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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.

Shhh-shink. Shhh-shink.

It was the only prayer he still believed in—a prayer of preparation, not devotion.

Across from him, Lira sat on a worn stump, hands idle in her lap, gaze fixed on nothing. When she spoke, her voice was thin as paper: "The well gives mud, not water. The traps sit empty. The earth yields nothing." Her eyes, usually weary, suddenly burned. "It is as barren as his heart."

Kael didn't need to ask whose. In every mind in the Wastes, He loomed—capitalized, inescapable.

"Lira." Kael's voice carried warning. The knife never stopped its rhythm. Stopping meant thinking. Thinking meant feeling.

She leaned forward, words spilling hotter now: "They say he lives in a mountain of marble, feasting from gold plates while we chew bitter bamboo shoots. He calls himself god, says our suffering is holy, our labor worship." She spat in the dust. "I will not believe it. I will not bow."

The sharpening stopped. Kael's head snapped up, fear cold in his chest. The bamboo seemed to lean closer, listening.

"Silence, woman. Old Man Hemmer spoke the same three days past. They came for him in the night. Now his hut stands empty, and crows circle at dawn."

Before Lira could respond, their makeshift gate creaked open.

Commander Valen of the God-King's Guard stepped inside, and the air turned to stone. His grey leathers gleamed with malevolent sheen, his face carved from pure disdain. Two soldiers blocked the way out, polearms catching cruel light.

Kael's heart plummeted. This was it. Lira's defiance had been heard.

He moved instinctively, placing himself between her and Valen—a useless shield of flesh and bone.

But Valen's eyes swept the pathetic yard without hurry, taking inventory of rusted tools, empty pots, two whimpering dogs huddled in their kennel. His gaze stopped there. A gloved finger rose, steady and accusing.

"You hoard the gifts of God."

Kael blinked in confusion. Gifts? Then he followed the pointing finger to the dogs' nest, where tattered shoes—soles flapping, caked with mud and hair—served as bedding against the cold earth.

The King's gifts. Their crime.

Cold nausea washed over him. Kael fell forward, choking on dust as he groveled at Valen's polished boots.

"Commander, forgive us! We didn't know! We are loyal—we live to serve the God-King! Spare us, please!"

The silence stretched like a blade. Finally, Valen flicked two fingers—dismissive, bored.

"Leave us. Wait outside."

The soldiers withdrew. Fear did not lift; it only condensed, growing denser between kneeling supplicant and standing judge.

Valen bent close, voice dropping to a whisper meant for Kael alone: "Then you will prove it. Tomorrow night, you will not hunt."

Kael looked up, stunned. "Not... hunt?" Hunting was survival. Not hunting was slower death.

Valen's smile was a thin shadow promising cruelty: "Rain comes tomorrow. Perfect for Leicas—their fur richest before storms. Their pelts fetch a king's ransom in the mountain city. Tomorrow, you stay in your hovel. You hear nothing. You see nothing. The Leicas from your territory will be mine."

The truth struck like stone to chest. Not ideology. Not faith. Simple, brutal theft. The God-King's right hand stealing from those he claimed to rule.

Kael bobbed his head like a broken puppet: "Yes, Commander. Yours. All of them."

Valen straightened, contempt restored. He left without a backward glance.

When silence returned, it pressed heavier than before. Kael stayed kneeling, feeling his wife's gaze burn the back of his neck. He had saved their lives—not with courage or faith, but by feeding the very greed that starved them.

Outside, bamboo rattled in dry wind. Somewhere in the thicket, Leicas burrowed, soft and innocent. Tomorrow night, another hunter would come. And Kael would sit in darkness, listening to theft disguised as divine right.
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Chapter Two: The Whispers
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The sun was a furious white eye. Kael joined the shuffling line at the central well—cracked stone yielding more mud than hope. The air hummed with fearful silence, broken only by coughs and the creak of pulley rope.

A light touch on his arm. Elara, face sharp beneath dust, eyes holding fire the Wastes hadn't extinguished. Her brother had been taken by the Guard a season ago for "disruptive questions." He hadn't returned.

"Kael," she murmured, barely a breath. "Crows were thick at Hemmer's place this morning. And something else."

Ahead, old Joran turned, back groaning audibly. His face was a map of wrinkles, but his eyes held shocking clarity—deep, patient knowledge accumulated over decades.

"The soil there is sour now," Joran said, voice like rustling paper. "Bamboo around his hut has blackened at the roots. The land mourns in its own way."

Kael felt a chill despite the heat. He glanced around, ensuring no soldiers were near. "He spoke against the King. We must be careful."

"Careful keeps us alive," Joran agreed slowly. "But silence lets rot spread. My father told me stories—before the fires on the mountain, the Wastes were different. Not easy, but alive. The rains were clean. The Leicas were..." He paused, choosing words carefully. "They were more than prey."

A soldier on a skeletal horse trotted past, eyes scanning for dissent. Conversation died instantly, replaced by bowed heads and averted gazes. But whispers had been exchanged. Seeds planted.

Kael looked at the
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