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As the new king approached the throne, the bells rang out over the bone-white towers of Halfarn. Trumpets wailed. A thousand nobles bowed. In a language long buried by war and time, the First King's priests, dressed in ash and crimson, chanted ancient verses. The Hall of Crowns creaked shut with its massive doors. No one left. No one left until the king sat down.

King Maelric III—young and proud, drunk on his heritage—strode toward his ancestral throne, each step echoing on stone carved with war songs and the names of martyrs. His golden cloak glittered, and blood-stained marble kissed its attendants. Behind him, two bishops held the Crown of Bone.

The throne stood before him. A monument to death.

Tall and harsh, it rose from the dais like the skeleton of a forgotten god. Two arms arched high above the seat. Skulls—some ancient, some disturbingly modern—were embedded in the chair's post. Its entire body was carved from the remains of the First King and those who died for it.

The priests claimed it spoke only to those of pure royal blood. A lie no one dared question. Maelric smirked. "All this fuss," he whispered, dusting his sleeve. "Above a pile of bones."

He sat.

He fell silent.

The room held its breath.

Then came the sound—faint at first, like a wind piercing a crypt.

A crack.

That throne.

Maelric froze.

The stone beneath his feet pulsed once. Just once. Then—

A crack.

He screamed as his body twisted unnaturally. The throne spun and buckled like a sleeping beast. A bone splintered. Blood seeped from its threads. His golden cloak disappeared into the seat. Fingers hung in the air, scratching nothing.

The hall watched in horror as the throne opened its jaw and swallowed its king whole.

Only the crown of bone remained, stopped rolling at the foot of the dais, and was covered in fresh blood. Silence fell for a moment.

Then a bishop sank to his knees, weeping.

The high priest whispered, trembling, "The First King has spoken. He rejects the unworthy."

Down below, a maid sweeping the cold floors felt something stir inside her. She stopped, her heart fluttering, as a voice whispered from the shadows of the hall:

"Kayla..."
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​The Dust Beneath the Crown

​Kayla returned, wiping the blood from the floor. It had barely begun to dry. The nobles were sent out with forced smiles and quiet horror. The bishops remained in the Hall of Crowns, muttering prayers over the empty throne as if it hadn't just devoured their king. Kayla, humble and unnoticed, was handed a cloth and told to clean up.
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This she managed adeptly: disappear.

She dipped the cloth in a wooden bucket, the water turning red. The floor was cold beneath her knees, and the smell of iron hung heavy in the air. Her hands stung from the lye soap, but she didn't complain. Never had. She'd learned long ago that silence kept you alive in the palace.

Above her, the throne rose—tall, thin, emitting a voice she didn't know the name of. She didn't dare look at it for long. She always felt it staring back at her. The bone throne.

She could still hear the king's cry. Short. Guttural. A cry for help, not one that wouldn't come quickly enough.

Kayla wrung the cloth with trembling fingers. Then it happened again. The whisper.

Soft. Low. Carried by the still, moving air. "Kayla..."

She froze.

The cloth fell from her hands and splashed into the blood-stained water.

There was no one in the hall. This was something she was familiar with. She checked. She always did this before entering. She was alone.

But the voice spoke her name.

And worse—it spoke it with familiarity.

She stood slowly, her heart pounding. She was dwarfed by the throne, its majesty gleaming in the dim light of the wall sconces. Its ribbed arms curled into claws. At their base, the blood she had just rubbed seemed to seep into her—like ink spilling onto parchment, drawing it out.

She recoiled.

Her heel clattered against the bucket. The water spilled. She turned and ran, forgetting her tools, forgetting her silence.

She didn't stop running until she reached the maid's quarters.

The warmth of the laundry fires didn't soothe her. Nor did the smell of boiling soap, nor the distant laughter of the kitchen workers. She pressed her back against the stone wall and slid to the floor, her chest heaving.

No one would believe her.

The throne whispered her name. Who was she? She wasn't anyone. When she was seven, the palace had taken in a girl with no family and no past. The servant had said she was lucky. Better to scrub the marble floors than to starve to death in the gutters.

That's what she thought. Until now.

Because something had changed. She had seen something. That night, Kayla lay awake on her straw mattress in the servants' quarters, staring up at the ceiling beams.

She didn't hear the other girls' snoring. She didn't feel the summer heat pressing down on her.

The sound came back to her. Not from her ears.

Using her blood: "You're not insignificant."
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Silence fell over the palace. Not the silence of mourning—Kayla had cleaned enough noble funerals to know that kind. But this was different. This was the silence of fear, wrapped in silk and sewn with smiles.

Though King Maelric had been swallowed by the throne for three days, no new king had been crowned. Many questions were whispered. Many people watched. Many nobles refused to sit. Kayla kept her head down, as always. She served soup in the halls and polished the candelabras in the high galleries without speaking. But her thoughts—they were becoming harder to ignore.

Since that night, the voice had disappeared. And yet... she felt it. Like a presence at the edge of her thoughts, waiting.

She had not returned to the Hall of Crowns since.

Not until now. She had been summoned that morning by Lady Elra, the head chamberlain. A woman with icy eyes and a tongue sharp enough to shave bone. Elra cried, "You. Floor girl, the hall needs attention. Careful."

Kayla blinked. "Is it still closed, my lady?"

Elra pursed her lips. "It will be opened today. Another king will sit." She pushed a cloth basket into Kayla's arms. "And do you know that the ceremony will not be marred by dust or blood?" Kayla nodded.

Her feet felt heavy with each step toward the hall.

The torches inside flickered dimly, as if the walls were holding their breath. The throne remained untouched. Very still. Kayla knelt and began to sweep the floor, though there was no visible dirt. She didn't look at the throne. No, not yet. Yet she could feel it. Its weight. Watching her. No, she told herself. It was a chair. Just a damned chair.

But she couldn't believe it anymore.

She was still on the floor when the trumpets blared.

The doors opened. The court flowed with robes, crowns, and ceremonial swords, the air heavy with perfume and tension. Kayla knelt, mingling with the marble like a shadow.

The bishops entered next, bearing the Bone Crown, now polished and shining like ivory.

Behind them came Prince Orendor, half-brother of the late King Maelric, his jaw tightly set. His coronation had been swift. No fanfare. No ceremony. Just silence. He turned slightly to face the court as he ascended the steps of the throne. “I accept the burden of rule,” he said.

Then he sat down.

Kayla didn’t even see the beginning of it.

She heard the sound only once more. A soft crack. A gasp of breath. The distant thud of a priest fainting.

As she raised her head, Orendor was gone.

Once again, the crown rolled against the marble. Blood flowed. The throne remained still.

The court erupted in a scream.

And when a single word echoed like a curse throughout the hall, Kayla stood frozen, the cloth in her hand. "Magic."

She ran.

Not from the hall.

Not out of fear.

She ran because the instant Orindor disappeared, the voice returned.

And this
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