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The night the crown was forged, the sky did not thunder.

There was no lightning to mark the moment, no great storm to announce that the world had shifted.

Instead, the heavens went silent.

Stars dimmed behind a veil of ash-gray clouds, and the moon hung low and pale, like a watchful eye that did not dare blink. The wind, usually sharp along the cliffs of Veylorn, fell strangely still—as if the world itself feared what was about to be born.

Deep beneath the ancient palace, in a chamber no map recorded and no servant had ever cleaned, a circle of black-robed figures stood around a basin of molten silver.

It glowed like a living thing.

The metal shimmered with unnatural light, and the air above it rippled as if the heat came not from flame, but from something deeper—something older.

Magic...

A man stood at the center of them all. His hair was white as bone and his face lined with age, yet his eyes were sharp and fever-bright. He wore no crown, no jewels, no symbols of power. Only a long chain of iron around his neck, as if he had once been bound.

Or had bound himself.

“The empire is dying,” he said, voice hoarse. “It has been dying for a hundred years.”

The others did not speak. Their hoods hid their faces, but their hands trembled. Whether from fear or reverence, it was impossible to tell.

The man lifted a blade.

It was not made of steel.

It was made of glass—clear and thin, like frozen tears. It reflected the molten silver and split it into fragments of light.

He pressed the blade against his palm.

And cut.

Blood spilled into the basin.

Not red.

Not human.

It was dark as ink, thick as shadow, and when it touched the silver, the entire chamber shuddered.

The molten metal hissed.

The air screamed.

And somewhere far above, in the sleeping halls of the palace, a single candle flame went out.

Then another.

Then every torch in the eastern wing.

The robed figures stepped back instinctively. One whispered a prayer. Another crossed themselves with shaking fingers.

The old man did not flinch.

“This crown will not belong to kings,” he said.

He spoke as though reciting a truth carved into his bones.

“It will not obey bloodlines, titles, or the lies of noble birth.”

He leaned closer to the basin, his voice dropping to something intimate—almost tender.

“It will choose.”

The basin surged.

Silver rose like a wave, twisting in midair as if pulled by invisible hands. It began to shape itself—forming a circlet, delicate and cruel, with sharp thorns curling inward like a trap.

The crown did not look like something meant to sit on a ruler’s head.

It looked like something meant to bite.

The old man held his bleeding hand above it.

“Let the crown be bound to sacrifice,” he whispered.

The metal shivered.

The thorns sharpened.

A sound echoed through the chamber—soft and distant.

A whisper.

No one could understand it, yet every soul in the room felt the meaning press into their minds like a cold finger.

Chosen.

One of the robed figures stumbled backward.

“It speaks,” they breathed.

Another shook their head violently. “It should not—”

“It must,” the old man snapped.

His eyes flashed, reflecting the silver light.

“If the crown does not speak, it cannot judge. If it cannot judge, it cannot choose. And if it cannot choose...”

He swallowed hard.

“...then the empire will fall into the hands of monsters.”

The last word seemed to awaken something in the darkness.

The shadows along the walls shifted.

Not from candlelight.

From movement.

A ripple crawled across the stone floor, and the robed figures stiffened.

The old man turned slowly.

From the far end of the chamber, something stepped forward.

A man.

Or something wearing the shape of one.

He was tall and perfectly still, dressed in dark armor that absorbed the silver glow instead of reflecting it. His face was handsome in a way that felt wrong—like a painting of a man, rather than a man himself.

His eyes were the color of burning embers.

He smiled.

“Still playing with destiny, old one?” he asked softly.

The robed figures recoiled. One fell to their knees.

The old man did not bow.

“You are not welcome here, Alaric.”

The name hit the chamber like a bell struck in warning.

Alaric stepped closer, boots silent. His gaze moved to the crown as it hovered above the basin.

“Oh,” he murmured. “So this is it.”

He reached out, fingers extending—

The crown snapped.

Not physically.

It reacted.

A surge of silver light erupted, throwing Alaric back as if the air itself had punched him. He slid across the floor, armor scraping stone, and for the first time, his smile faded.

The old man’s lips tightened.

“It rejects you,” he said.

Alaric’s eyes narrowed.

Then, slowly, he stood.

“I am not rejected,” he said, voice colder now. “I am delayed.”

The crown trembled.

The thorns curled tighter.

The whisper returned—faint, barely audible.

Not you.

Alaric’s gaze flicked to the robed figures.

To the old man.

To the crown.

Then he laughed.

It wasn’t loud.

It was worse than loud.

It was quiet amusement, as if he already knew the ending of the story and was watching everyone else stumble through the beginning.

“Fine,” he said. “Let it choose.”

He stepped back into the shadows, and the darkness swallowed him like a mouth.

But before he disappeared completely, he spoke one last time.

“When it chooses,” he said, “I will come for her.”

The chamber went still.

The robed figures froze.

The old man’s bloodied hand clenched.

“She?” someone whispered, terrified.

The old man stared at the crown, which now hovered calmly, as if nothing had happened.

“She,” he repeated.

Because deep in his bones, he knew.

The crown had been forged to find someone the empire would never expect.

Not a prince.

Not a lord.

Not a warrior raised for war.

But someone overlooked.

Someone ordinary.

Someone who would bleed for the innocent.

Someone who would love even when it hurt.

The crown pulsed once.

Like a heartbeat.

And the whisper returned, softer than breath.

Soon.
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Chapter 1 — The Servant Girl
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Amaya learned early that the palace was not built for girls like her.

It was built for marble and mirrors, for velvet sleeves that never touched a broom, for laughter that echoed down corridors untouched by hunger. The palace belonged to the kind of people who spoke about war as if it were weather—something inconvenient, distant, and inevitable.

For servants, it was built differently.

The palace was a maze of narrow stairwells and service passages, of sculleries and laundry rooms, of hidden doors that opened into grand halls where a servant was expected to become invisible. The walls in those places were rougher, the air damper. The torches burned lower. Even the sound changed—less music, more clatter.

Amaya had practiced invisibility her whole life.

“Eyes down,” the head steward would say. “Mouth shut. If you hear a secret, you forget it. If you see a noble cry, you pretend you saw nothing. If you drop a tray—”

“You pay for it,” Amaya would finish automatically.

The steward’s gaze was always sharp. He had once been a soldier, they said, before a limp took him from the battlefield and set him behind a ledger. Now he ruled the servants like a general, and the servants obeyed like frightened recruits.

Amaya did not mind.

Not because she enjoyed it—she didn’t—but because it was safer. A life of obedience was a life that could be predicted. Predictable things rarely killed you.

That morning, she rose before dawn, before the palace bells rang and before the kitchens filled with heat and shouting. She washed her face in cold water, braided her hair tight, and tied it up so no loose strands could fall into food or candle wax.

Her reflection in the tin basin looked like someone else’s: a narrow face, dark eyes too watchful for her age, and a mouth that had learned not to smile too widely.

Lysa, her roommate, groaned from the other cot.

“Amaya,” she mumbled into her pillow, “you’re going to wear a hole in the floor if you keep walking like that.”

Amaya paused mid-step.

“I’m not walking,” she said softly.

“You’re... pacing,” Lysa corrected, still half asleep. “Like a mouse that thinks the cat is watching.”

Amaya’s hands tightened on her apron strings.

“Maybe the cat is watching.”

That earned a sleepy laugh.

Lysa rolled over, squinting at her. “You’ve been strange since yesterday.”

Amaya forced her face blank. “I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine.” Lysa pushed herself upright, rubbing her eyes. “You’re quiet even for you. And you’re the quietest person I know.”

Amaya reached for her broom and bucket. “I’m just tired.”

“You’re always tired.”

“That’s what happens when you’re poor,” Amaya said.

Lysa’s smile faded, and for a moment her expression softened into something dangerously close to kindness.

“You don’t have to carry everything alone,” she said.

Amaya didn’t answer.

She didn’t know how to explain that she wasn’t carrying everything. Just one thing.

A word.

A feeling.

A pulse of silver light she couldn’t forget.

Chosen.

She left before Lysa could ask more, slipping into the servant corridors where the palace smelled like old stone and damp ash. Her footsteps were quiet out of habit, and the broom in her hand felt like a familiar weapon.

The kitchens were already awake when she arrived.

A dozen servants moved like a storm: chopping vegetables, hauling sacks of flour, stirring pots large enough to drown in. The cook—Madam Brine—barked orders like a warlord.

“Amaya!” she snapped when she saw her. “Water trays to the council hall. They’ve been in there since sunrise. Probably arguing about taxes again.”

Amaya’s stomach tightened.

The council hall.

She tried to keep her face calm as she set down her bucket and moved to fill a tray with fresh cups and a pitcher.

Her hands didn’t shake. Not yet.

The other servants didn’t notice her hesitation. They were too busy, too exhausted, too used to the endless demands of the palace.

Amaya lifted the tray and walked.

The servant passages leading toward the council hall were colder than the kitchens, and the deeper she went, the more the palace seemed to change. The stone became smoother, the air cleaner. She passed a tapestry she had dusted a hundred times: a crowned king holding a sword, a silver wreath on
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