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    For those who listen to the whispers of the world,and who choose to nurture rather than conquer. 

      

    


The Fires of the God-King

Prologue: The Weight of Fire

The mountain rose like a blade from the desert, its slopes carved into terraces of marble and gold. At its summit stood the fortress of the God-King, stark white against the perpetual blood-red sky. From every corner of the Shivering Wastes, a person need only lift their eyes to see its signal fires burning—constant, oppressive proof that their ruler watched, eternal and divine.

Tonight, the fires burned brighter than ever.

In the courtyard of polished stone that reflected the grim spectacle, soldiers had dragged a man to his knees. His wrists were bound in iron, his face caked with the dust of the Wastes. His crime had been words—nothing more than whispered doubts shared with his neighbor over watered gruel.

The priests surrounded him in robes of gold and crimson, their faces masks of pious severity. One stepped forward, raising a torch so high its flame seemed to lick the fortress walls, casting long shadows down the barren marble avenues.

"People of the Wastes!" The priest's voice cut through the night like a blade. "Doubt is poison! Heresy is rot! And rot must be burned away!"

The crowd pressed closer—thin villagers with ribs sharp beneath tattered rags, soldiers in polished armor, children clutching their mothers' skirts. Some wept. Some stared with hollow eyes. Some mouthed prayers they'd learned through fear.

The condemned man lifted his head. His voice cracked with thirst and terror, but held terrible steadiness: "He is not a god. He bleeds as we bleed. He feasts while we starve. He is only a man who hides behind fire."

A soldier's fist cracked against his jaw, but the words had escaped, hanging in the smoky air like sparks.

The priest thrust his torch into the basin of oil. Flame roared upward, swallowing man and rope alike. His scream rose briefly with the fire before being consumed, its echo bouncing off uncaring stone.

Above, on the high balcony, the God-King appeared. His figure was distant, magnified by firelight, arms spread in absolute dominion. His voice, amplified by hidden devices, rolled like thunder over the cowering crowd:

"Witness! Doubt is ash! Faith is flame! Bow, believe, and the Wastes endure by my will alone!"

The villagers dropped to their knees, foreheads pressed to sun-warmed stone. Some from fear, some from broken habit, some because they desperately needed to believe.

But not all.

In the deep shadow of the courtyard wall, a boy clutched his father's calloused hand. His wide eyes were fixed not on the distant, glorious figure of the God-King, but on the blackened shape within the dying flames. He whispered a question so soft only his father could hear:

"Then why did the fire need oil?"

The man's grip tightened, but he dared not answer.
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Part I: The Weight of Silence

Chapter One: The Shoes
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Three years later

The air was a weight, not a breeze. Dust clung to Kael's tongue, stung his eyes, settled on every surface like a second skin. This was the Shivering Wastes—a land God had seemingly abandoned, yet a King dared to claim.

Kael's home wasn't truly a house but a patchwork of scavenged scraps pressed against a dense thicket of pale bamboo. The stalks stood like a wall of bones, so tightly packed they swallowed light and sound, offering meager protection from the world beyond. Inside, heat pressed close, the silence broken only by the steady rasp of Kael's knife against whetstone.
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