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PROLOGUE: THE QUEEN IN THE FIRE
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The first thing Ayla smelled was smoke.

Not woodsmoke, not the soft blue ribbon that rose from cooking fires in winter kitchens, not the sweet sting of cedar burned in temple bowls. This was a black, greasy smoke, the kind that lived inside walls and hair and throats long after the flame was gone. It dragged its claws down her lungs before she opened her eyes.

When she did, she saw a kingdom burning.

The sky above Veyr was red.

The palace towers, once described in nursery songs as spears of pearl aimed at heaven, were split open like bones. Gold banners snapped in the hot wind, their embroidered suns swallowed by sparks. Beyond the palace walls, the capital sprawled in ruin: bridges collapsing into the silver canal, market roofs blazing, watchtowers pouring bodies into the streets below. Bells rang everywhere, not in rhythm but in terror.

Ayla stood on a balcony high above it all.

Her hands gripped the marble rail.

Her hands were not her hands.

They were longer, slimmer, ringed in heavy jewels. A pale scar cut across the right palm, crossing her lifeline like an accusation. Her nails were painted black. Her sleeves were silk. At her throat, a necklace of moonstone and blood-rubies burned cold against her skin.

And on her head—

A crown.

Ayla staggered backward.

The crown shifted, sharp teeth of gold biting into her brow.

“No,” she whispered.

Her voice was older. Lower. A woman’s voice.

She looked down and saw a gown the color of midnight, torn at the hem and blackened by ash. There was blood on the bodice. Too much blood. Some of it had dried brown. Some of it was still wet.

Behind her, someone sobbed.

Ayla turned.

The throne room behind the balcony had become a slaughterhouse. Moonlight fell through shattered windows and shone on overturned chairs, broken glass, scattered papers, and soldiers lying at impossible angles. At the foot of the throne knelt a boy no older than fourteen, shaking so violently his chains rattled.

He stared at Ayla as if she were death itself.

“Please,” he said. “Your Majesty. Please. I did not know.”

Your Majesty.

Ayla could not breathe.

She was eighteen years old. She had gone to sleep in the loft above a dye shop on Larkglass Lane, hungry, angry, and dreading her birthday. She had not been a queen. She had not worn silk. She had not stood in fire with blood on her chest.

But every birthday, since she was six years old, Ayla had woken up one year older for exactly twenty-four hours.

At seven, she had woken eight and learned which bridge would collapse in the spring floods.

At ten, she had woken eleven and found out which boy would steal from her mother’s purse.

At fifteen, she had woken sixteen and seen herself walking past a plague cart, alive because she had avoided the blue apples sold by a smiling stranger.

Every birthday had been a borrowed day.

A warning.

A mercy.

This was supposed to be one more future.

One more chance to correct herself.

But this future had a crown, a corpse-scented room, and a city screaming her name.

The boy in chains pressed his forehead to the floor.

“Please, Queen Ayla. Spare me.”

A door burst open.

Soldiers flooded in, their armor blackened, their eyes wild. At their center walked a man with a white bandage across his eyes and a cane of dark wood tapping against the tiles.

The Blind Archivist.

Ayla knew him only from street rumors. Children said he had no eyes because he had traded them to time. Beggars said he remembered wars that had never happened. Scholars said he recorded futures that died before they were born.

Now he stopped before her and bowed—not with respect, but with grief.

“Your Majesty,” he said.

Ayla shook her head. “I’m not—”

“You are exactly what they made you,” said the Archivist.

“What happened?”

The room fell silent.

The boy in chains began to weep.

The Archivist lifted his face toward her, though he could not see.

“You happened,” he said.

Outside, the bells rang louder.

Ayla backed away. “No. I would never do this.”

“You already did.”

“No.”

The Archivist’s voice softened. “Ayla of Larkglass Lane. Daughter of Mara the dyer. Girl of the borrowed birthdays. Listen carefully, because when the sun dies and rises again, you will return to the day before all this began. You will think this future is a road you can avoid.”

“It is.”

“No,” he said. “It is a debt.”

Ayla’s pulse hammered in her ears.

The Archivist stepped closer.

“Every year, you do not visit your future. You steal a day from another Ayla. A living one. A real one. Somewhere, every time you wake inside tomorrow, another version of you loses twenty-four hours she will never understand. And now the versions you stole from are beginning to die.”

The throne room tilted.

Ayla reached for the rail again.

“No,” she said. “That’s not true.”

“Truth does not become false because it is cruel.”

A roar rose from the city below. The palace gates shook. Thousands of people chanted in the streets.

Murderer.

Murderer.

Murderer.

Ayla stepped back onto the balcony, drawn by the sound. Below, the crowd pressed against the burning square. Some held weapons. Some carried dead children. Some held portraits of faces she did not know. At the center of the square, a statue of King Edric had been toppled, and across its marble throat someone had painted one word in red:

AYLA.

A man moved through the smoke below, climbing the palace steps with a sword in one hand.

Even from the balcony, even through ash and distance, Ayla knew him.

Prince Corin.

Older, wounded, beautiful in the terrible way broken things could be beautiful. His dark hair was streaked with ash. His royal cloak hung in ribbons. Blood ran from his temple down the side of his face.

He looked up.

Their eyes met.

Ayla felt a memory that was not hers rise inside her body: Corin laughing in rain; Corin kissing her fingers; Corin turning away from her with hate in his eyes; Corin whispering, I loved you before you made me choose.

He lifted his sword.

The crowd screamed.

The Archivist came to stand beside her.

“In the old studies of time,” he said quietly, “they called it the observer’s curse. To witness a thing is to change it. In our world, Princess—Queen—Ayla, to change a future is to bury someone who was living inside it.”

“I didn’t know.”

“No,” said the Archivist. “But now you do.”

The sun above the burning city trembled at the edge of dawn.

The twenty-fourth hour was ending.

Ayla felt the future begin to release her, thread by thread. Her crowned body shook. The room blurred. The smoke thinned. Corin’s face dissolved into firelight.

The Archivist seized her wrist.

His fingers were cold.

“When you return,” he said, “do not trust the prince. Do not trust the king. Do not trust me.”

“Then who do I trust?”

The blind man smiled with unbearable sadness.

“Trust the girl you kill last.”

Dawn broke.

Ayla fell out of the future screaming.
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PART ONE: THE GIRL WHO BORROWED BIRTHDAYS
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CHAPTER 1: LARKGLASS LANE
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The Morning of Eighteen

Ayla woke on her eighteenth birthday with her face pressed against a sack of onion skins and her heart still burning in a city on fire.

For one blessed second she did not know where she was. The loft above the dye shop smelled of vinegar, rainwater, stale bread, and the sharp green bite of crushed marigold. A familiar roof beam leaned above her like an old friend too tired to stand straight. Beneath her, the mattress sagged in the exact place where her hip had worn a hollow into the straw.

Home.

Not the palace.

Not the throne room.

Not the balcony where thousands chanted murderer.

She shoved herself upright and struck her head on the low beam.

Pain flashed white.

“Good,” she gasped.

Pain meant present.

Pain meant she was seventeen becoming eighteen, not twenty-eight wearing a crown. Her hands were her own—small, callused, stained blue under the nails from indigo vats. No rings. No scar across the palm. No blood.

For exactly seven breaths, Ayla was grateful.

Then the memory returned whole.

A burning kingdom.

The Blind Archivist.

Corin climbing through smoke with a sword.

The words: You are stealing days from alternate versions of yourself, and those versions are beginning to die.

She bent over and vomited into the onion skins.

Below the loft, her mother called, “Ayla? Are you ill?”

Ayla wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “No.”

A lie. She had been born good at them.

The stairs creaked as Mara climbed. Ayla heard the rhythm of her bad knee before she saw her face. Her mother pushed open the loft curtain with one shoulder, carrying a chipped cup of mint water.

Mara had once been beautiful in a way that made men drop coins just to watch her cross a room. Poverty had not stolen that beauty; it had thinned it, sharpened it, taught it to hide. Her dark hair, threaded with silver too early, was tied in a knot. Her hands were permanently dyed at the fingertips, purple and blue and saffron-yellow, like the kingdom’s bruises and sunsets.

She looked at Ayla’s pale face and went still.

“It happened again.”

Ayla took the cup. Her hands trembled so badly the water jumped.

Mara sat beside her. “How far?”

“One year.”

“You are certain?”

“It’s always one year.”

Mara closed her eyes.

Every birthday, Ayla’s body remained in her bed, breathing shallowly, unreachable. Her mind—or soul, or curse, or whatever cruel mechanism governed impossible things—opened its eyes in the next year. Exactly twenty-four hours later, she returned.

Mara had once tried to keep Ayla awake through midnight. She had slapped her cheeks, pinched her arms, poured cold water over her head. At dawn, Ayla had dropped as if a string had been cut. The next year found her anyway.

“What did you see?” Mara asked.

Ayla looked at the tiny window where morning light filtered through rain. “Nothing useful.”

Her mother’s face hardened. “Do not do that.”

“What?”

“Lie badly. If you must lie, do it well enough that I can love you in peace.”

Ayla almost laughed. Instead she began to cry.

Mara gathered her without asking questions.

Ayla had learned early that the world punished softness. It punished girls who cried in public, mothers who bought medicine before rent, boys who stole bread and got caught, old men who lost their teeth and therefore their work. But in the loft, with Mara’s arms around her and rain tapping at the roof, Ayla could be what she never allowed herself to be outside.

Terrified.

When the sobbing passed, she told her mother everything except the worst part.

She spoke of the crown. The fire. The blood. The boy in chains. The Blind Archivist. The crowd.

She did not say: I might have killed other versions of myself.

She did not say: Perhaps every birthday has been a murder wearing the mask of a miracle.

Mara listened without interrupting.

When Ayla finished, her mother looked older than she had a moment before.

“A queen,” Mara whispered.

“A murderer.”

“You saw one day.”

“I heard them.”

“Crowds can be made to chant anything.”

“Not like that.”

Mara set her jaw. “Then we leave.”

Ayla stared. “Leave?”

“Today. Before noon. We take what money we have, sell the copper vat, and go east. Or south. Somewhere the palace cannot see us.”

“The future saw me in the palace.”

“The future saw one road.”

Ayla’s stomach tightened.

The future saw a debt.

“Mama,” she said slowly, “do you know anything about the Blind Archivist?”

Mara’s expression changed too quickly.

Ayla noticed. Ayla always noticed.

“You do,” Ayla said.

“I know stories.”

“No. You know him.”

Mara stood. “We need to open the shop.”

Ayla grabbed her wrist. “Mama.”

For a moment neither moved.

Then Mara sat again, hard, as if her knees had failed.

“When you were born,” she said, “you did not cry.”

Ayla had heard this before. Mara told it when drunk neighbors became sentimental, when customers asked whether Ayla had always been so sharp-tongued, when winter was too cold and stories were cheaper than firewood.

But her mother’s voice now was not the voice of a fond memory.

“You did not cry,” Mara said, “and the midwife thought you dead. Then an old man arrived at the door. Blind. Bandaged. He said he had come for the child who would wake in borrowed days.”

Ayla felt the loft shrink around her.

“What did he want?”

“To see you.”

“He was blind.”

Mara gave a humorless smile. “Yes. That was what frightened me.”

“What happened?”

“I refused. Your father was still alive then. He threw the man into the street.”

“My father never threw anyone.”

“For you, he would have thrown a king.”

Ayla had been three when her father died of lung fever, but sometimes she remembered his hands: large, warm, smelling of iron dust and cloves. She
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