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​Prologue

​In the heart of the 21st century, we are witnessing a strange paradox: as our technology reaches for the stars, our society is drifting into the depths of degradation.

​The last two decades have gifted us with the internet, instant messaging, smartphones, and sleek laptops. Every year, our gadgets get smarter, faster, and more intuitive. But as the silicon gets sharper, it feels as though the human mind is growing duller.

​We’ve traded deep focus for scrolling. We’ve swapped the weight of a book for the flicker of a screen. Instead of thinking for ourselves, we outsource our logic to the nearest algorithm. Theaters stand empty; museums have been reduced to mere backdrops for selfies; and the nuance of complex thought has been chopped into bite-sized, disposable posts.

​We—and perhaps our parents—might be the last generation that remembers what it’s like to value the written word and the spark of independent thought.

​This shift has fundamentally rewired how we perceive reality. We’ve been conditioned to trust a headline in a newsfeed more than the evidence before our very eyes. For the modern politician, competence is an afterthought and real results are optional. Why bother with effective governance when you can invest in viral ads, loud slogans, and calculated outrage? In the digital age, elections are won with emotion, not critical analysis.

​This is the breeding ground for a new kind of leader. In countries across the globe, we see the rise of individuals who possess neither the experience nor the wisdom to govern. To them, power isn’t a responsibility—it’s a toy for their ego, a tool for their personal ambitions, and a megaphone for their brand.

​Even now, in 2026, as we watch the political theater of the world’s superpowers, the warning signs are flashing red. We are seeing exactly how dangerous it is when massive global influence falls into the hands of ego-driven populism.
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The Kingdom of Zelendor

​The story of Zelendor begins around the year 1100 in the heart of Eastern Europe. As the Middle Ages spread its complex tapestry across the continent, a new state emerged—a small but remarkably brave kingdom known as Zelendor.

​During an era of grand upheavals and fierce battles, even through the devastation of the Mongol invasions, this tiny realm managed to stay miraculously untouched by the worst of the storms. This isolation was its lifeline, allowing it to survive while other nations were being erased from the map. Through a strategy of caution and sharp wit, Zelendor endured for nearly two hundred years.

​But as kings changed, so did the fate of the land. There were heights of glory and depths of ruin, but eventually, the kingdom’s best days became a fading memory. Zelendor began to wither.

​Public resentment simmered as the people grew tired of the crown’s failing policies. The Pravzevdur Dynasty had held the throne for nearly a century, spanning the reigns of four different kings.

​The Pravzevdurs had seized power following the cold-blooded assassination of King Edin Malenbun. The Malenbun Dynasty had ruled for forty years with only two monarchs, but the last of them met a treacherous and violent end. In the shadow of that murder, the Pravzevdurs took the throne.

​This new dynasty became infamous for its draconian laws and a near-maniacal obsession with control. They were tireless in inventing new ways to squeeze every last coin from the common folk. They focused on beautifying the capital, but they did so by cannibalizing the countryside, draining villages and small towns until nothing was left.

​Over time, the people’s respect curdled into deep-seated hatred.

​Yet, with every new coronation, a small spark of hope would ignite. People wondered: Perhaps this one will have a soul? Perhaps this one will have the wisdom to lead? But every single time, that hope was crushed.

​Eventually, the people stopped hoping. They even stopped dreaming of change.

​Whispers echoed in private homes and silent churches, praying for a miracle—for the dynasty to finally fall and for a just ruler to rise. They longed for a new chapter in history, where they wouldn’t have to look back at the past to find happiness, but could finally live for the beauty of the present.

​But as history often proves: when a nation loses its thirst for education, stops reading, and abandons critical thinking in times of crisis, there will always be those ready to exploit the void. There will always be those who crave power—not for the good of the state, but for the sake of money, vanity, and their own relentless ambition.
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Lupio

​The weather is miserable today. But then again, the work doesn’t wait. It demands my presence almost every single day.

​My job is primitive—painfully so. Its blueprint was drawn up over a century ago, long before I drew my first breath. My great-grandfather was a shepherd; he tended sheep. My grandfather was a shepherd. My father was a shepherd. And so, I am a shepherd. If I ever have children, their fate is already woven from the same wool.

​A hundred years ago, King Petar Pravzevdur I made a provocative and, frankly, bizarre decree. He issued an edict: every citizen must follow in their father’s footsteps. A blacksmith raises a blacksmith. A doctor raises a doctor. A shepherd raises a shepherd. Children are forbidden from choosing a different path, a different craft, or a different dream.

​My destiny was signed, sealed, and delivered before I was even born.

​Do I enjoy herding sheep? To be honest—no. But it has one saving grace: plenty of time for reflection. I am almost always alone. I have friends, of course—among the flock. Sometimes I talk to them, engaging in deep, intellectual debates. Occasionally, I could swear they answer back.

​As for humans... I have friends there, too. Or at least, I’d like to believe I do.

​I live with my parents. I wouldn’t say we live well, but we don’t live poorly either. We exist somewhere in the middle—nestled in the cozy abyss of the ordinary.

​Did I dream of being someone else? Constantly. I dreamed of education. I wanted to see the other corners of our kingdom. I wanted to see the world beyond—the Vatican, Constantinople, the most beautiful cities on the continent. I don’t have the chance to go to school, but I can read and write. There’s a wise man in our village named Old Man Popic. He lends me books, which I devour with a starving mind. He tells me stories of European history, of grand metropolises and magnificent architecture.

​I am in love with architecture, despite never having seen any. All I’ve ever known are old barns, sheds, and humble village huts.

​In all my years, I haven’t even stepped foot in our district center—Zhudzhychany. Compared to the capital, it’s just a small town. But to me, it’s a sprawling megacity. My village has two hundred souls. They say Zhudzhychany has nearly ten thousand.

​
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Zhudzhychany

​Today is my birthday. Or maybe it’s today. It could have been yesterday. Or perhaps it’s tomorrow. I don’t know the exact date—my mother forgot. You’d think a woman would remember the day she went through the agony of labor, but here we are. It’s sometime around now. Either it passed, it’s happening, or it’s coming. It doesn’t really matter.

​I am a year older. To me, the day is meaningless. It’s just like any other day last week. An ordinary Tuesday in a long line of Tuesdays—except for one thing. One event changed this Tuesday forever.

​I was just getting ready for work—to go and talk to my sheep—when Old Man Popic came charging toward our house. He was running so hard he was practically wheezing. When he burst inside, he couldn’t even catch his breath. After a moment of recovery, he remembered his manners.

​“Greetings, Lupio the Elder!”

​“Hello, Popic. What’s the rush?” my father asked.

​“If I’m not mistaken, it’s the lad’s birthday today.”

​“To be honest, I don’t quite recall. It’s somewhere around these dates.”

​“Well, I thought I’d give him a gift.”

​“A gift? What kind of gift?”

​“I’m heading to Zhudzhychany this afternoon. I’d like to take Young Lupio with me.”

​“Forgive me, Popic, but he’s never been to the city. Especially one that large. I’m afraid to let him go. There are too many temptations—loose women, liquor, all the rest. Young Lupio hasn’t had a drop of alcohol in his life.”
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