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Prologue

Crown of Empty Flame

 

A once-vibrant city stands eerily calm under a dim sky. No guards patrol the walls. No flames burn in the streets. Marketplaces remain open, but voices are hushed, movements slow, almost… synchronized. A lone traveler enters, expecting ruin—but finds order instead. People greet him with soft smiles, their eyes empty of fear, anger… or desire. When he asks what happened, a woman simply answers:

 

 “We chose peace.”

 

There are no signs of battle. No blood. No destruction. Only something far more unsettling—willing surrender.

 

---

 

In a quiet square, a group gathers around a dying flame shrine—once sacred, now abandoned. One by one, citizens step forward, placing their hands over the fire… and extinguishing it willingly. No hesitation. No regret.

 

The traveler watches in disbelief.

 

“Why would you give this up?” he asks.

 

A man turns to him, calm and certain:

 

“Because we no longer need it.”

 

As the last flame dies, a strange stillness settles—like the city itself exhales. For a brief moment, the traveler feels it too… a pull, a whisper in his mind, telling him to let go.

 

---

 

That night, the traveler tries to leave—but the gates are already open. No one stops him. No one needs to.

 

From a distant tower, a lone figure watches the silent city below. No crown rests on their head. No aura of power surrounds them.

 

And yet… everything listens.

 

A voice—calm, almost gentle—echoes in the stillness:

 

“No fire. No war. No suffering.”

 

The figure turns away, unseen, unnamed.

 

“They chose this.”

 

Far behind, the traveler runs into the darkness—carrying a truth the world is not ready to face:

 

A new ruler has risen…

and no one is being forced to follow.

---
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Chapter 1

The Quiet That Spreads

 

The wind should have carried ash.

 

Kael stood at the edge of a broken ridge, eyes fixed on the distant city below. Once, places like that always burned—if not from war, then from life itself. Flame shrines, forge fires, signal towers… something always burned.

 

But now—

 

Nothing.

 

No smoke curled into the sky. No glow lit the horizon. The city lay still beneath a pale sun, as if the world itself had paused.

 

Seraya approached quietly, her boots crunching against dry stone. She didn’t need to ask what he was looking at. She felt it too.

 

An absence.

 

“It’s wrong,” Kael said.

 

Seraya crossed her arms, gaze narrowing.

 

“No flame,” she murmured. “No Hollow presence either.”

 

That made Kael frown deeper.

 

“There’s always something.”

 

Seraya nodded slightly.

 

“Exactly.”

 

For a moment, neither of them moved. The silence from below felt… heavy. Not peaceful.

 

Controlled.

 

---

 

They descended toward the city as the sun lowered, taking the main road.

 

It didn’t take long before they noticed the first people.

 

Travelers. Farmers. Families.

 

Walking calmly.

 

Too calmly.

 

No guards escorted them. No weapons were visible. Even children moved without noise or play, staying close but never clinging.

 

Kael stepped slightly into their path, testing them.

 

Normally:

People would stop Question Fear 

But these people?

 

They simply adjusted their steps and walked around him.

 

No reaction. No hesitation.

 

One man met Kael’s eyes briefly—and smiled.

 

Not warmly.

 

Not coldly.

 

Just… smiled.

 

Seraya leaned closer, her voice low.

 

“They’re not scared of us.”

 

Kael’s jaw tightened.

 

“They should be.”

 

---

 

The city gates stood wide open.

 

No guards. No banners. No signs of damage.

 

Just… open.

 

Kael slowed as they approached, instincts screaming that this was wrong. Cities didn’t leave themselves exposed—not after everything the world had survived.

 

Seraya stepped ahead slightly, scanning.

 

“No traps,” she said.

“No defenses,” Kael added.

 

They crossed the threshold.

 

Inside, the city was alive—but quiet.

 

People moved through the streets in steady patterns. Vendors arranged goods. Workers carried supplies. Life continued…

 

But without noise.

 

No shouting. No bargaining. No laughter.

 

Even footsteps felt muted.

 

Kael turned slowly, taking it in.

 

“This isn’t peace,” he said.

 

Seraya’s eyes tracked a group passing by.

 

“No,” she replied.

“It’s… controlled stillness.”

 

---

 

They approached a small gathering near a well.

 

Men and women stood together, speaking softly.

 

Too softly.

 

Kael stepped forward.

 

“Who leads this place?”

 

The group turned toward him in perfect unison.

 

For a moment—just a moment—it felt unnatural.

 

Then one man stepped forward.

 

Calm. Composed.

 

Smiling.

 

“We do.”

 

Kael frowned.

 

“That’s not an answer.”

 

The man tilted his head slightly.

 

“We no longer need one.”

 

Seraya studied them closely.

 

Their eyes…

 

No fear. No anger. No doubt.

 

Just certainty.

 

And that was worse.

 

---

 

At the center of the city stood a shrine.

 

Or what used to be one.

 

The structure was intact—stone pillars, engraved runes, a basin where flame once burned.

 

Now—

 

Cold.

 

Dust gathered where fire once lived.

 

No one approached it. No one maintained it.

 

It had simply been… abandoned.

 

Kael stepped forward slowly, something inside him tightening.

 

“This was sacred,” he muttered.

 

He knelt, placing his hand over the empty basin.

 

For years, he never had to think.

 

Flame answered him.

 

Always.

 

He focused—

 

Pulled from the Pyre—

 

Summoned it—

 

Nothing.

 

The air stirred.

 

A flicker almost formed…

 

Then vanished.

 

Kael’s eyes widened slightly.

 

Seraya saw it.

 

“What happened?” she asked.

 

Kael didn’t answer immediately.

 

Because for the first time—

 

His flame didn’t respond.

 

---

 

They left the shrine in silence.

 

But something followed them.

 

Not a sound.

 

Not a presence.

 

A feeling.

 

Subtle. Gentle.

 

A voice that wasn’t a voice.

 

“You don’t need it anymore…”

 

Seraya stopped suddenly, gripping her head.

 

Kael turned sharply.

 

“You felt that?”

 

She nodded slowly, breathing uneven.

 

“It’s not Hollow…” she whispered.

“But it’s not human either.”

 

Kael clenched his fist.

 

The same thought echoed in him.

 

Not forced.

 

Not invading.

 

Inviting.

 

“Let go…”

 

He shook his head, pushing it away.

 

But it didn’t disappear.

 

It waited.

 

---

 

Night fell over the city.

 

Kael and Seraya stood once more above it, watching.

 

Below:

No chaos No crime No unrest 

Just… peace.

 

Perfect, undisturbed peace.

 

Kael’s voice was quieter than usual.

 

“No one’s suffering down there.”

 

Seraya didn’t answer immediately.

 

Her eyes remained fixed on the city.

 

“No one’s living either,” she finally said.

 

Kael exhaled slowly.

 

For the first time since awakening the flame—

 

He hesitated.

 

“What if this is better?”

 

Seraya turned to him, something conflicted in her gaze.

 

“Better doesn’t always mean right.”

 

Below them, the city slept in silent harmony.

 

Above them—

 

Kael’s flame flickered weakly in his palm.

 

Unstable.

 

Uncertain.

 

And for the first time—

 

it felt like it could go out.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

Harmon Without Flame

 

Dawn rises over the city.

 

Light spills across rooftops, touching every corner evenly—but something is missing.

 

Sound.

 

Kael wakes to stillness.

 

No merchants calling.

No children running.

No distant clang of metal or murmur of life.

 

Just quiet.

 

Too quiet.

 

He steps outside and sees people already moving through the streets.

 

Perfectly timed. Perfectly calm.

 

Seraya joins him, her expression tense.

 

“They all woke at the same time,” she says.

 

Kael watches a group pass by.

 

“That’s not routine… that’s control.”

 

---

 

They enter the marketplace.

 

Stalls are full. Goods are neatly arranged. Food is fresh.

 

But something is deeply wrong.

 

No one bargains.

 

A woman picks up fruit, places coins down, and leaves.

 

No discussion. No disagreement.

 

Kael approaches a vendor.

 

“How much?”

 

The vendor smiles faintly.

 

“Whatever is needed.”

 

Kael frowns.

 

“That’s not how trade works.”

 

The vendor’s expression doesn’t change.

 

“It is now.”

 

Seraya watches closely, whispering:

 

“There’s no greed… no desire to gain.”

 

Kael mutters:

 

“No desire at all.”

 

---

 

In an open square, children gather.

 

They stand together.

 

Quietly.

 

Not laughing. Not arguing. Not running.

 

Just… standing.

 

Kael steps closer, unsettled.

 

“Why aren’t they playing?”

 

One child looks at him calmly.

 

“There is no need.”

 

Seraya kneels slightly, softening her voice.

 

“Don’t you want to?”

 

The child tilts their head.

 

“Wanting creates imbalance.”

 

Seraya freezes.

 

Kael looks away, jaw tight.

 

“They’re teaching this,” he says under his breath.

 

---

 

They move deeper into the city.

 

Workers carry supplies, build structures, repair walls.

 

Everything is efficient.

 

Perfectly efficient.

 

No one stops. No one slows. No one complains.

 

Kael observes a man lifting heavy loads repeatedly.

 

“How long have you been working?”

 

The man answers calmly:

 

“As long as needed.”

 

“Don’t you get tired?”

 

A pause.

 

“Tiredness is unnecessary.”

 

Seraya steps back slightly.

 

“They’re ignoring their own limits…”

 

Kael shakes his head.

 

“No… they don’t feel them.”

 

---

 

They enter a small home, invited by a family.

 

Inside:

 

Clean

 

Organized

 

Silent

 

A meal is prepared and shared.

 

No conversation.

 

No laughter.

 

No warmth.

 

Just… function.

 

Seraya tries.

 

“Are you happy?”

 

The mother looks at her, calm and certain.

 

“Happiness implies sadness.”

 

She gestures around.

 

“We are free from both.”

 

Kael’s grip tightens under the table.

 

Seraya’s voice lowers:

 

“And love?”

 

A brief silence.

 

Then:

 

“Attachment creates suffering.”

 

The answer hits harder than anything else.

 

---

 

As they leave the home, Kael suddenly ignites a small flame in his hand—testing.

 

It flickers weakly, unstable.

 

People nearby turn—

 

But do not react.

 

No fear.

 

No awe.

 

No recognition.

 

Just… acknowledgment.

 

One man speaks:

 

“You don’t need that here.”

 

Kael stares at him.

 

“That ‘saved’ this world.”

 

The man shakes his head slightly.

 

“No. It prolonged its pain.”

 

The flame in Kael’s hand dims further.

 

---

 

Night falls again.

 

The city glows softly—not with fire, but with dim, controlled light.

 

Kael and Seraya stand in silence.

 

Watching.

 

Understanding.

 

Seraya speaks first, her voice quieter than before:

 

“There’s no war here.”

 

Kael nods slowly.

 

“No suffering.”

 

A pause.

 

Then Seraya adds:

 

“No choice.”

 

Kael looks down at his hand.

 

The flame appears—

 

Small.

 

Flickering.

 

Struggling.

 

“If this spreads…” he says,

 

His voice trails off.

 

Because he already knows.

 

Seraya finishes the thought:

 

“Then the world won’t need us anymore.”

 

Below them, the city rests in perfect harmony.

 

Above them—

 

The fire that once defined everything begins to feel…

 

unnecessary. 

---

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

The One They Chose

 

Morning breaks, but Kael and Seraya are already outside the city walls.

 

This time, they’re not observing those who stayed—

 

They’re looking for those who left.

 

After hours of searching, they find them.

 

A small group camped far from the city:

 

Tired

 

Uneasy

 

Afraid

 

Something Kael hasn’t seen inside the city.

 

Fear.

 

One man steps forward, wary.

 

“You came from there… didn’t you?”

 

Kael nods.

 

“What happened to that city?”

 

The man hesitates.

 

“We didn’t lose it…”

 

His voice tightens.

 

“We left it.”

 

---

 

The survivors gather cautiously.

 

Unlike the city, they:

 

Speak over each other

 

Argue

 

Show emotion

 

It feels… human again.

 

A woman steps forward, eyes filled with urgency.

 

“It starts small,” she says.

“Just… calm thoughts. Less anger. Less fear.”

 

Seraya listens closely.

 

“And then?” she asks.

 

The woman swallows.

 

“Then you stop questioning it.”

 

Kael’s gaze sharpens.

 

“What is ‘it’?”

 

Silence falls.

 

The group exchanges uneasy looks.

 

No one wants to say it.

 

---

 

Finally, an older man speaks.

 

Quiet. Careful.

 

“The Hollow Monarch.”

 

The name lingers in the air.

 

Seraya stiffens slightly.

 

“Hollow… but not the Queen,” she mutters.

 

The man shakes his head.

 

“Not like her. Not like anything we’ve seen.”

 

Kael steps closer.

 

“What does this Monarch do?”

 

The man answers simply:

 

“Nothing.”

 

Kael frowns.

 

“That’s not possible.”

 

“That’s the worst part,” the man replies.

“They don’t take control…”

 

He looks back toward the city.

 

“They make you give it.”

 

---

 

A younger survivor steps forward, voice shaking.

 

“I saw them.”

 

All eyes turn.

 

“Where?” Kael asks.

 

“In the city… before I left.”

 

The boy struggles to describe it.

 

“They didn’t command anyone. Didn’t threaten. Didn’t even raise their voice.”

 

Seraya leans in.

 

“Then how did they lead?”

 

The boy’s expression turns distant.

 

“They spoke… and everything made sense.”

 

Kael’s grip tightens.

 

“What did they say?”

 

The boy whispers:

 

“That we didn’t have to hurt anymore.”
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