Gorrin—square-shouldered and heaving like a spent bull. Asha—wiry, her eyes burning bright despite the agony of the strain. 

“Impressive, Unky,” Malrik murmured, a faint smirk cutting through the sweat and exhaustion on his face. “But raw strength like that has its limits.”

“And you know that how?” Unkanytis rasped, his muscles still trembling from the weight of the hill.

Malrik offered a careless shrug, his eyes already drifting toward the high tier where the elders sat. “Because those limits were decided long ago, brother.”

Beneath the pavilion, Elder Hadrik raised his heavy hands, demanding silence from the gathering. “You have walked the flame and climbed the iron,” he bellowed, his voice carrying over the frosted peaks. “At last, you have proven your flesh and mind are ready for war.” His gaze hardened, pinning the survivors where they stood. 

“Now we shall see whether your will is worthy of the fire-mark.”

Brumgar’s voice echoed again in Unkanytis’ skull.

The third... I can’t say more. Just stay sharp. Don’t lose focus. And don’t let Malrik beat you in a landslide.

Unkanytis stared down the slope, chest hammering, locking eyes with his mentor below.

Brumgar, he thought. 

I won’t lose.
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​Chapter 3: Circle of Brands
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The brand emerged with a sizzle—the mark of Thalgrimmor white-hot as the fire-keeper wiped his brow.

It would be the first of many.

By midday, the grounds had been stripped bare.

Where flame and iron had ruled earlier, now there was only flat earth—packed hard by generations of boots, scuffed dark by sweat and blood. A wide circle had been cleared at the center of the training grounds, its edge marked by iron stakes driven deep into the soil.

From each stake hung a length of chain.

From each chain hung a brand.

Thick iron rods, heavy at the head, forged with the sigil of the barbarian clan—the great buck looming like an ancient guardian over what was to come. They rested in long troughs of banked coals set just outside the circle. The fires had been lowered, allowed to settle into a steady, patient heat.

The coals would be stirred soon.

The clan pressed in close—closer than before—drawn to witness the event.

Even the elders had stepped down from their seats, faces solemn, voices muted. This was no spectacle now. This was judgment.

Unkanytis stood with the other three at the edge of the circle, chest rising and falling. His muscles still trembled from the climb. His shoulder burned where the log had rested. Sweat dried stiff against his skin.

Across the ring, Malrik stretched slowly—one arm, then the other—as if loosening before a lazy midday hunt. His face read calm and focused, as though this were inevitable.

Pathda Draventhar stood among the gathered warriors.

Unkanytis’ bloodfather did not speak. His arms were crossed over his chest, his face carved from stone. Gray threaded his beard now, though Unk could not remember when it had first appeared. His eyes never left the circle.

Beside him sat Lord Bloodbane.

Malrik’s bloodfather watched in silence, posture relaxed, gaze sharp. Old pride weighed heavy in the way he looked upon the field—not hope, not fear. Expectation.

Elder Hadrik stepped forward.

“The Circle of Brands will decide,” he said, his voice rough as gravel over stone.

“Four enter. Those who endure—” His heavy gaze swept across the ring, skimming past Unkanytis before lingering on Malrik with an unspoken weight. “—earn the mark.” His focus returned to the rest of the youths, leaving the air heavy with what was to come. 

“Touch the brands and you forfeit honor,” he declared finally, voice heavy. “They exist not as weapons, but as judges. They wait for the one who loses himself.”

He paused, letting the weight settle.

“The one who stands last earns the right to lead among his year.”

Unkanytis clenched his teeth.

At Elder Hadrik’s gesture, warriors stepped to the coal troughs and stirred them with long iron poles.

Sparks leapt. Heat rolled outward in shimmering waves. The brands darkened, then began to glow—first dull, then brighter, until the edges burned a deep, violent red.

Unkanytis felt the warmth bite at his shins as he stepped into the circle.

This fire was different—not chaotic or wild.

Patient. Waiting.

He flexed his hands, rolling his shoulders. Across from him, Malrik finished stretching and met his gaze, eyes steady.

“Don’t overthink it,” Malrik said softly, just loud enough for Unk to hear. “It’s still just a fight.”

Unkanytis snorted.

“Then I’ll end it fast.”

“Begin,” Hadrik called.

Gorrin moved first, his opening step quick and practiced, as if drilled into muscle.

He charged like a bull, head down and driving hard, throwing his full weight into the rush with no feint and no patience—

—just raw force meant to smash through resistance rather than outthink it.

Asha circled wide instead, eyes locked on Unkanytis, hands raised. Measured. Watching.

Unkanytis didn’t wait.

He stepped into Asha’s path and tested her with a sharp feint, but she proved slick and agile—sliding aside faster than he expected and driving a fist hard into his ribs. Pain flared as he answered instinctively, his nondominant hand pressing in for a quick, brutal check, searching for a crack beneath the muscle.

He grinned despite it.

“Good,” he said. “You fight well.” 

“As do you,” Asha retorted, catching her breath. “It’ll make this worth it.”

They traded blows in tight arcs, boots cutting shallow grooves in the dirt. Asha fought like a whip—striking, retreating, never staying long enough for him to lock his hands on her. Twice she slipped free at the last instant, heel snapping toward his knee as she turned.

On the far side of the circle, Gorrin’s charge turned ugly.

He hammered at Malrik’s guard with wild swings, strength spent without thought. Malrik gave ground just enough—parrying, sidestepping, letting Gorrin burn himself hollow.

Unkanytis caught the pattern from the corner of his eye.

He’s done.

“Eyes on me,” Asha hissed.

She drove in with a stiff hand, aiming for his throat.

Instinct took over.

Unkanytis knocked her arm aside and stepped in hard, catching her around the waist. She hammered at his back, but he pivoted, using his weight and momentum to haul her off her feet and drive her down into the dirt.

They hit hard, to the delight of those gathered.

Asha fought to twist free, but Unkanytis pinned one shoulder, forearm pressing across her collarbone. She strained—then tapped his side twice.

“Asha of the Eastern ridge yields,” boomed Elder Hadrik.

Unkanytis pushed off her and rose, chest heaving. His gaze darted up just in time to see Gorrin’s last mistake.

The larger youth barreled forward once more, telegraphing the charge a league away. Malrik slipped aside, caught Gorrin’s arm, and turned his own momentum against him. In the same smooth motion, Malrik planted a foot between Gorrin’s shoulder blades and twisted the arm just shy of breaking.

Gorrin roared—then slapped the dirt.

Two down. Two left.

Malrik released him and stepped back, a faint lift at one corner of his mouth betraying his usual granite-hard confidence. He turned fully to face Unkanytis.

The crowd dimmed.

Not silence—just distance. As if the world itself leaned in.

From the edge of the circle, Brumgar cupped his hands and shouted:

“Remember what I said, boy! The path’s already done its work. Fight with your head now!”

Malrik cast a cunning half-smile, first to Brumgar, then to Unkanytis.

“At last, Unky. It’s just you and me.”

For a breath, neither moved at all. Then, Unkanytis rolled his neck and raised his hands.

“Thought you wanted to lead this lot, not just battle your rival,” he called to Malrik.

Malrik’s eyes glinted. “Aye. I already am.” He casually brushed some loose grit from his shoulder.

“The clans need more than rage... friend.”

Unkanytis’ brow furrowed. His teeth ground, sudden and sharp, as if the anger had come from somewhere else.

Then they closed.

Malrik did not meet the rush head-on.

He let it glance past, answering with short, sharp strikes—ribs, shoulder, jaw. Each blow placed. Measured. He never stayed where Unkanytis could trap him.

Unkanytis’ blood sang.

Pain sharpened everything. He could feel the difference—in every clinch, every moment his hands found Malrik’s frame and felt muscle strain beneath his grip. He hadn’t grappled his rival in several moonturns, but one truth always rang clear.

In a test of strength, Unkanytis would win. Every time. But Malrik refused to stay still.

He danced in and out, forcing Unkanytis to chase.

Heat radiated from the brands at the ring’s edge, baking the air. Sweat ran down Unk’s spine. His lungs burned, but his focus narrowed to Malrik’s face—calm, intent, infuriatingly unafraid.

A strike caught Unk across the jaw.

White starlight burst behind his eyes.

He answered by driving forward, chest to chest, ramming Malrik backward. They skidded through the dirt, boots scraping. For a moment, Unk had him — driving him toward the edge, the nearest brand’s heat scorching his back.

The crowd surged.

One more shove.

Then Malrik stopped resisting. He saw the opening.

He shifted. The movement wasn’t great or dramatic, but he hooked Unkanytis’ left forearm inward as he turned, dragging it across the glowing iron at the edge of the circle.

The hiss was sharp as flesh met heat.

Unkanytis didn’t scream—but his grip failed instantly. His fingers spasmed open as burned muscle betrayed him, pain detonating up his arm in a blinding white surge. He looked up in disbelief at Malrik, already sharpening his stance.

Touch the brands and you forfeit honor.

At the edge of the grounds, Brumgar went still.

Unkanytis’ jaw tightened. His hand clenched once at his side—then fell open again, useless.

Elder Hadrik’s gaze snapped to the fresh-burned brand. Then—just briefly—his eyes darted up to Lord Bloodbane. Bloodbane did not return the look, remaining as still and cold as an ancient tomb. Hadrik’s knuckles turned white as his fingers tightened around his gnarled staff. 

The moment passed.

Malrik pivoted, steering Unk's off-balance weight until the youth crashed to one knee, just inches shy of the boundary line. The crowd inhaled sharply, a unified gasp cutting the frost. Malrik retreated a full stride. He lowered his fists, offering Unkanytis the space to find his footing. It was a king’s gesture—though Unkanytis could not tell if it was meant to honor the fight in him, or deep-freeze him in humiliation. 

Unkanytis spat blood into the dirt and surged up again, fury clawing at his chest, left arm screaming in pain, strength bleeding out through muscle he could no longer command.

“Again,” Malrik said, almost calmly. “Come on, brother. Show them the storm.”

The storm...

He threw everything he had left into it—heavy hands, low tackles, driving knees. But every clinch failed. Every grip slipped. His left arm hung slow and useless, burned deep where the iron had kissed it.

Malrik met him now—not retreating, not yielding. He controlled the space, letting Unk spend himself.

In their world of combat and honor, the circle shrank.

Unkanytis caught Malrik across the cheek, skin splitting. Blood traced a thin line along Malrik’s jaw. The clan roared.

For a fleeting instant, Unkanytis had him.

He locked Malrik’s arms and drove him backward, step by grinding step, toward the outer ring — but his burned arm failed, grip breaking just enough.

“One more,” Unk growled. “One more, and you’re out.”

“Maybe,” Malrik breathed. “If you were thinking.” He straightened, regaining his composure. “You cling to the old ways. They’ll break you.”

He shifted again, agile and sure, rolling Unkanytis aside with a half-feint of strength.

It was just enough.

A foot. A hip. A lesson Brumgar had taught years ago in a different context:

Use the other man’s fire.

Unk’s boot lost its bite in the muck, his heel tearing through ash and sweat turned to paste. Malrik sank low, dropping his frame like a boulder, turning Unk's forward fury into a weapon against him. Unkanytis stumbled—a jagged, off-balance lurch, fingers grasping for skin or armor—but the momentum carried him over. 

His heel breached the line. 

The crowd erupted like a thunderclap.

Unk caught himself just outside the circle, knees bent, one hand clawing dirt. The brands hissed behind him. He stared at the mark his heel had left beyond the boundary, mind emptied of sound.

Elder Hadrik’s voice cut through it all.

“Enough,” his voice cracked—a hint of unease before he regained composure. “Malrik stands. Unkanytis falls. The Circle has chosen.”

The words struck deeper than any blow.

For a long moment, Unkanytis did not move.

Then a hand appeared before him.

Malrik stood at the edge of the ring, breathing hard, bruise darkening his ribs, blood drying on his cheek. His gaze was steady. It was neither gloating nor kind, but measured.

“Take it, brother,” Malrik said quietly.

Unkanytis stared at the outstretched hand. Rage, shame, and a suffocating heat clashed in his chest like warring tribes. 

Curling his lip, he clasped Malrik’s forearm and hauled his weight upright. The clan surged to its feet as the two youths stood chest-to-chest, facing one another in the ash. Malrik leaned close, his voice dropping below the thunder of the crowd. 

“You fought like the storm,” he said. “Strong. Wild. Unbroken.”

He turned his face back to the grandstands, the fanatical cheers of the horde swelling into a deafening tide as he bathed in their sight. He offered his stance to the high pavilion, where the stony expressions of the Elder Council bordered on approval. 

Then, Malrik’s voice cut back through the din, softer still, like a knife slipping between ribs.

“Yet a storm spends its fury quickly, Unk. It always burns out.” 

Unkanytis’ teeth ground as he glanced at the bubbling sear on his inner forearm. He turned back to Malrik.

“You think this proves that?”

Malrik glanced down at the wound. He waved it away like a common fly, his attention already locked on the rising tiers of the clan. 

“This proves the pack will follow whichever wolf fells the beast,” he murmured. “And the ones who win aren’t always the ones who hit hardest.”

Then, quieter, almost ominous. “Unky. This land... will remember who is victorious. Not who is virtuous.”

His hand lingered on Unk’s shoulder, almost brotherly.

“I told you,” Malrik murmured, his voice a cool blade cutting through the heat. “Strength without thought is just noise. I’ll show you another way, brother. We won’t save the clans with rage and old songs.”

Then Malrik brushed past him, striding toward the high pavilion while the crowd still shook the timber. Unkanytis quietly seethed, his blood turning to liquid fire as he turned his face back to the awaiting pit. Rooted to the freezing earth, Brumgar’s final warning echoed through the thunder of the crowd.

Don’t lose focus. And don’t let Malrik beat you in a landslide.

It wasn’t a landslide, but it was enough.
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​Chapter 4: Battleclan
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The fires were stirred again.

Warriors lifted the brands from their troughs, molten iron glowing fierce and steady now. The fire-keeper nodded in satisfaction as four seasoned barbarians were selected to stand with their respective youths. The unwelcome warmth rolled outward in waves, warping the air and drowning the smell of sweat and trampled earth beneath something far more menacing.

The scent of burnt metal, and its promised flesh.

Elder Hadrik raised his voice.

“Asha of the Eastern Ridge.”

Unkanytis watched as Asha stepped into the center of the ring without a flicker of fear. Her jawline was a block of granite, her bare shoulders set square against the freezing air. When she knelt, sweeping her thick braid over her shoulder to expose the pale skin of her neck, Unkanytis felt his own pulse hammer in sympathy. A veteran warrior pinned her down with a hand like an iron vise. 

The brand came down.

She sucked in a sharp breath—a sound cut short—but did not cry out. The sigil of the battleclan wept red and raw into the frost. 

“Gorrin, of the Bram Huts.”

Gorrin followed, teeth clenched, eyes fixed on the ground. He grunted when the iron kissed him, shoulders bowing for a heartbeat before he forced himself upright.

“Unkanytis, House Draventhar, son of Pathda.”

He looked to Brumgar, who was taking his place now with the rest of the youths under his guidance. Arms crossed, his expression dry—caught somewhere between pride and sorrow. Unkanytis understood it at once—the look of a man watching a son leave the family.

He knelt, jaw tight, eyes level with the banked coals.

His sweeping eyes then found Pathda, who had pushed his way to the front of the crowd, standing directly before him. A tear threatened to slip down his bloodfather’s cheek—an offense Pathda crushed with a hard blink before it could be seen.

Renalia stood beside him.

Through the smoke of the braziers, Unkanytis’ bloodmother locked her gaze onto his. Her chin lifted, wearing her fierce pride like a heavy breastplate rather than a fragile trinket. Whatever quiet webs she had been weaving among the Elder Council moments before dissolved into the chill. In this hour, she looked only upon her own pup, making no apology for the dangerous, burning fire in her smile. 

A warrior’s calloused hand pressed to Unkanytis’ opposite shoulder, anchoring him.

Heat washed over his face.

For one fragile instant, his senses faltered, and his mind slipped the tether of the ceremony, wandering across great distances to lands he had never trod. 

Then the brand descended.

Pain exploded—fierce and inevitable. It tore through flesh and nerve alike, blotting the world down to a single, blinding point. His vision darkened at the edges. His teeth ground together until his temples screamed in protest.

He did not cry out.

Not a single muscle in his face betrayed the agony.

The scent of burning skin filled his nose, tying him to the three at his flank. The truth sank deep into his marrow: he belonged to them now. Their wars were his wars.

He would cut down their foes, and he would bleed out in the dirt to shield them. 

When the iron lifted, his body swayed. He caught himself, breath tearing from his lungs, and forced himself upright. The mark of Thalgrimmor burned angry and raw at the base of his neck—permanent and undeniable.

He stepped aside.

“Malrik, son of Lord Edrick Bloodbane.”

The horde unleashed a roar that shook the frost from the pines. 

Lord Bloodbane himself sat like stone while common warriors stood, his face unmoving, showing nothing but a deep boredom at the sheer inevitability of his bloodline's triumph. Malrik strode into the ring, his mask of calm completely restored, as though the fire-dance had never even grazed his flesh. He dropped to one knee, flinging his pale hair up to offer his neck, his chin tilted just slightly—not with the hot rash of defiance, nor the swelling of pride.

But with the chilling certainty of acceptance. 

The branding iron descended.

Malrik’s jaw clenched hard. Muscle jumped beneath the iron. When it lifted, he rose bearing the same mark—the same pain—

—but he rose with one thing Unkanytis did not.

Victory.

The drums thundered.

The chant began before the brand had even cooled. 

Mal-rik.

Mal-rik.

Mal-rik.

Unkanytis stood among the marked, his chest constricting as the savage roar of the horde drilled deep into his ears. 

Brumgar turned on a heavy heel, walking away without a backward glance, taking the younger whelps with him. Unkanytis’ fists knotted into white. The bitter truth rooted itself inside him for the very last time—he had outgrown the pack of his youth. Before the weight of it could crush him, a voice shattered his thoughts.

“Malrik always wins,” someone near him muttered with a rough laugh.

The words struck deeper than the brand ever could.

He did not know then that years later—locked in a cell beneath Raventhal—he would repeat those same words.

But for now, he unclenched his fists slowly as he whispered, “Aye...”

Malrik always wins.

⚔ ⚔ ⚔

Unkanytis shook his head, the phantom heat of the memory pulling loose at last. He had wasted long nights cursing what was stolen from him. 

A suffocating dread lingered over the walls of Uthgara as the sentries strained against the iron levers; the great gates creaked to life. 

Gallista waited beyond them—the woman to whom he had once been betrothed—armored in Raventhal crimson, Malrik’s colors draped over her where Thalgrimmor’s once stood.

His eyes slitted as he stared at the threshold ahead. 

In the old winters, it had all looked so simple. A circle of hot iron. A scratch in the frost. A champion crowned. He saw through the lies of the council now, the Bloodbanes’ grasp—the glory of the win had never been the point. 

The mastery over wills was the only true prize.
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​Chapter 5: The Bellows
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“Oi, Brann,” one of the apprentices snorted, nudging the bellows with his boot. “You pull that thing like it owes you coin.”

A heavy, calloused elbow jabbed into another apprentice’s ribs, drawing a chorus of low chuckles through the smoke. 

“Aye, Bellows Boy. A full moonturn of that effort might make the Forgefather finally take notice.”

Brannar didn’t answer. He pulled again—steady, measured—and the fire flared just right. 

The depths of the mountain never slept; it only rested between breaths. 

Brannar worked the bellows in rhythm, shoulders rolling with the pull, heat blooming and fading in waves that painted the stone walls in red and gold. The great hearth roared as iron took shape beneath the hammer, sparks skittering across the floor like fleeing insects. A sharp edge was being born from the belly of the under-forge.

Pull.

Hold.

Release.

Forgefather Murmut’s braided beard swung with the motion, as a hammer rang sharp and unforgiving. A blade edge screamed as it was quenched, steam hissing upward in a white plume.

“Again, Brann,” came the order, without looking back.

Brannar pulled.

Someone laughed behind him.

“Careful,” one apprentice muttered. “You pull too gentle, it’ll think you care.”

Another snorted. “Bellows-Boy always does.” More youthful laughter and jeers joined in.

Brannar said nothing. He never did. Words only made the work longer.

With a rare free hand, he brushed soot from his scalp—a reminder that he’d shaved it that morning, as he did his beard most mornings. The hair came in wrong like always—patchy, soft, uneven. Tufts of peach where there should have been dark weight. Better to be bare than unfinished.

It was just one more reason for the others to laugh.

Pull.

Hold.

Release.

He felt the forge before it spoke. The heat shifting. The metal resisting. A flaw was forming where the hammer struck too soon.

“Wait,” Brannar said quietly.

The hammer fell anyway.

The blade warped.

Murmut swore and slammed the iron aside. “Dragon’s teeth, Brann! What did I say about thinking?”

Brannar lowered his eyes. “I thought the heat—”

“I don’t keep you here to think,” the smith snapped. “I keep you to pull.”

Murmut set the hammer upright and turned fully on him.

“Do I need to send you back where you came from?” he went on. “Cold stone. No fire. No eyes on you. Is it too hard here for you?”

Laughter rippled through the anvil station—easy, familiar sounds Brannar had learned to sleep through in the corner of the forge.

Brannar shook his head quickly. “No, ser. Won’t happen again.”

Young dwarves began turning in their work for the day—far sooner than Brannar, as usual—casting glances back at him as they passed, more laughter echoing behind them.

Not everyone joined in.

Garwin stood near the quenching trough, hands still submerged, steam curling around his wrists. He didn’t laugh. Didn’t speak. His jaw tightened as he stared down into the water, knuckles whitening around the blade he held.

For a moment, his eyes flicked toward Brannar.

Not sympathy exactly, nor defiance. It was something closer to unease.

Then Murmut’s boots scraped loose grit on stone.

Garwin looked away, shoulders hunching, as if bracing for a blow meant for someone else.

The hammer rang again.

Brannar pulled.

⚔ ⚔ ⚔

The apprentices drifted off in small groups, laughter fading into the stone corridors as the forge settled into its lower rhythm. Murmut turned back to his work without another glance, the matter of Brannar already forgotten.

That was usually how it went.

Brannar eased the bellows to rest and stepped aside, flexing his fingers as heat bled slowly from the room. Near the wall, half-shadowed by stacked ingots and spare tools, his buckler leaned where he’d left it.

“Still carryin’ that thing, eh?”

Brannar didn’t look up.

Garwin hesitated a beat, then his voice came again. It wasn’t cruel—just curious enough to invite others in.

“Bellows-Boy walkin’ around with his good-luck charm.”

A few of the younger dwarves chuckled.

“Aye,” another said. “Reckon he sleeps with it. Pretends it’s one of the barmaids.”

That earned louder laughter.

Garwin huffed through his nose, but didn’t join the laughter that followed. 

Brannar reached for the buckler and slung it across his back without comment. It was small for a shield, uneven at the rim, its surface dulled to a tired gold-bronze that caught the forge light wrong. No sigil marked it. No clan-etching claimed it.

It wasn’t impressive.

That was the point.

“Doesn’t look like it’d stop a real strike,” someone muttered.

“It’s not for that,” Brannar snapped. The words slipped out. He went still, eyes flicking toward the Forgefather. 

The laughter faltered—not gone, just shifted.

Murmut glanced over once, expression dark. “You talkin’ back now?”

Brannar lowered his head. “No, ser.”

The moment passed. Garwin began hanging hammers on the racks, but his attention lingered on the exchange.

As the others returned to their tasks, Brannar’s thoughts drifted, unbidden, to the day he’d found it—wedged beneath a slab of lost granite in a collapsed service passage, half-buried in ash and rubble. Everyone else had called it scrap. Too old. Too warped. Not worth reforging.

He’d taken it anyway.

Ever since, he’d been able to do things.

Quiet things.

When cuts closed faster than they should. When fevers broke without explanation. When pain dulled beneath his hands like stone smoothing under water.

Yet he lied to himselft, calling it the favor of fortune. A simple charm, nothing more. Denial was an easier shield to bear. Yet the truth remained heavy—the buckler set him apart from common stock. 

And in a place that punished difference, that made him careful.

It forced him to hide behind the mask of an ordinary mountain-born. 

Tightening the worn leather strap across his shoulder, he turned his face back to the roaring bellows.

Murmut was already watching him.

The Forgefather’s eyes lingered a moment longer than usual, not angry now—just tired. He glanced at the blade cooling in the trough, then at the apprentices still pretending not to listen.

“That’ll do,” Murmut rumbled at last, his voice like grinding slate. “You’ve pulled enough for one sunless turn.” 

A few broad heads turned in the dimness. No one spoke. The heavy pounding of the hammers faltered, then resumed.

Brannar hesitated, his hands still gripping the coarse levers. “Ser?”

Murmut waved a calloused hand, thick as a spade. “Get out of the heat before you burn yourself stupid. The iron will still be cold in the morning.” 

It was as close to mercy as the forge ever offered.

“Yes, Forgefather,” Brannar said.

He moved to the far corner of the forge, where the heat thinned and the floorstone stayed warm even after the fires dimmed. His blanket lay folded beside a crate of scrap iron—his chambers, such as they were.

He set the buckler carefully against the wall before sitting. The stone there was smoother than elsewhere, worn down by years of forge bodies before him that didn’t quite belong anywhere better.

As his thick limbs stretched out, the deep roar of the forge softened—the hammer strikes slowing to a steady crawl, the bellows drawing long, dying breaths. Lively sparks faded into gray embers. Bitter smoke curled lazily toward the vents overhead. Brannar rested one calloused palm against the cold rim of the buckler. The day had been brutal, but it was a burden he knew. Tomorrow would demand the very same muscle and sweat. 

That thought should have anchored him.

Instead, as he closed his eyes, a strange, unwelcome forboding pressed at the back of his mind—like a held breath waiting to be released.

⚔ ⚔ ⚔

The forge had gone mostly dark when Garwin returned.

Brannar had nearly drifted off, breaths slow and even, when the soft scrape of boots against rough slate pulled him back. He opened one eye.

Garwin stood a few paces away, hands clasped behind his back, gaze fixed on the buckler where it leaned against the wall.

“You guard that disc like a mother wolf,” Garwin muttered into the shadows.

Brannar shifted against the rock, rising just enough to clear his chest. “It’s a scrap-shield. Nothing more.”

Garwin let out a harsh grunt. “A man does not look at mere scrap as if it holds his soul.”

For a moment, neither spoke. The forge breathed around them—embers ticking, stone cooling.

“You don’t head back to the barracks at night,” Garwin went on, changing the subject. “Not like the rest of us.”

Brannar’s fingers tightened on the blanket. “I just enjoy walking, when I can.”

“Aye. You do.” Garwin cast a sharp glance toward the dark mouth of the forge, then turned back, his gaze cutting through the gloom. “I’ve seen where you go.”

The words loomed heavy between them.

“The clergy,” Garwin muttered. It was no question.

Brannar kept his jaw locked, allowing no lie to cross it. 

Garwin shook his head slowly. “Never took you for a god-botherer.”

"It's not like that,” Brannar said, staring at his toes. Then, after a beat, “Not in the way they say.”

Garwin’s brow furrowed. “Then what are you?”

Brannar hesitated. He rarely spoke these thoughts aloud. They sounded different outside his own head. They sounded fragile, dangerous.

“I wanted to be a healer,” he said at last. “When I was younger.”

Garwin snorted once, a sound of pure disbelief. “A healer.”

“I know,” Brannar said, a faint smile touching his mouth. “Doesn’t fit.”

Garwin’s heavy gaze sank back to the metal rim. “And since you found that?”

Brannar followed his eyes.

“Yes.”

The word came easier than he expected.

“They crawl to the clergy steps broken,” Brannar continued. “Delvers with the black-lung rot. Little ones burning with the deep-shivers. Old kin whose joints have turned to dust.” He shrugged, shoulders shifting under his tunic. “Sometimes I help.”

Garwin stared at him now. “Help how?”

Brannar didn’t answer directly. “I put my hands where they hurt. I listen. I wait.”

“And?”

“And sometimes,” Brannar murmured, his voice softer than the settling coals. “they walk out of the temple on their own two feet.” 

Silence stretched between them, thick as unmined stone. Garwin let loose a long, slow breath. “You claim that bit of iron does the
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