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​Prologue: The Seventh Full Moon
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The Queen knew the sound of her own death before the knife found her.

It was not the scrape of steel. It was not the hush of velvet slippers crossing marble. It was not even the sigh of the tall palace windows opening to the cold white light of the full moon.

It was the silence.

In the palace of Nivren, silence did not mean peace. Silence meant someone powerful had ordered the world to hold its breath.

Queen Selayne of Velmora stood alone in the Moon Chamber, dressed in silver funeral silk, though no funeral had been announced. The room was high above the capital, raised inside a white tower that caught moonlight like a bowl catches rain. Behind her, the city of Caldris slept beneath frost-blue roofs. Beyond the city walls, the empire stretched for hundreds of leagues: vineyards, salt marshes, mining roads, plague chapels, black forests, fishing towns, and villages where mothers still told children that the Moon Queen watched over every cradle.

Once, Selayne had believed that.

Once, she had believed many things.

Tonight she remembered only fragments.

A boy laughing in a garden of blue roses.

A battlefield covered in ash.

A woman with blood on her wedding gloves.

A voice saying, Immortality is never a gift. It is a debt with perfect memory.

Selayne pressed both hands against the marble altar. Her fingers trembled. That frightened her more than the assassin.

Queens did not tremble.

Immortal queens did not tremble.

But she had died six times before.

Every full moon, someone killed her. Every dawn, she returned in another woman’s body somewhere in Velmora. The priests called it divine renewal. The court called it the Blessing of the Moon. The people called it proof that she could never leave them.

Selayne called it theft.

Each return took something from her. At first, little things: the face of a tutor, the name of a horse, the scent of her childhood chapel. After the third death, she forgot the melody her mother sang when storms shook the palace windows. After the fifth, she forgot the first man she had loved, though she still woke sometimes with grief pressed under her ribs like a hidden blade.

After the sixth, she forgot why she had agreed to become queen at all.

Tonight, she had written the truth in a letter and sealed it in moonwax. She had hidden it where only her next self could find it, if her next self remembered enough to search.

The door opened.

Selayne did not turn.

“Captain Darian Holt,” she said.

The man at the threshold inhaled sharply. “Your Majesty.”

He stepped into moonlight. Tall. Dark-haired. Armor dulled with travel mud instead of polished for court. A scar cut through his left eyebrow, turning one stern eye into a permanent warning. In his hand was a sword, but not lifted.

He looked like a man who had come to confess.

Or to die.

“You were banished,” Selayne said.

“I was hunted.”

“You were accused of killing my first body.”

“I tried to stop it.”

“So all murderers say when the rope is near.”

Darian’s jaw tightened. “I never wanted the rope near you.”

For one impossible heartbeat, grief moved between them like a living creature. Selayne felt it and did not understand it. She knew this man’s name. She knew the empire believed him a traitor. She knew she should summon guards.

But somewhere inside her, some lost piece of the woman she used to be leaned toward him.

“Why are you here?” she asked.

“Because tonight is not a murder.” Darian’s voice lowered. “It is a harvest.”

The candles went out.

Moonlight flooded the chamber.

Selayne turned then, because the cold had changed. It was no longer winter cold. It was grave cold. Deep-earth cold. The kind of cold that does not touch skin but memory.

A shadow stood between the columns.

It had no face.

It wore the shape of a person the way a wound wears a bandage. Around it, the moonlight thinned, dimming as if swallowed.

Darian lifted his sword. “Get behind me.”

Selayne almost laughed. She was the Moon Queen of Velmora. Men had kneeled before her for three hundred years. Armies had stopped when she raised one hand. Laws had been written in her name. Temples had burned incense to her birth.

And yet, when the shadow moved, she obeyed him.

The thing spoke without a mouth.

Seven deaths to empty the cup.

Selayne’s heart struck hard against her ribs.

Darian shouted something, her name, perhaps, or a prayer. He lunged. The shadow unfolded.

The world broke into pieces.

Steel flashed. Moonlight cracked. Darian hit the floor. Selayne reached for the altar, but her hands passed through darkness that felt like water and bone.

The knife entered beneath her ribs.

She looked down.

There was no hand holding it.

Only a wound opening in the air.

As blood spread across her silver gown, Selayne remembered something at last. Not a face. Not a name. A command she had given long ago.

If I forget, let me be found by the one I condemned.

Darian crawled toward her, leaving a black trail from the wound at his side.

“Selayne,” he said.

The name hurt.

The shadow leaned close.

At dawn, you will wake poor. You will wake mortal. You will wake small. And one day soon, Moon Queen, you will wake no more.

Selayne fell.

As the floor rose to meet her, she saw a final image in the bright round window: the full moon, flawless and watching.

Then the moon went dark.

​

Part One: The Stranger in the Mirror

​
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Chapter One: Mara Fen’s Hands
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Mara Fen woke screaming in a body that smelled of smoke, lavender, and someone else’s life.

She sat up so violently that her forehead struck the low beam above the bed. Pain burst white behind her eyes. For one wild second she expected silk pillows, guards at the door, bells in the tower, the silver ceiling of the Moon Chamber.

Instead, she saw a straw mattress. A cracked clay wall. A copper kettle hanging from a hook. A dead beetle trapped in candle wax. A patched blanket twisted around legs thinner than she remembered.

Her scream died in her throat.

Outside, a rooster called as if announcing the end of the world.

Mara looked down at her hands.

They were not her hands.

These hands were brown from sun, nicked from work, and rough along the palms. A healer’s hands. A village woman’s hands. Under one thumbnail was a half-moon of dried green paste. The left wrist carried a burn scar shaped like a crooked river.

Mara knew the scar.

No, she did not know it.

The body knew it.

She threw herself from the bed and stumbled toward the cracked mirror beside the hearth.

A stranger looked back.

She was perhaps twenty-three. Dark hair fell in messy waves to her shoulders. Her face was heart-shaped, ordinary at first glance, but sharpened by fear. Her eyes were hazel, not silver. Her mouth was fuller than the one Mara expected, with a small cut at the lower lip. There was nothing royal about her. Nothing immortal. Nothing moon-touched.

She lifted a shaking hand to her cheek.

The girl in the mirror copied her.

“Mara,” someone called from outside. “Mara Fen, if you’re awake, Widow Pell’s boy is coughing blood again.”

Mara.

The name struck like a thrown stone.

She knew it. She wore it. Yet beneath it lay another name, buried under ash.

Se—

The rest vanished.

Mara gripped the table until her knuckles whitened.

Memory does not return like a loyal dog. It returns like a thief dropping stolen jewelry through a broken window, one glittering piece at a time, never the piece you need most.

A tower.

A man with a scarred brow.

Silver silk turning red.

A faceless shadow whispering: Seven deaths to empty the cup.

Mara doubled over and vomited into the ash bucket.

When the spasm passed, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Her body moved before her mind could instruct it. It found water, rinsed, spat, reached for a bundle of dried feverleaf and a pouch of powdered bonewort. The motions were practiced. Familiar.

Mara Fen was a healer.

Or the body had been.

From the doorway came the voice again, higher now. “Mara?”

A girl of twelve peered in, red-faced from running. “Please. He’s turning blue.”

Mara opened her mouth to say she was not Mara, that she was a queen, that she had been murdered in a moon tower by a shadow older than empire.

Instead she heard herself ask, “How long has he been bleeding?”

The girl blinked. “Since dawn.”

Dawn.

Mara looked toward the small window. Pale sunlight pressed through the oiled cloth.

Every dawn after, she returns.

The words were not memory. They were law.

She grabbed the healer’s satchel and followed the child into the morning.

The village of Brackenmere lay in a bowl of mist between pine hills and marshland. It was the sort of place maps forgot unless tax collectors had been sharpening their quills. Chickens scattered from Mara’s path. A blacksmith paused mid-hammer to stare. Two old women whispered behind baskets of onions.

Everyone knew Mara Fen.

Mara Fen knew none of them.

Yet her feet knew the mud path to Widow Pell’s cottage. Her hands knew how to push open the warped door. Her nose knew the stink of sickness before her mind named it.

The boy lay beside the hearth, seven years old, lips blue, breath rattling. His mother knelt near him, sobbing into her apron.

Mara touched his throat. Too hot. She pressed his belly. Hard swelling under the ribs. She examined his tongue, the whites of his eyes, the black flecks in the blood on the cloth.

“Marsh fever,” Mara said.

Widow Pell moaned. “Can you save him?”

Mara did not know.

But Mara Fen’s hands did.

She boiled feverleaf, cut nightmoss, crushed saltroot, and mixed three drops of poppy tincture with honey. She turned the boy on
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