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For every woman who survived the first fire, found her voice in the second, and learned that love is not ownership. It is shelter freely given.
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The Flame That Remembered

The first thing I remembered was the smell of my children's blood burning in a golden bowl. Blue witchfire climbed the walls of the execution courtyard without giving off heat, and every carved dragon above the dais seemed to watch me fail. I knelt on black stone with my wrists bound in Phoenix silk, listening to my first life end one breath at a time.

Aldric stood before me in wedding red, spotless and beautiful in the way knives could be beautiful. Once, I had mistaken his smile for love. Once, I had believed a prince who called me fragile must have wanted to protect me. Now nine small cradles sat empty behind him, and the Phoenix Lord drank power from the children Aldric had sworn were too weak to live.

Sarah hid behind a veil near the king's steps. She would not meet my eyes. She had once shared my combs, my secrets, my bed during storms when we were little girls at the fox estate. Then she had learned that a woman who betrayed her sister could be rewarded with silk, and she had chosen silk. I did not hate her most for the betrayal. I hated her for looking relieved.

The dragon king raised one hand, and the courtyard obeyed. Men who had laughed at my tears lowered their heads. Ladies who had called me barren pressed scented cloths to their noses as if grief had an odor. Aldric leaned close enough for only me to hear and whispered that in another life, if I had been wiser, I might have died comfortably.

That was when the fox-fire under my skin woke. It had been quiet through marriage, childbirth, humiliation, and mourning. It had slept while I begged for my children and while Aldric explained that dragons did not keep malformed heirs. But the moment he smiled at my death, the fire opened its eyes inside me.

I did not pray to the dragon ancestors. They had watched too long. I did not beg the Phoenix Lord. Monsters loved begging because it made their victories taste sweeter. I pressed my bound hands against the stone and made a vow to the only power that had ever belonged to me. If the world dared give me another breath, that breath would not belong to Aldric.

The flame came down. It should have consumed me. Instead it folded backward, petal by petal, as if the fire had found a seam in time. I heard my children crying from somewhere beyond the courtyard. I heard a man I did not know shout my name with a rage that split the sky. I heard Aldric curse because, for the first time, the ending refused to obey him.

Then the courtyard vanished. Pain vanished. Death loosened its fingers. I fell through light, ash, and the roar of wings until I struck softness instead of stone. Perfume replaced smoke. Silk replaced chains. Music trembled beyond a carved screen, and Sarah's young voice whispered beside me that Selection Day had finally come.

I opened my eyes in my seventeen-year-old body. My hands were unbound. My belly bore no scars. My children were not yet born, not yet stolen, not yet turned into fuel for a prince's ambition. Across the bridal chamber, Sarah smiled with the same face that had watched me die.

Outside, the dragon court called for the brides to enter. I lowered my head so no one could see the hatred waking in my eyes. Aldric would reach for me again. The Phoenix Lord would wait for me again. The court would believe I was the same obedient fox-clan daughter they had used before. Let them believe it. A woman who has already burned knows exactly how patient fire can be.
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Selection Day Returned

The bridal hall beneath seven dragon banners looked exactly as it had in my first life, which made it more frightening than any nightmare. Gold lamps floated beneath the ceiling. Clan daughters stood arranged by rank and bloodline, each one painted, perfumed, and measured by men pretending ceremony made ownership respectable. I remembered where every girl would stand, which minister would cough, and the exact moment Aldric would choose me.

Sarah stood to my left in pearl silk, smiling as if the day had been made for her happiness. In my first life she had squeezed my hand before the selection and told me not to be afraid. Later, she had taught me that comfort could be another kind of knife. Now she watched the royal dais with bright, greedy eyes, waiting for Aldric to look past her and take me again.

I kept my breathing soft. Fear was useful only when it stayed quiet. My father had taught me that fox daughters survived by lowering their lashes, offering pretty answers, and never becoming inconvenient. My first death had taught me the opposite. An inconvenient woman was harder to bury.

Aldric entered to a thunder of kneeling silk. He was beautiful in white and gold, his hair bound with a dragon clasp, his smile polished for witnesses. I remembered that mouth near my ear, promising I would learn obedience. I remembered those hands signing away the lives of our children. When his gaze found me, my old body wanted to tremble. I made it bow instead.

He stepped down from the dais as he had before. The court held its breath. Sarah's fingers tightened around her fan. Aldric reached for me, already certain I belonged to the shape of his memory. In another life, I had looked up and mistaken possession for destiny. This time, I saw the trap clearly enough to count its teeth.

Then the hall doors opened again. Cold wind moved through the banners, though no storm waited outside. Every lamp bent its flame toward the man crossing the threshold. Kaelin wore black court armor instead of bridal white, and a silver dragon mask covered the upper half of his face. The court did not kneel for him quickly. It recoiled.

I knew his name from whispers only. The king's younger brother. The masked war-dragon. The man no one invited and everyone counted before sleeping. In my first life, he had been a distant shadow at the edge of ceremonies, silent and unreadable. I had not known then that the shadow might have been the only honest thing in the room.

Aldric's hand stopped an inch from my wrist. Irritation flashed across his face and disappeared under practiced charm. 'Uncle,' he said, smooth as poison, 'you are late.' Kaelin did not look at him. His gaze moved over the brides, over Sarah's smile, over my lowered head, and stopped as if he had heard the vow still burning beneath my skin.

The dragon king asked if Kaelin had come to witness the selection. Kaelin answered that he had come to make one. The hall changed. Women forgot to breathe. Ministers looked at one another with the terror of men watching an old arrangement split open. Aldric laughed once, too sharp to be amused.

Kaelin came toward me. Not toward Sarah. Not toward the highest-ranked bride. Toward the fox-clan daughter everyone had already counted as Aldric's possession. I did not know whether he meant rescue, strategy, or a different cage. But when his gloved hand stopped before mine, waiting rather than grabbing, I understood one thing. This second life had already begun to disobey the first.
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Given to Kaelin

Aldric recovered faster than a less practiced liar would have. His smile returned, brighter and colder, while Sarah's face slowly emptied beside me. The royal dais had become a battlefield too quickly for the court to name it. No swords were drawn. No dragon had roared. Yet every clan lord present understood that Kaelin's hand offered to me was a challenge placed directly at Aldric's feet.

The dragon king's eyes narrowed. He did not like surprises, especially from the brother he kept close enough to watch and far enough to blame. 'Kaelin,' he said, 'you have never shown interest in the bride selection.' Kaelin's hand remained before me, still waiting. 'I am showing it now.'

Aldric stepped in with Sarah still clinging to his sleeve. 'Uncle, do not let her face fool you. Lyra is pretty, yes, but the fox clan breeds soft daughters. She is timid, sickly, and easily led. You would tire of her before nightfall.' He said it pleasantly, the way nobles discussed horses that could not run.

The old Lyra would have gone cold with shame. The new one counted witnesses. Two clan lords looked offended on behalf of the protected houses. One minister looked pleased, which meant he had expected this insult. Sarah's mouth curved before she caught herself. Aldric had not merely belittled me. He had forgotten that public contempt was a blade with two edges.

Kaelin's fingers closed around my wrist. His grip was not painful. It was steady, deliberate, and impossible to mistake for Aldric's casual ownership. His dark eyes sharpened behind the mask. 'Who I choose,' he said, 'is not your business.' The hall went so quiet I heard Sarah's pearls click against her throat.

The dragon king should have refused. Everyone expected it. Instead he looked from Aldric's pale anger to Kaelin's unmoving hand, and I saw calculation pass through him like a shadow. Giving me to Kaelin punished Aldric without naming punishment. It also placed a low-clan bride inside the east wing, where the king could measure what his masked brother would do with a wife.

'So be it,' the king declared. 'Lyra of the fox clan is given to Kaelin of the royal dragon blood.' The words landed like chains in one life and like keys in another. Around me, the court bowed because law had been spoken. Sarah's triumph curdled. Aldric's smile cracked at the edge.

Kaelin turned before anyone could embroider the moment with insult. He led me down the aisle beneath the seven banners, his shadow falling across mine. I felt hundreds of eyes follow us. Some were amused, some curious, some hungry for disaster. None of them saw the truth. I was not walking into safety. I was walking into a mystery powerful enough to frighten the man who had killed me.

At the letter-sealed threshold, Aldric's voice followed. 'You will regret choosing damaged goods.' Kaelin stopped. For one dangerous heartbeat, the banners lifted though no wind moved. Then he looked back just enough for the mask to catch the light. 'No,' he said. 'I regret only that you keep speaking.'

I should not have wanted to laugh. I did anyway, silently, with my face lowered. That small hidden laugh felt like a stolen coin in my palm. Behind us, the court remembered to breathe. Ahead, the corridor to the east wing opened dark and cold. I followed Kaelin into it because every path behind me led back to flame.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 3

[image: ]


The Divided Stone Bed

Kaelin brought me to his quarters with no intention of removing the mask. Not in the corridor, not before the guards, and not even when the heavy door closed and we were alone beneath the blue fire. The east wing smelled of rain on old stone. It was a room built for a warrior who expected betrayal more often than sleep: two exits, one narrow window, no loose ornaments, every shadow accounted for.

I expected many things. A demand. A command. A cruel test dressed as wedding custom. Dragon men were famous for appetites that turned poems vulgar and warnings useless. In my first life, Aldric had been relentless. Illness did not slow him. My discomfort did not slow him. My fear had only made him impatient.

Kaelin crossed to the stone bed, lifted a folded blanket, and laid it down the center with such precise care that it looked like a border treaty. 'You sleep on the inside,' he said. 'I will take the outside.' I stared at the blanket. Then at him. Then at the blanket again, because it was easier than understanding him.

He seemed to read the suspicion passing across my face. His expression cooled until the mask looked warmer than the man beneath it. 'I married you because I pitied you,' he said. The words should have stung. Instead they sounded almost honest, and honesty was so rare in the dragon court that I did not know what to do with it.

'If I had not taken you,' he continued, 'do you know where you would be right now?' I did. Aldric carried memories from our first life. He knew the Phoenix Lord wanted me, and he intended to use that hunger. The moment I left the dragon court unattached, I would have been bound, wrapped in silk, and delivered as tribute.

The thought of Renn's court made my hands go cold. Women went there perfumed and silent. They returned as ash in jeweled urns if they returned at all. Aldric had meant to send me there not because I mattered, but because my suffering still had use. Even reborn, he had not finished spending me.

Cold fear became hatred. In our first life, Aldric had bled my nine children dry. He had cornered me into flame. Now, reborn, he still believed cruelty was inheritance. I lay on my side of the divided bed and stared at the blanket between us, wondering how something as simple as a boundary could feel like rebellion.

Kaelin did not touch me. He did not ask me to thank him. He removed his gloves, set a dagger within reach of my side of the bed, and turned his back in a way that said he trusted me with the weapon. That unsettled me more than desire would have. Desire could be endured. Trust required an answer.

Long after the lamps dimmed, I heard him say, 'Sleep if you can, Lyra.' No man had ever spoken my name in a room like that without making it sound like a claim. I closed my eyes and did not sleep. But for the first time since opening them in my second life, I stopped bracing for hands in the dark.

The blanket remained between us until dawn, straight and untouched. I hated how much that mattered.
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Morning Respect

Dawn found me yawning into a sleeve while Kaelin led me to morning respects. The dragon king's pale courtyard glittered with dew and old judgment. Aldric and Sarah had already arrived, composed in silk and victory. Sarah looked radiant from a distance. Up close, her legs trembled every time she shifted her weight.

Marks climbed beneath the collar of her gown, too many to hide completely. I winced before I could stop myself. Aldric had always been rough, even when welcomed. For Sarah's first night, she had probably needed help standing. She caught my expression and mistook pity for envy, because Sarah had always preferred a mirror that flattered her.

'How was your night, Lyra?' she whispered. 'Word is, he did not touch you at all.' I looked down at her unsteady knees, then back at her perfect smile. 'Worry about yourself, Sarah.' Her face tightened. The court ladies nearest us pretended not to hear and heard every word.

The dragon king called Kaelin forward. 'Explain yourself.' His voice did not rise, but the courtyard chilled as if a cloud had covered the sun. Kaelin stood beside me with the unbothered patience of a blade in a sheath. 'I thought she was interesting yesterday,' he said. 'I changed my mind by evening.'

The crystal goblet in the king's hand shattered against a pillar. 'Disgraceful!' Sarah lowered her face to hide a smile. Aldric looked pleased. I kept my expression soft, because men like the dragon king feared defiance but trusted humiliation. If they wished to believe me unwanted, I could make use of that lie.

After the audience, a servant summoned me privately. Kaelin's eyes turned cold, but the order had already been given. In the dragon court, refusing the king was suicide in ceremonial robes. The king received me alone and asked what had happened in Kaelin's chamber. I gave him the answer men like him preferred. I told him I had been too shy.

He studied me as if I were a field that had failed to produce. Then he ordered me to give Kaelin an heir soon and dismissed me with one hand. I bowed, counting the doors, the guards, the servants who had heard enough to repeat badly. Every private meeting at court had a price. I had survived this one by paying with false meekness.

Kaelin waited in the east wing when I returned. 'What did he ask you?' His voice was quiet enough to frighten me. I said, 'I told him everything.' He went still. Then I added, 'Everything he wanted to hear.' The frost in his eyes did not melt, but it changed direction.

'Do not meet him alone again,' Kaelin said. 'If he summons you, delay. Redirect. Send word to me.' I asked why. He looked away, and that was worse than an answer. Whatever lay between the king and his masked brother was older than my marriage and sharper than court gossip. Before I could ask again, the palace bells announced another disaster. Sarah was with child.
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The Pearl at Her Feet

Sarah's pregnancy became a crown before it became a child. Golden light shimmered faintly beneath her skin, and the court behaved as if heaven had written Aldric's name across her belly. Gifts arrived by noon. Praise followed by evening. At dawn, Aldric invited every noble family to witness the confirmation ritual, because triumph was never enough for him unless someone else had to stand beneath it.

Sarah entered draped in gold, one hand placed delicately over a stomach still flat beneath the silk. The glow was real, but so was the performance. She let the dragon pearl slip from her fingers and watched it roll until it rested near my hem. Then she smiled sweetly. 'Lyra, I am carrying dragon young. Could you pick that up for me?'

She was barely a month along. She could bend perfectly well. The court understood that as clearly as I did, but cruelty performed before an audience always found applause. Aldric laughed, low and pleased, and called me a pretty bird who could not lay eggs. A few ladies hid their smiles behind painted fans.

Before my temper could answer, a sharp gust lifted the pearl from the floor. It struck Sarah neatly on the cheek, dropped into her open hand, and settled there as if nothing improper had happened. Kaelin lowered his wrist. 'Did you lose the use of your hands?'

Sarah burst into tears against Aldric's chest. Aldric flushed with the humiliation of a man whose insult had been returned too publicly. 'Uncle, she only asked Lyra to pick something up.' Kaelin looked at them both without expression. 'Then she can ask the floor next time. It seems more useful.'

That was too much for Aldric. His human form broke beneath rage. Scales burst through silk. Wings tore the morning air. He looked ferocious as he struck the courtyard stone with his claws. The court scattered, half terrified and half thrilled. A future king in dragon form made a spectacular threat.

He fought like a beginner. Kaelin did not bother transforming. A turn of his shoulder, a flick of power, and Aldric struck the courtyard wall hard enough to crack black stone. The second charge ended with him on the ground. The third never came. Even arrogance understood when the audience had started counting failures.

Aldric shifted back, grabbed Sarah, and stormed away, shouting that when his white dragon was born and took the throne, none of us would laugh. He left before anyone could mention that he had summoned the court to witness golden light. His mistake hung behind him brighter than the ritual.

That morning the court learned something no proclamation could hide. Aldric had the title. Kaelin had the strength. And I, the useless fox-clan bride everyone had come to mock, walked away beside the man who had made their golden heir look breakable.
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Mist on the Hillside

Aldric came when Kaelin was away. Mist curled over the back courtyard, sliding between the stone lanterns until the path vanished behind me. Rain followed, hard and cold, plastering my hair to my cheeks and turning my gown heavy around my legs. Only when I was soaked and shaking did he step out of the silver fog.

His gaze moved over me with the same greedy ownership I remembered from another life. 'He still has not touched you, has he?' he asked. 'Your bloodline is not quite right for a proper consort. But a secondary one? That could work.' The rain was cold. His voice was colder.

I slapped him. The sound cracked through the storm. For one beautiful second he looked shocked, as if no one had told him a woman could be cornered and still have a hand free. Then his fingers closed around my throat, and the past rushed up with black edges.

He let go because Kaelin's name still frightened him. Not mercy. Never mercy. Fear. He crouched before me and hissed that when Kaelin learned I could only produce malformed little monsters, he would crush me like nothing. He said low-clan princess as if my birth were dirt beneath his claws.

He did not know the glamour had already opened. Fox magic did not need grand gestures. It needed attention, memory, and one enemy arrogant enough to believe the world would remain where he left it. Between one breath and the next, the hillside vanished.

We stood before the dragon king's council chamber. The doors were open. Every allied clan lord sat within. Every word Aldric had spoken had fallen into the ears that mattered most. The fox clan was low-ranked, yes, but it stood under dragon protection. Aldric had just declared that protection worthless in front of the protected.

The dragon king rose slowly. Aldric's color drained. 'Father - ' The crystal scepter struck his knees before the apology could find a costume. He hit the ground, shaking with pain and fury. The king looked down at his favorite heir and said, 'You have deeply disappointed me.'

By noon, Aldric's privileges were stripped. By afternoon, he was confined to his quarters. By evening, the courtiers who had bowed to him loudest spoke as if they had always distrusted him. Power did not disappear. It changed hosts, and the court was already sniffing the air.

Kaelin found me after the punishment and was furious. 'You used yourself as bait.' I told him Aldric would never leave me alone. Better to choose the battlefield. His anger cracked into fear so quickly I almost looked away. 'Do not do that without telling me again,' he said. 'I am your husband. Protecting you is my responsibility.' Something warm moved through my chest, dangerous because it was not strategy at all.
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Privileges Stripped

The council chamber still smelled of storm water and broken pride when Kaelin brought me inside to hear the formal decree. Aldric knelt on the lower step with his jaw tight and his eyes full of murder. The dragon king read each punishment aloud: no command over guards, no private envoys, no access to treasury seals, no attendance at council until summoned.

Every sentence removed a jeweled feather from Aldric's wings. The court watched with the hunger of people who had once feared being beneath him and now feared having supported him too loudly. Sarah stood behind him, one hand over her glowing belly. She looked less like a favored consort than a girl realizing the ladder she had climbed was burning from the bottom.

Aldric apologized beautifully. He bowed his head, softened his voice, and spoke of stress, insult, and concern for his unborn child. Not once did he say he had threatened me. Not once did he say he had insulted the subject clans. He apologized for being overheard, which was the only sin he believed in.

The dragon king accepted none of it. That frightened the room more than the scepter had. A weak king forgave favorites quickly. A worried king made examples. The allied lords took note, and I took note of them taking note. Politics was mostly fear wearing different perfumes.

When we returned to the east wing, Kaelin ordered the healers to examine my throat. I almost refused, then remembered survival did not require refusing help to prove strength. The healer's hands were gentle. Kaelin remained by the door with his back turned, respecting a privacy most husbands in that palace would not have recognized.

After the healer left, silence settled between us. 'You should have told me,' he said. I looked at the floor. How could I explain a first life he did not remember? How could I say Aldric had killed children not yet born? Some truths were too large to enter a room without breaking the furniture.

'I am not used to being protected,' I said instead. It was not the whole truth, but it was a door cracked open. Kaelin's gloved hand flexed once. 'Then get used to being asked before anyone touches what is yours, including your fear.' The words were awkward, stern, and unbearably kind.

That night the divided blanket remained on the bed, but I no longer saw it only as rejection. It was a line he refused to cross unless I moved it. The court thought my marriage cold. Let them. Cold things preserved what fire destroyed.

Outside our window, Aldric's wing of the palace went dark one lamp at a time. He was not defeated. Men like him did not become harmless because their pride bled. But for the first time in two lives, I had hurt him where it mattered. I had made witnesses of the people he needed most.
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Golden Labor

Sarah went into labor during a storm that made the palace walls glow. Lightning cracked over the towers. Black clouds folded low over the roof tiles, and golden light poured from her chamber windows until the stone looked molten. The ritual seers fell to their knees and declared that a golden dragon was forcing its way into the world.

Aldric believed them because he needed to. Confinement had not humbled him; it had sharpened his hunger. He paced outside Sarah's chamber in wrinkled silk, face fever-bright, muttering that his son would restore what jealous tongues had stolen. Every scream from behind the door made him flinch. Every flare of light lifted his chin again.

The dragon king came himself before midnight. That alone told the court how much hope he had invested in Sarah's belly. Ministers gathered in the outer hall. Clan ladies whispered behind sleeves. Servants pretended to carry towels and stayed long enough to count every expression. I stood beside Kaelin because I was not going to miss the moment prophecy met blood.

Aldric's line was not pure enough for a golden dragon. I knew that now with the certainty of a scar. In my first life, Sarah and Dorian had produced a white dragon together. Sarah and Aldric were producing something else. If the golden light was real, it carried a secret inside it.

Sarah screamed until dawn. Dragon young were large; even court women who hated her turned pale listening. Then, suddenly, the screaming
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