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  Prologue


  The castle wasn't burning, although her mind's eye saw it outlined in flames. There would be fire, but not this night. No, this night was death. This night was treason.


  These events had already occurred. They were sent from the past, meant to ensure her understanding of the present and to help her decipher the future. They were important, so the Oracle watched them again.


  Ferim was scowling over his brother's body. His older half-brother, the king, was dead. The specter of his mother, the long-dead second wife of the previous king, hung over Ferim's head as he declared himself King of Altnoia. The spite in his mother's heart had successfully lived on, given new birth at the end of Ferim's bloody sword. The king was dead. The king's wife was dead. The King's oldest son was dead. Ferim's mother placed a heavy crown on Ferim's head and then began to laugh the crazed laugh of the insane.


  The second son of the dead king escaped the castle, a circle of loyal servants and guards ensuring that Prince Edan, the rightful heir to the throne, boarded a ship in the harbor. Cannons fired as the White Crest forced an opening through the country's armada. The news of the coup in the castle was just arriving to the port; too late to halt Prince Edan's escape. Those captains loyal to their jobs futilely returned fire while those loyal to land and crown abandoned ship and took to the hills to begin building a rebellion against the false king.


  The rebellion continued at sea as well, led by Prince Edan and his loyal crew, and the years passed. King Ferim grew in power, but dissent also grew as the people thought of their lost prince. The Oracle watched as a sickly green shadow began to grow in Altnoia. First the shadow was contained, as a shadow should be, by the forces of light and dark. It clung to Ferim's robes, his shoes, and his very breath. But sickness spreads quickly. As Ferim breathed on his councilors, their shadows also began to grow ill. Ferim walked through the city and where he stepped a pool of deadly miasma formed. Soon the shadow was hanging over all of Altnoia.


  These were the images the Oracle's mind provided to symbolize corruption and greed as they fermented. As filling ones own pockets with gold and gems went above the good of the country. As regular citizens fought to produce enough grain to feed their families and pay the tithe the king demanded. As they sickened and died when blight came to the crops and deadly illness into the wells.


  The people remembered the prosperity they had enjoyed under the murdered king and they remembered that their prince had escaped that day of blood. The people hoped for a better life and the rebellion grew in strength every day. King Ferim sat on his throne and heard those whispers and he knew Prince Edan had to die for his reign to continue.


  And thus, the present was ended. Now it was time for future, for the unknown, and the possible paths divulged in dozens of directions. Should King Ferim go riding on one sunny day in late spring, his horse would step in a hole and both horse and false-king would be dead. But such an event was unlikely. King Ferim was afraid of riding, as that was allegedly what had killed his beloved mother. The Oracle discarded that path and moved on to another.


  The Oracle was not alone in her mind, which helped her sort through the possibilities of each future path. She was myriad, the consciousness of each Oracle that had come before her current body held safely within her. Each consciousness sorted quickly, soon finding the most likely paths of future possibilities. The Oracle watched each one occur in her mind's eye.


  The blight continued to grow in Altnoia, until the green sludge was opaque and cloying. Fully half the peasant population had died in their beds, where their bodies rotted because no one remaining had the strength to dig graves. King Ferim sat on his throne, where he would also die, along with court, castle, and kingdom. A neighboring kingdom would send their armies, kill all those remaining who were still suffering from disease, and take over, never realizing that they too had stepped into the miasma. The circle of death would continue endlessly. Prince Edan would die of old age in a pirate slum, unable to find the means to save his country.


  The White Crest was sinking, fire eating at her sails and water filling her hull. Sailors ran around frantically, trying everything they could to save their doomed ship. They were surrounded on all sides by the mighty armada of Altnoia. Slowly, ever so slowly, the ship sank beneath the waves. Every sailor on board joined her in the murky depths, helped along by bullets to ensure none survived. Prince Edan was one of the last to die, but soon the sea took him as well. King Ferim had won; he had destroyed any remaining heir to the throne. As the very last of the royal line, he could wear the crown legitimately and none could gainsay him. And the world began to die.


  King Ferim was dead, fat and corpulent as he lay in his own lifeblood on the same floor where he had killed his brother. One of his trusted councilors held the bloody sword and placed the crown on his own head, only to be stabbed in the back in turn. Civil war erupted as faction fought against faction until the green shadow turned bloody red. Prince Edan would throw in his weight behind his own faction, trying to win back his throne, only to die on the battlefield with everyone else.


  The Oracle cast further for solutions. There had to be a better future, one that did not end with the death of everything she was sworn to protect.


  The green miasma continued to grow. One day a wealthy merchant landed on the shores of the town that supplied the Oracle's own Monastery. His smile oozed green sludge as he shook hands with the mayor and the captain of the guard. The shadow spread until a water sprite began coughing and drowned in her own element. One by one they died, all the Caste members in the Monastery. Even the Oracle began to cough and sicken. With the Oracle's death, the Monastery collapsed. Fire fought against Water, Earth against Air, until the very world itself was ripped apart.


  A pirate ship limped through the ocean, battered and broken, as an entire armada chased it. At least one mast was snapped in half and many of the sails had holes from cannon fire. The deck was equally scarred, the sailors forced to navigate carefully around splintered holes as they rushed to keep the ship afloat and the cannons loaded. A battle was being fought and soon it would be lost, by the looks of it. On the prow and up in the crows nest, the prince of Altnoia stood tall despite the end being near. Suddenly fire bloomed from overhead. A massive dragon swooped low over the enemy ships, his flaming wings spread wide. He passed between the sun and the prince and the resulting shadow was bright and clean.


  The Oracle opened her eyes. So there was one possibility. One among dozens where death did not reign. And even that one possibility diverged into dozens of paths, many of which resulted in that same pirate ship sinking beneath the waves with the prince on board while a dragon screamed in agony as the waves extinguished his flame. Still, one hope was better than none. It was certainly better that any of the other options.


  Resolute, the Oracle stood and walked out of her meditation chamber into the main room of her home. She walked to the front door, pulled on the handle until the door was open a crack, and spoke to the guards waiting outside.


  "Bring me the Dragon of Fire," she said imperiously, before letting the door slide shut again. There was one tiny hope that didn't end in blood and death and she was banking everything on it.


  Part One


  "You have been summoned," Elder Flame intoned, his voice soft and gentle with piety despite the way his eyes were tightened with annoyance. Flame was an older man, bent with age and hair pure white. He was akin to the mountain the Monastery was built inside of, cragged with snow atop the highest peaks.


  "The Oracle wishes to speak to me?" Dragon asked politely. He fought the urge to bow to Elder Flame, a battle he had been frequently losing for the past three months. No one had expected that Dragon would test so highly, least of all Dragon himself, but he now outranked Elder Flame and had to fight two decades of ingrained habit every day.


  "The Oracle wished to speak with you an hour ago," Flame replied sharply. "You have kept her waiting while you took a jaunt outside. You are one of the four legendary Dragons now, boy. Learn to accept your place. Stop trying to climb to the highest peak; everything you need is provided under the mountain.


  Dragon ducked his head, feeling his face flush hotly. It wasn't the first time he had been chastised for the habit, but Dragon had never been able to help himself. His peers had all assumed he would test into the Air Caste because of his love of heights. No one had been more shocked than Dragon himself when he tested into the Fire Caste instead.


  "Don't keep the Oracle waiting, boy," Flame continued sharply. He was still Dragon's teacher, so Flame could still break the rules of hierarchy to speak to Dragon so harshly. Dragon almost relished when Flame was angry. He was so damned tired of everyone bowing and scraping simply because he had walked out of the testing chamber the Dragon of Fire. He hadn't asked for the position or the power and respect that accompanied it, and he didn't particularly enjoy the sycophants either.


  "I'm on my way," Dragon replied, turning away from Elder Flame to begin jogging down the pathway that led to the deepest, most sacred part of the Monastery.


  "Don't forget our lesson this afternoon, boy!" Elder Flame called after Dragon's back. Dragon waved a lazy hand over his shoulder before turning a corner and leaving Elder Flame's sight.


  The Monastery was a huge building, carved entirely into and beneath the sacred mountain. It wasn't built for comfort, it was rather stark and hard, but generations of Masters of the Castes living in the hallways and chambers had rounded some of the corners and softened some of the unyielding rock.


  It took Dragon at least ten minutes to traverse the halls, heading deeper and deeper into the mountain until he finally reached the one doorway that was actually guarded in the entire Monastery. Four Masters of the Castes were responsible for the protection of the woman living just beyond those doors. The Master of Fire bowed first when Dragon approached them, the other three Masters—Air, Water, and Earth–only seconds behind.


  "She has been waiting," the Master of Water scolded, a frown on her thin face. Water and Fire were opposites, and Dragon had almost grown used to the sudden animosity between himself and his peers who had tested into the Water Caste. "The Oracle may be in trance now and unwilling to see you."


  "Nonsense!" a girl's voice called happily through a crack in the huge doors. The girl pushed the doors open further, to the length of her small arms. Dragon quickly stepped forward to open the doors the rest of the way, leaving the Oracle framed in the opening.


  She was dwarfed by the size of the doorframe around her, which made the young Oracle look tiny in comparison. She appeared to be very young—she was only seven years old in body—but her physical body's age was a façade.


  "I had just finished meditating on my most recent vision. The Dragon of Fire is right on time." The Oracle smiled brightly up at Dragon, her child's face looking innocent and pleased by her visitor. Only once Dragon looked into the Oracle's eyes did the illusion of childhood vanish. Thousands of years were reflected in those colorless orbs.


  "Oracle," Dragon said as he bowed politely.


  "Come in, Dragon of Fire," the Oracle replied. "We have much to discuss."


  Dragon straightened to his full height, noticing again that the top of her body barely reached his hips, before striding forward past the four Masters of the Castes and through the open doors.


  The doors clicked shut behind him as Dragon followed the Oracle to a small table set in the middle of the outer meeting room. Dragon sat down on one of the pillows surrounding the table, trying not to look towards the lone door on his left.


  There were two doors to the right of the room; one was the Oracle's personal meditation chamber and the other her private bedroom. The door to left, however, was a source of nightmares for Dragon. The testing chambers lay beyond that otherwise innocent door.


  Dragon couldn't remember anything that had occurred after he had walked through the doorway three months ago, but when he slept his dreams were haunted by half memories of pain and fright. When he had walked out of the chambers three days after he went in, exhausted and trembling with no memory to coincide with the time that had passed, he had his rank.


  Emblazoned on his back, tattooed as permanently as his very skin, was the dragon of fire. Its scales were a brilliant cherry red, deepening to the vivid blue of the hottest flame. The wings were huge, the tips extending over Dragon's shoulders and down his arms. They looked leathery and also had the appearance of an endlessly burning inferno. The dragon's tail extended down the length of Dragon's legs, the pointed tip coming to rest on the top of his right foot.


  But he had no memory of receiving such a prestigious marking.


  Even his hair and eyes, once an ordinary shade of brown, had changed to reflect his new Caste. His hair was the same cherry red as the dragon scales on his back and his eyes had turned the same blue of the center of a candle's flame. Looking in the mirror had taken some getting used to, but at least he shared his hair and eye color with others of his Caste. The dragon on his back and the power that accompanied such high rank was his and his alone.


  Dragon forced his eyes away from the doorway and back to the Oracle. She was smiling patiently at him from her seat across the table, waiting for him to get his bearings again.


  "There is a prince from Altnoia who has been missing for many a year," she began, her voice suddenly echoing the age in her eyes. "Treachery killed his father the king, his mother the queen, and his brother the heir. His uncle now rules in his stead."


  This wasn't new information to Dragon. The news of the violent change of power in Altnoia had reached the Monastery. King Ferim had been in power for six years now and his nephew, Prince Edan, missing.


  "I have seen a very dismal future," the Oracle continued. "Chaos is brewing in Altnoia. Civil war on the brink of erupting. The King is ill liked and the people want their remaining prince to return to the throne. To cement his power, the king must find and kill his nephew. But I have seen beyond the veil to the paths such an occurrence would open. I saw death and disease. Death that would utterly destroy Altnoia and disease that would travel to our shores and enter the Monastery.


  "Such a future has been entrusted to me," the Oracle continued. "So I parted the veils again, looking for an alternative. The prince must survive. It is the only way to save hundreds of thousands of lives across the entire realm. And you, my newly crowned Dragon of Fire, are the only one who has a chance of succeeding."


  Dragon gulped. The Oracle received visions all the time and sent Masters of the Castes to solve whatever issues she saw. Supported by their Caste members, the Masters could implement the Oracle's wisdom to keep peace and safety across the entire world. Every so often something truly dire or seriously important would be revealed to the Oracle and a Dragon was released to solve the issue. As the only Dragon not currently on a quest, the Dragon of Fire was the Oracle's only option. New and untried he might be, but he was still a Dragon.


  "What do I have to do?" Dragon asked. He was nervous, but he was also resolved. The Oracle had chosen him for this, so he would do it.


  The Oracle smiled gently, clearly seeing Dragon's nerves. "You only have to keep Prince Edan alive," she replied gently. "You will leave our shores with the tides, just as the first star appears overhead. That ship will sink. Let it. You will join the crew of the pirate ship White Crest, where your travels will reveal the prince to you."


  Dragon nodded, glad for all the information the Oracle could give.


  "Now, I believe you have a lesson to get to," the Oracle said with an impish smile that reminded Dragon that her body belonged to someone much younger than her mind.


  "Not for a few hours yet," Dragon replied slyly.


  The Oracle laughed and waved him away. "Enjoy," she said fondly as Dragon levered open the large doors and left the Oracle's chambers. He ignored the Masters standing guard outside the doors and took the path upwards that led outside the Monastery.


  *~*~*


  "One day I'm going to break my old bones, chasing after you," Elder Flame admonished from below Dragon's perch high up on one of the cliffs.


  Dragon had climbed as high as he could after his talk with the Oracle. He could see the sea from where he was sitting, glittering a dark blue-green with tiny ships rolling in the waves. Soon he would be on one of those ships, his first quest begun. The fresh, salty air blew gently into his face as Dragon looked down at Elder Flame's scowling expression.


  "Get down here before we don't have time for one last lesson before you depart," Elder Flame added sharply. Dragon sighed and began to climb down.


  When his feet touched solid ground again, Elder Flame nodded and turned on his heel to walk back into the Monastery. Dragon followed as they headed deep into the mountain. This was a different path than the one Dragon had taken to meet with the Oracle earlier and after five minutes of walking heat began to radiate beneath his feet. After another couple of minutes they were splashing through lava as they followed a boiling red stream downwards to the gigantic pool that flooded this lower level of the Monastery.


  Dragon swam out ahead of Elder Flame. The bubbling lava was soothing to Dragon's frayed nerves, the warmth gentle on his skin. A Water Caste would have faded to mere steam back in the hallway, an Air or Earth Caste wouldn't have fared any better. This was the Fire Caste's element where only those in the Caste from the merest flickering candle flame to the strongest conflagration could gain strength and comfort. Dragon reveled in it; the hot lava soothed the draconic beast within him, until he was comfortable in his human skin again. It wasn't just the heights of the mountain, which he also loved and was the reason everyone had thought he would belong to the Air Caste after his testing, but the feel of the swirling currents of heat surrounding him was something Dragon had always enjoyed.


  "List the fire balances," Elder Flame said from where he was treading the lava next to Dragon's relaxed form.


  "Water extinguishes flame, yet a hot enough flame turns water into harmless steam," Dragon intoned obediently. "Earth smothers fire, yet a hot enough fire molds earth into beautiful shapes. Air snuffs fire, but just enough will amplify any blaze. Fire meeting fire will douse both flames, or fire meeting fire may intensify the stronger blaze."


  "Good," Elder Flame replied when Dragon finished.


  "Elder," Dragon paused, searching for words. There was something that had been bothering him, sitting high on the mountain and watching the endless waves of water below. "What would happen to me if I were to fall into the ocean? Can a Fire Caste survive?"


  Elder Flame laughed, not unkindly. "A lower Fire Caste would," he began. "Because their flame defines them less than their humanity. A regular Master Fire Caste would not, because their inner flame cannot withstand such total annihilation. But you are the Dragon of Fire and I am a Master of Flame. So now I will give you your lesson for the day."


  Elder Flame paused so he could swim closer to Dragon.


  "Look inside you, find your inner coal," Elder Flame instructed. Dragon closed his eyes and immediately found it, burning a deep blue in his mind's eye. "It blazes now, surrounded by constantly burning flames. Water would immediately extinguish those protective flames and would then turn your inner coal to ash. To prevent that, we build a barrier, not of fire, but of humanity. Before your test, before you became the Dragon of Fire, you were a human with a small ability to control the Castes. The testing burned off your humanity and replaced what you were with fire.


  "This is the hardest lesson you will ever learn," Elder Flame continued. "You must find the scraps of humanity left behind, those parts of you that retain human form despite your core of fire."


  Dragon searched deeply with his inner eye, but the blue flame of his coal constantly dragged his attention back. It was such a beautiful shade of blue; nothing like the ocean he had been studying earlier. This was a deep color, a powerful color, and Dragon wanted to hold it in his hands and bask in the brilliance it exuded.


  "Focus!" Elder Flame snapped.


  Dragon jumped, the lava surrounding him splashing in his surprise. "Sorry," Dragon mumbled sheepishly. He closed his eyes again and fought the instinct to drift directly back to his coal. Instead he fled from the warmth as far as he could go.


  There was a human sheath containing the fire inside him at the very edges of his being. The sheath was strong and resistant and was the only reason Dragon had left the testing room with a human form.


  "Learn how your form is held," Elder Flame intoned softly so he didn't break Dragon's concentration. "See the power, embrace it, and pull it with you."


  Dragon grabbed hold of his human form and dragged it inwards, towards his coal.


  "Strengthen it," Elder Flame warned when the form sizzled in the increasing heat.


  Dragon took some of his power over fire and poured it into his human form as he pulled it closer and closer to his coal. It took a long while, but finally Dragon had his human skin closely encircling his coal. He opened his eyes.


  "Good," Elder Flame said approvingly.


  "I feel constricted," Dragon complained, not liking the tight feeling that surrounded and enclosed him. It also took a lot of power to keep his human form un-singed, but Dragons had power in spades.


  "So long as you keep your human form tight to your coal, the water cannot harm you," Elder Flame explained. "I would suggest you take the time aboard the ship to learn your human form as thoroughly as you have learned your inner fire. Should you ever become the elements, reestablishing your human form is the only way to return to earth."


  Elder Flame let Dragon drift along the currents of the lava flow for the next hour. Dragon spent the time exploring his new lesson and trying to get used to the squeezed feeling.


  Finally, Elder Flame ended their lesson and guided Dragon back out of the boiling hallways of the Fire Caste into the Monastery proper.


  "Your travel things have been set out in your room," Elder Flame explained. "Go change. A wagon will be ready to convey you to the harbor within the hour."


  Dragon nodded, gave his teacher a small smile, and got a gentle smile in return, before turning away and heading towards his room. He had a journey to prepare for.


  Part Two


  Dragon leaned over the railing of the ship, his head hung low and his face green. Another roll of the gentle sea sent his head spinning and his stomach revolting. The contents of the morning's meager breakfast spilled down the side of the boat, feeding the fish and gulls Dragon could see following behind the ship.


  Three days out at sea and Dragon was not enjoying himself.


  He was wearing a homespun shirt with tight cuffs around his wrists and a strip of fabric that extended over the back of his hand to circle his middle finger. His pants went down to his ankles and the cuff was equally restricting. Slippers covered his feet, which made walking on the sea-slick deck even more difficult.


  Dragons of the Castes were required to keep their identities secret when they travelled. It reduced any conflicts from those thinking to test themselves against a Caste Dragon's stronger power. It also kept supplicants from constantly begging for aid and distracting a Caste Dragon from his or her duties. Dragon hated the restrictive clothing that helped keep his identity a secret, but he hated being on the ocean even more.


  The sea rolled again and Dragon gagged, wishing there was something left to come up. From the moment the ship had pulled away from the docks into open water, Dragon had been horribly seasick. The other sailors liked to laugh at his misfortune as they climbed high on ropes up and down the sails and masts of the ship. There were three masts and more than enough sails to make the boat move at a good clip. None of that stopped Dragon's stomach from rebelling at every opportunity.


  "There's a ship on the horizon, Captain!" one of the sailors high above on the top of the largest mast yelled downward.


  The man Dragon knew as Captain Quint was standing on the bridge while his quartermaster steered the boat. Quint wore a large hat, which he swept off his head in order to get a better look up the mainmast at the man pointing port side in the rigging.


  "What're the colors?" Captain Quint called back.


  There was a long moment of silence except for the constant splashing of the sea, before the sailor called back. "No colors, Captain. And it looks like she's changed course to intercept!"


  Captain Quint swore and began yelling out orders, but then the ship pitched on another wave and Dragon was too busy dry heaving over the side to listen.


  "Cap'n's orders," a sailor said as he suddenly appeared at Dragon's side. "Stay in yer cabin." The sailor was pointing at the ladder that led into the belly of the ship. Dragon felt his stomach lurch at the thought of going below where the air was close and stale. At least on the deck he could breathe air that wasn't already polluted by his own vomit.


  Captain Quint was still yelling, the quartermaster was frantically turning the big wheel, and the ship was creaking as the sails were turned and trimmed.


  "She's hoisting colors, Captain!" the sailor called down again as Dragon started gathering himself to deal with going below deck when he felt this ill.


  "What colors, sailor?" Captain Quint yelled back immediately.


  "The…" there was an ominous silence from above for a long moment before the sailor spoke again. His voice cracked as he said, "the Jolly Roger."


  Captain Quint swore and called for sailors to man the guns. Dragon kept his head down as he was hustled below deck and into his stateroom. The Oracle had already told him what would happen to the ship, so he had been expecting something to occur soon. The foreknowledge didn't make the situation any less stressful though.


  The ship jolted again and Dragon's worries were usurped as he scrambled for the bucket kept by his bedside. Cannon fire and screams were punctuated by dry heaves and the splatter of green stomach slime into the bucket. There was nothing left in his stomach by the time the ship started listing to the side and the sound of cannon fire stopped.


  Dragon groaned and held his bucket close, his head spinning both from the constant movement of the ship and from exhaustion from all the throwing up. His stomach was screaming at him. He could barely look up when his cabin door slammed open and a man wearing a ragged headscarf and a cutlass leveled a gun in his direction.


  "We got a live one!" the man yelled as Dragon blearily looked at him. "I think!" he tacked on with a snigger.


  Another man eventually made his way down the hall, his footsteps slow and heavy despite the ship listing dangerously. Dragon had little doubt that the ship was quickly taking on water.


  The man who appeared in the doorway could be no one else but the captain of the pirate ship. His clothes were cut to fit his body, unlike the pirate that had found Dragon. The hat on the captain's head was large and a long feather was tucked under the brim.


  "A passenger?" the captain asked. "On a merchant ship bound for Altnoia? How curious." Even the captain's voice spoke of better class than the pirate. Cultured, with a courtly tone to his vowels. His hair was a deep brown, pulled behind his neck with a bit of ribbon, and his eyes were a piercing blue that took in Dragon's bedraggled state without apparent judgment or scorn. Still, the captain's grin when he turned back to his sailor was hard and sly. "Bring him aboard and give him a little ginger root to suck on. We can't have him dirtying the deck. We'll see if you're worth anything, boy," he added, speaking directly at where Dragon was still slumped on the floor, "before we decide whether to feed you to the sharks with the rest of this ship's forsaken crew."


  Dragon groaned as the handsome sailor who had found him forced him to his feet. Together, they slowly made their stumbling way out of the cabin and down the hall to the ladder that led upwards to the listing deck. Dragon's stomach protested the movement, but was finally too exhausted to let out another dry heave.


  It was interesting trying to climb the ladder sideways as the ship began to sink in earnest, but the sailor made sure that Dragon made it up quickly. There was a gangplank still attached to the railing of the ship and the sailor guided Dragon directly there.


  Dragon was happy to get off the sinking ship and climb onto another, sturdier vessel, although climbing across on that thin gangplank with only the frothing waters of the ocean below to stop a fall was probably the scariest thing Dragon had ever done.


  "Shove off, boys!" the captain yelled from the bridge as Dragon was deposited in the center of the deck. The sailor left him alone for a long few minutes while sails were unfurled and the hissing sound of escaping air and bubbles sounded from the sinking ship as the deck began to vanish forever beneath the waves.


  "Captain's orders," the sailor said as he returned. He was holding out a brown, knobby root that looked like five or six small potatoes stuck together. Dragon watched as the sailor carefully stripped back the skin on one of the potato-like appendages with his boot knife, then cut a slice. "Suck on this till yer stomach's better," the sailor explained as he handed the sliver over to Dragon.


  The sailor vanished with what was left of the root and Dragon stared at the sliver of pale yellow flesh in his hand. He supposed it wouldn't hurt to put it in his mouth, especially since his quest was dependent on the captain's good will.


  The sliver was tangy, but in a decidedly good way. Dragon sucked the juice out of the root as best he could and was amazed when the nausea that had plagued him from the very moment his feet left land began to fade. His stomach stayed complacent even when the ship jerked as a sail was suddenly caught in a breeze and Dragon tensed his body in preparation for more dry heaves. Clearly ginger had magical properties.


  It was a good hour before the captain descended from the bridge. He stopped to talk to two sailors tying off ropes across the ship before he turned and walked purposefully over to where Dragon was still sitting.


  "Your name, boy," the captain said, standing over Dragon with his hand on his sword.


  "Kindle, sir," Dragon replied softly, his throat still raw and the slice of ginger still on his tongue.


  The captain sighed. "So you are a Fire Caste then," he grunted. "Should have been able to tell from the hair. Although Caste members so low in the hierarchy to have a name like Kindle usually don't leave their damned mountain."


  "My Master wanted me to see the world," Dragon tried to explain, using the story he and Elder Flame had come up with during the cart ride to the coast.


  The captain smirked. "Well, you're about to see the world all right." He turned away from Dragon to look at one of the other sailors on deck. "See that Kindle here is given a hammock and tell the cook to set aside the ginger. We've just caught ourselves our very own firebug. Should be fun, eh lads?"


  The sailors chuckled appreciatively, eyeing Dragon's form as if sizing up his strength. The Captain wandered off though a doorway beneath the bridge, no doubt to his personal quarters. The sailor who had brought Dragon the ginger earlier walked over.


  "Come on then," the sailor grunted.


  Dragon got to his feet and followed as the sailor headed off across the deck.


  "That door there," the sailor explained, pointing to a hatch in the front of the ship, "leads to the crews' quarters. You'll have a hammock in there tonight." He kept walking past the hatch to an actual door tucked underneath the raised foredeck. The door led to a short flight of stairs and the heat of a kitchen. "Oi, Cookie!" the sailor yelled.


  "My name ain't Cookie," another man yelled back. He was digging through a barrel, looking for something at the bottom, but he poked his head back up to glare at the intruders. "You know that better'n anyone, Shev."


  Dragon had to look from the sailor to the cook twice before he realized he was looking at a pair of identical twins. They were both salt stained and sweaty, but beneath the grime they both had reddish blond hair pulled into a tail at the base of their necks and bright green eyes shining above strong cheekbones. They were both handsome and approximately the same age as Dragon.


  "Oh, shove it, Shov," the sailor, Shev, replied. "Captain wanted you to have this," he added with a backwards jerk of his thumb at Dragon. "Name's Kindle. Fire Caste and sick o' the sea. Enjoy."


  Shev turned around and left the kitchen. Shov grunted and put the wooden top back on the barrel before motioning for Dragon to join him at the small preparation table in the center of the room.


  "So, yer a firebug, eh?" Shov asked with a sly grin. "No wonder yer sick o' the sea. I've got ginger a plenty for ye, so don't ye worry." He plunked a paring knife and a large handful of dried apples onto the table in front of Dragon. "Ye'll be helpin' me out. I need them skinned and sliced fer the captain's dinner, so chop chop!"


  All children in the Monastery were given chores to do to keep them out of mischief. Dragon had found himself working in the kitchen often enough that he knew what to do with the knife Shov had left him.


  Peeling the apples was soothing, Dragon found, so he worked diligently at his task while Shov cut dough into biscuit sized chunks and shoved them unceremoniously into the oven.


  "So, this is a pirate ship?" Dragon asked as he finished with the apples.


  "What was yer first clue?" Shov replied tartly. He plunked a chunk of salted meat in front of Dragon before taking away the sliced apples. Dragon got to work cubing the beef while Shov returned to the oven. "This be the pirate ship Swift Retribution, the best raider on the high seas!"


  "Not the White Crest?" Dragon asked, startled enough that he looked up at Shov in surprise. The Oracle had definitely told him the ship he would find himself on would be called White Crest.


  "Nay, Kindle," Shov replied, giving him a strange look from where he was stirring the contents of a boiling pot on the stove. "Get me another piece of tinder," he added, pointing to the woodpile in the corner. Dragon obeyed and handed Shov a heavy cord of wood, which he tossed into the fire keeping the iron range hot. "The White Crest was the Crown Prince's ship; a real beaut. But she went down off the coast of Altnoia after the coup. Never heard from again, ye hear. This be Swift Retribution and she's the fastest ship on the high seas. Ain't no one or no nothing that'll stop her from taking proper revenge."


  "Revenge?" Dragon asked, wondering if he should keep his mouth shut and stop asking questions when Shov shot him another strange look.


  "Never you mind 'bout that," Shov said finally. He turned back to the stove to tend the pots. "Just cut up that meat so we can have the captain's dinner ready on time."


  Dragon followed instructions for the rest of the afternoon. He chopped and cut and stirred as the meal for the captain and the crew was slowly prepared. Dragon watched as Shov was especially careful around the red-hot iron range. Shov clearly didn't want to get burned, but he was also very cognizant of the fact that the ship was made of wood and therefore highly flammable. Having an oven on a ship was an extravagance most lacked, for obvious reasons. It made Dragon curious to know how a rogue pirate ship could afford the danger and expense.


  Despite his curiosity over the very strange things he was learning about the ship, Dragon luxuriated in the intense heat the oven was putting out. The spray of seawater and the constant taste of salt on his tongue were awful and homesickness hit as he was reminded of the lava flow beneath the mountain. Dragon couldn't help petting the top of the burning range just to feel the heat sink into his bones like a welcome friend. Anyone from the Fire Caste would have done the same, but Dragon was strong enough to sense each flicker as it consumed the wood inside the oven. The sensation was soothing and almost made him forget he was stuck in the middle of the ocean.


  The sun was setting when Shov sent Dragon up onto the deck with a large pot of stew and a stack of wooden bowls. The golden light was dipping towards the endless horizon of the blue ocean, turning the waves into fiery reds and oranges. It was as if the very sea was on fire and another pang of homesickness hit again.


  Dragon was out at sea, fighting with the element that was the exact opposite of fire and could kill him in a moment of weakness, he was on the wrong ship despite the Oracle's message being very clear, and he hadn't had contact with a real fire in days. His inner coal was still burning, protected by the human sheath he kept around it, but his outer flames were beginning to wilt. Dragon was out of his element in more ways than one and he missed Elder Flame's guiding hand and strict, yet kind, words to set him firmly back on his path.


  Shov brought up the biscuits and a tankard of ale as the sailors were starting to line up for their meal and then headed back into the kitchen. Each sailor grabbed a bowl and held it steady while Dragon filled it with stew. They would have to get a biscuit and ale on their own, because Dragon could see that Shov was busy carting a heavy tray filled with steaming dishes across the deck to the captain's quarters.


  Once everyone was fed, Dragon grabbed a bowl and a biscuit of his own and found somewhere to sit and eat. This was the first full meal he was able to keep down since the moment he stepped onto a ship. His stomach still hurt, which made it difficult to swallow, but his meal didn't reappear despite the gentle rocking of the ship.


  Dragon found Shov half an hour later below deck dropping dirty wooden bowls into a barrel of wash water.


  "I'll finish cleaning up here," Shov said as he took the last few bowls from Dragon and unceremoniously dumped them into the barrel. Water sloshed and Dragon jumped back to avoid getting liberally splashed, which made Shov duck his head to hide a small grin. A touch of water here and there wasn't bad, but he had been dreading having to submerge his hands into the barrel. "Yer a firebug, so you can't be cleanin'. Go grab the dishes from the captain's quarters," Shov said kindly, pausing a moment in his scrubbing to let Dragon escape the kitchen unscathed.


  "Yes, sir," Dragon answered, glad for any excuse to leave while water was splashing about. He climbed back onto the deck and headed to the other side of the ship. The captain's door was closed, so Dragon knocked gently and waited for permission.


  "Enter," the captain called through the wood. Dragon pushed open the door and stepped into the room. The furniture was very nice, upholstered in fine fabrics and built out of carved woods. Still, this was a ship so Dragon wasn't surprised to see that the table was bolted to the floor and that the cabinets were thicker on the bottom to keep them from falling over when the ship tipped in the waves.


  "I'm here for your dishes," Dragon explained as he walked over to the table. The captain was sitting in one of the chairs, leaning indolently against the cushions with a glass of red wine in one hand. He looked comfortable with his hat off and his shirt buttons half-unfastened. His blue eyes were sharp as they watched Dragon gather delicate china dishes onto the tray Shov had left behind.


  "Sit down for a moment, Kindle," the captain said with a gesture of his wineglass toward the chair directly across the table from where he was lounging.


  Dragon carefully put the tray back onto the table and took a seat. "Sir?" he asked, wondering what was going on. He didn't want to go back to the kitchen where water was being flung about, but the way the captain was studying him made him worried.


  "Don't be afraid," the captain said with a laugh. "I just want to outline your duties aboard my ship."


  Dragon felt his shoulders unclench at the admission and he sucked on his slice of ginger to calm his stomach again.


  "This is a pirate ship, as I'm sure you're aware," the captain continued, "and as such we become involved with battles fairly often. Those battles often result in my wooden ship catching fire. As of this moment I have two sailors assigned as a fire brigade to keep my ship from sinking, but you are far more suited to such a position and I would prefer to have all hands manning guns instead of buckets. Therefore, during regular ship hours you will continue to assist Shov in the kitchen, but when we engage with an enemy ship I need you on deck suppressing any fires that sprout up. Is that understood?"


  He paused to let Dragon nod eagerly. Any chance to play with fire in this constantly wet environment was a welcome one.


  "Good," the captain finished. Dragon almost stood up to collect the dishes again, but settled back into his chair when the captain shook his head slightly. "We have one more thing to discuss, Kindle," he said tightly, his eyes sharpening to blades that made Dragon recoil in his seat. "It is blatantly clear to me that your story is not adding up. The Caste members from your Monastery only leave the mountain at the behest of the Oracle, not because some Master bid their pupil to see the world. Further, you asked Shov about a ship called the White Crest, a ship that very few people know did not in fact sink, but instead safely ferried Prince Edan out of the besieged harbor and now promises a swift retribution against the agents in Altnoia who created the bloody coup."


  Dragon couldn't help jumping in surprise when the captain explained that he had found himself on the right ship, as the Oracle had promised. The captain didn't miss the sudden movement and his eyes softened into a smile as he studied Dragon.


  "You clearly have no talent at covert affairs," the captain said with a gentle laugh.


  "It's my first time away from the mountain," Dragon grumbled. He was barely past his test, only twenty years old and still learning about what it meant to be a dragon. If the Oracle had wanted someone with experience on this quest she could have sent an Elder instead.


  "It shows," the captain said, not unkindly. "Now tell me exactly what mission the Oracle sent you on. I may be able to assist you."


  Dragon sighed. He was caught, although he thought the captain didn't know he was a dragon. He could continue to pretend to be a lower Caste sent on a mission. "I was sent to keep Prince Edan alive. King Ferim needs to kill the prince to keep his throne and the Oracle saw disaster should that happen."


  The captain nodded thoughtfully. "I will tell you that Prince Edan is aboard this ship. Your Oracle has not steered you wrong. It is not my place to tell you who the prince is, but as long as you keep the ship from sinking under fire, Edan should live to see his rightful throne returned to him."


  Dragon had questions he wanted to ask, like who Prince Edan actually was and what the prince was doing aboard a pirate ship, but the captain gave him a stern look and waved him back to work. Dragon gathered the tray full of dishes and left.


  Shov and Shev were waiting for him in the kitchen. They were standing close together with their foreheads touching until Dragon stepped into the kitchen. Shov stepped back from his twin so he could take the tray from Dragon to start washing the dishes. He brushed against Shev as he headed over to the wash barrel.


  Shev turned his attention to Dragon a moment later and watched Dragon flinch when the water splashed upwards as the dishes were submerged. He laughed. "Ye really are a firebug. What the hell are ye doin' on the sea if yer afraid of water?"


  "It's the only way to travel away from the Monastery," Dragon grumbled. The mountain blocked all travel inland; there was only the unforgiving sea if someone wanted to travel from the Monastery.


  Shev laughed and threw his arm over Dragon's shoulder. "Cookie here can do all the watery bits. It'll all work out," he finished with a wide grin.


  "My name ain't Cookie," Shov grumbled from where he was scrubbing. "And Kindle's a better hand with a knife than me, anyway."


  "That ain't hard to do," Shev replied and his grin widened as he ribbed his twin.


  "Shove it, Shev," Shov grumbled, plunking clean, dripping dishes onto the table in the center of the room. "Some of us do real work 'round here."


  "And I should get to it," Shev laughed with an exaggerated wink at his twin as he pulled Dragon with him out of the kitchen.


  "Shouldn't I be helping with the cleanup?" Dragon asked as Shev continued to tow him across the ship to the bow.


  "Nah, Shov likes cleanin' up after people. Always has," Shev replied, his smile wide and his eyes twinkling with mischievous glee despite his assurances.


  The ship was dark, cast adrift in the night with only a small lantern holding a flickering candle on the bow to orient it under the stars. The deck was quiet too. The quartermaster was on duty at the helm and a few sailors were aloft keeping an eye on the sails, but the only noise Dragon could hear was the creaking of the ship and the constant beat of the waves against the hull.


  "Now, the water ain't all bad, ye know," Shev continued. He pointed forward where Dragon could only see black night and the faintest hint of white sea foam in the distance. "Sure, bein' in the water might not do it for ye, but bein' on the water's a totally different kettle o' fish." His finger drifted upward and Dragon's eyes followed the pointing digit high into the sky where the stars reigned supreme. "I'll bet ye can't see them from yer Monastery. Ye can't see them in any city or town neither; too much light even at night. But on the sea the stars light the way and they have more stories to tell than even I can remember."


  "Stories?" Dragon asked, his eyes caught on the millions of dots lighting the sky. Some were bright, while others a bare flicker, but even when he climbed the mountain at night Dragon had never seen so many stars shining overhead so magnificently.


  "Sure. There's lots o' stories. Take that constellation there," he said, tracing an outline in the sky. "That's Draco, the Dragon. He's supposed to be the great protector. One o' the Monastery's own critters who turned to the elements themselves to save an ancient city from utter destruction in a natural disaster. He called down the wind to turn back the tides and stop a tsunami from landing ashore. He used so much power he turned into the very air itself and settled into his rightful place permanently in the sky."


  "He couldn't regain his humanity?" Dragon asked, feeling his own human sheath tighten around his coal as he asked.


  "No need to," Shev replied with a shrug. "He got something better, anyway. There ain't no one who don't look to the stars in hard times. That dragon will always be there as a symbol of hope."


  Dragon nodded thoughtfully, unsure about how he felt about the story. Still, watching the stars had lessened his fear of the waves a bit. So long as he was safe on the ship with the stars standing watch overhead, with a dragon of Air protecting him from above, Dragon could feel okay about this journey.


  "All right," Shev declared after a few long moments of silence spent staring upwards. "I'll show ye to yer hammock. I've got first watch tomorrow, so I'll make sure yer up and heading to Cookie's tender mercies on time."


  "Thanks," Dragon said. He followed Shev's lead below deck to a sparse hammock hanging in the crew quarters and fell asleep to the gentle rocking of the ship.


  Part Three


  There was a cut piece of ginger waiting for Dragon when he reached the kitchen the next morning. His stomach was beginning to reel again, so he eagerly snatched it up and stuck it in his mouth.


  Shov laughed from where he was tending a steaming pot on the stove. "I thought ye might want one o' those."


  "Thanks," Dragon mumbled around the heavy tartness filling his mouth and calming his stomach. "I'm sorry I'm late, but Shev dragged me across the ship to see the sunrise." It had been a beautiful sight, just as Shev had promised; like a spark of fire slowly igniting and growing into a maelstrom blaze to spread light across the endless expanse of ocean. If only Dragon was certain he was thinking about the beautiful sunrise in that context rather than Shev's excited smile.


  "Nah, yer not late. I only had time to cut up yer root and get the fire hot enough to start warming this pot o' water. Ye can go grab a knife and some apples and pears to toss in when we're done," he added.


  Dragon got to work helping Shov prepare a soft breakfast gruel studded with chunks of fruit. They carried the entire heavy pot and the bowls onto the deck together where Shov left Dragon to serve breakfast while he attended the captain. After the crew was served, Dragon took a bowl for himself and found somewhere out of the way to sit and eat.


  Shev had gotten his breakfast with a wide smile to say hello, but now he was busy tying knots to secure a loose rope on the other side of the ship, spoon still in his mouth. The sight made Dragon smile slightly. Shev was quickly becoming a fast friend.


  Dragon still had no idea who Prince Edan was. The captain had assured him that Edan was somewhere on the ship, and Dragon thought he had met everyone while serving the crew food, but he couldn't tell if one of them was princely or not. Only the captain, with his fine clothes and courtly accent fit the bill, but the captain was in his mid-thirties. For some reason Dragon thought the prince was younger than that, but the Oracle had never actually given him a description of Prince Edan, so maybe Dragon was wrong and the prince was older.


  "Someone find the captain!" a voice called from high up in the crow's nest. "Ship ahead, flying Altnoia colors!"


  There was a sudden flurry of movement as sailors put aside their breakfasts to scurry up the ropes and masts to make ready. Dragon could see Shev climbing up into the crow's nest high above to get a better look.


  The captain strode out of his cabin and put a spyglass to his eye.


  "Looks like a merchant ship, boys!" the captain called loudly, followed by raucous cheers from the crew. "Let's go say hello, shall we?"


  Shov appeared at Dragon's side a moment later. "Go grab all the bowls," he said, pointing to where some of the sailors had haphazardly left the remains of their breakfasts precariously stuffed onto a coil of thick rope. "I need to bank the fire in the kitchen," he added as he hefted the pot of gruel and headed off below deck.


  Dragon circled the deck, picking up discarded bowls and spoons, while sailors whooped in excitement and readied the sails and their guns. He headed into the kitchen where Shov was locking down loose barrels and shutting all the doors to the iron range.


  "I have to stay down here to make sure the kitchen don't catch fire," Shov explained as he took the dishes from Dragon and dumped them into the barrel of wash water. He fit the lid onto the barrel and strapped it down. "What're yer orders during battle?"


  "I'm supposed to stop any fires," Dragon explained.


  Shov nodded. "Well, ye should get back on deck then. Stay safe out there," he added, a strange look in his eyes as he studied Dragon for a long moment before turning away.


  "You too," Dragon replied, trying to figure out what that look had meant and why it made his inner coal heat up. When Shov didn't turn back around to explain, Dragon left the little kitchen.


  He could see the enemy ship now, off to the starboard side and uselessly trying to flee. It was a smaller ship with fewer sails. The Swift Retribution clearly outmatched the merchant ship.


  "Let's show them what pirates are made of!" the captain roared. He was behind the wheel, steering the ship alongside the enemy with clear skill. There were pirates in the rigging on the starboard side, hanging onto the ropes with one hand while they brandished their guns and knives with the other. They jeered and cackled, roaring promises of pain and death. Dragon could see fear on the other ship, but on the pirate ship only excitement and wide, toothy grins graced the deck.


  "Fire!" the Captain roared. Cannons bellowed from below deck, making Dragon shiver. He didn't know anything about fighting, so he stayed pressed against the kitchen doorway while wood shattered and guns spat. The two ships were soon close enough that pirates could swing across the ocean gap, firing their guns and then going for their cutlasses on the other deck.


  The first cannon volley had been deadly for the merchant ship, her gun bays all but totally destroyed and therefore unable to retaliate in kind. A second volley from the Swift Retribution tore through the hull of the merchant ship and now Dragon knew how his original ship had started taking on water.


  "Arrows!" one of the pirates yelled, pointing upwards towards the enemy crow's nest. A quick flare of fire bloomed high overhead as pitch soaked arrowheads were dipped into a waiting lantern. The arrow flew straight and fire erupted on the deck of the Swift Retribution.


  "Secure the mainmast!" another pirate shrieked as the deck and one of the forward sails started burning.


  Dragon could feel a grin spreading across his face. Fire. Real, burning fire. Not the sad candle flame he had grown used to out at sea, but a blazing inferno set to engulf the ship. A second sail caught fire as Dragon strode out into the center of the deck. He stepped directly into the fire trying to burn a hole through the wooden beams and called the flames to him.


  The fire circled him, eager to play like a puppy as it abandoned the burning sails and left behind the wooden deck to revel in Dragon's very being. He was fire and fire was him and they recognized each other.


  Another arrow flew through the air, the metal tip biting deeply into the mainmast, but the small ball of flame it had carried abandoned the pitch mid-flight to join with Dragon. This wasn't the deep lava flow of the Fire Caste, but still the fire felt like a welcome friend. Dragon invited the flames inside to meet with his coal and the flames decided they didn't want to leave. All that remained on the deck were a few scorch marks and the remnants of smoke.


  When Dragon finally looked away from his inner coal, much of the crew was staring incredulously at him. The captain had a small smile on his face.


  "Let's see what we've captured, lads!" he called, drawing attention away from Dragon and back to the sinking merchant ship. He walked past Dragon on his way to the gangplank and slapped Dragon on the back in recognition. Then he hissed and shook his hand ruefully at the heat Dragon was still putting out.


  There were shimmering waves of heat obscuring his vision, so Dragon did his best to rein in the fire still raging inside him. The hiss of air escaping from the sinking ship and the sound of waves, of water—he shuddered at that thought—brought him back to the present just in time for Shev to join him in the middle of the deck.


  "That was awesome!" Shev exclaimed, his grin wide and excited. "Captain was complainin' that yer Oracle didn't send a water sprite instead of a firebug, but I think ye've changed his tune a bit now!"


  "It was fun," Dragon replied, his own smile still wide as the flames settled down inside.


  "It sure looked like ye were having some fun," Shev agreed with a happy laugh. "Ye missed it!" he added accusingly over Dragon's shoulder.


  Dragon turned around to see Shov hurrying over, a worried frown on his face.


  "I missed what?" Shov grumbled, his eyes moving up and down Shev's body to check for injuries. Dragon was shocked when Shov switched his strict attention to check Dragon's body for injuries, but a warm feeling that didn't originate from the new flames inside filled Dragon's body. He liked Shov's eyes on him like that, just as much as he liked Shev's constant, mischievous smile. It was an odd feeling, something he had never felt before, but Dragon thought he enjoyed the new sensation igniting his coal.


  "Kindle ate the fire arrows right out of the sky!" Shev exclaimed. He pointed to the arrow imbedded in the mainmast and then up to the two sails with small, charred holes where sailors with needles and thick thread were already fixing the mess.


  Shov's face whitened at the sight. "The ship would've been dead in the water if those fires had spread. Yer okay, right Kindle?"


  Dragon nodded. "I needed more fire. Back home in the Monastery there's a lava lake deep under the mountain. I used to spend hours every day soaking up the fire. Out here on the water I've been feeling a little empty, but I'm better now."


  "I'm glad," Shov said simply. He gave Shev a pointed look that Dragon couldn't interpret. His gaze wandered across the deck, checking for other injuries to the ship, but when his eyes reached the gangplank as the last of the supplies commandeered from the sinking merchant ship were being piled up his lips tightened. "Those barrels are full of food," he snapped. "And they've placed them next to the gunpowder! Kindle, I need ye to help me supervise."


  Dragon said goodbye to Shev, who wandered off in the direction of the captain, and hurried after Shov. He spent the rest of the morning loading barrels of rum and oranges below deck while Shov pointed and snapped at the rest of the crew for daring to think rum and gunpowder were the same thing. Then he was back in the kitchen helping to prepare a quick lunch.


  Once Dragon and Shov finished cleaning up the remains of lunch it was time to start preparing for dinner. They cooked a citrus style soup with the newly requisitioned oranges. By the time Dragon had a moment to himself again, the sun was setting a brilliant, bloody orange.


  "Red sky at night, sailor’s delight. Red sky in morning, sailor’s warning," Shev intoned as he joined Dragon sitting under the mainmast in the center of the ship.


  "What does that mean?" Dragon asked. He put his empty bowl aside so he could focus his attention on Shev.


  Shev grinned and took a seat next to Dragon. "Ye really don't like the water, huh? Sitting in the middle o' the ship like this. Most folks would be watching the sunset from the railing."


  Dragon just shuddered pointedly. He didn't want to be any closer to the water then he had to.


  "Anyway," Shev continued after he finished laughing at Dragon's expression. "Red sky at night means clear sailing. No bad weather. Red sky in the morning means it's gonna rain. When you get up in the morning look to the east. If it looks like that then we're gonna get wet." He pointed to the brilliant red highlighting low-lying clouds far to the west as the sun sank beneath the waves to emphasize his point.


  "I hate rain," Dragon grumbled. Whenever it rained at the Monastery all the Water Caste members found any reason they could to be outside. Dragon, as well as a very large portion of the Fire Caste, migrated to the lava deep underground where they could luxuriate in a liquid substance that wasn't awful.


  "Somehow that doesn't surprise me," Shov said with a laugh as he joined them both with his own dinner.


  They sat in silence for a while, enjoying the sunset and the free time. The break was short-lived, however, as the empty bowls began piling up next to the pot of soup. Dragon and Shov had to start cleaning up.


  Shev hopped into the rigging, skillfully climbing towards the crow's nest. Dragon paused to watch Shev's muscles work in admiration, only to turn around and see Shov's biceps tighten as he lifted the pot of soup filled with leftovers.


  His mind was so filled with the identical twin brothers that Dragon was starting to forget why he was on the ship in the first place. He couldn't help watching Shov's bum as he stooped to collect the ladle. Shev's happy laughter high overhead distracted him enough that he missed his grab for a bowl and almost sent the entire stack toppling over.


  He wasn't going to find the missing prince at this rate.


  Shov sent him on to the captain's quarters to collect the rest of the dishes after Dragon had delivered the bowls from the crew. The captain was again resting comfortably in a chair with a glass of wine in his hands.


  "You're not a low-level Fire Caste at all, are you?" the captain asked suddenly. "Someone with the name Kindle wouldn't have been able to put up a fire display like the one this morning."


  Dragon paused in collecting the dishes from the table.


  "That kind of control could only belong to a Master of Fire," the captain continued. "I had hoped that your Oracle would send someone strong to help protect Prince Edan and was quite surprised when you told me you were weak. Clearly that is not the case."


  "We're not supposed to advertise our strength," Dragon explained, hoping he could escape this conversation without revealing just how powerful he was. The dragon tattoo on his back was the only thing that visibly differentiated him from a Master so long as he didn't show his true abilities. If the captain was happy thinking he only had a Master from the Fire Caste on board then Dragon wasn't about to change that view.


  "I understand," the captain murmured. He waved Dragon away and returned to sipping his wine. Dragon finished collecting the dishes and returned to the kitchen.


  "Tomorrow should be an easier day," Shov explained as he scrubbed the china from the captain's dinner clean. "We have leftover gruel from this morning and we'll heat up and serve the stew from yesterday and the soup from today for dinner. We just have to make lunch and some biscuits to go with the stew."


  "That sounds good," Dragon replied, trying not to wince as Shov splashed water around.


  Shov noticed his discomfort and laughed. "Head out on deck. I'll finish with the evil water."


  Dragon laughed along with Shov as he escaped upstairs. The stars were bright in the sky again. Dragon couldn't help staring up at them as he wandered across the deck towards the bow.


  "Careful ye don't walk right off the edge of the ship," Shev laughed from over Dragon's head. Dragon moved his eyes a bit closer to home and found Shev hanging in the rigging just overhead.


  "They're still beautiful, just like you said," Dragon explained. Shev was difficult to see in the dark. The only light on the ship was one candle at the bow and a second high overhead in the crow's nest. If Shev hadn't spoken up, Dragon would have missed him entirely.


  "The stars don't change," Shev said seriously. "Only whether we take the time to actually look at them does."


  "It helps when you have someone to pull you aside and point out what you've been missing," Dragon pointed out.


  Shev laughed in agreement and started climbing down from the ropes. "And now ye need someone to pull ye aside to keep ye from jumping ship, yer so busy starin' into the heavens."


  Shev expertly navigated the complicated array of ropes and ties as he made his way back down to the deck. Dragon watched enviously, with a touch of awe for the skill Shev clearly had. Dragon missed his stolen moments climbing the mountain and wished he could try to find the heights on the ship as well. The fear of falling into the water had kept him from asking, but Shev wouldn't coddle him for it.


  "Is that hard?" Dragon asked as Shev's feet touched down.


  "Not once ye get the hang of it," Shev disagreed. "And once ye have the arm strength for it. But ye gotta be careful not to pull on the wrong rope, untie a knot, and send a sail flying. That would be bad," he added with a laugh that indicated personal experience was at play. "Shov can do it, when he likes, but he mostly likes to stay in his kitchen. I was always the wild one o' the two o' us, running around and driving people crazy."


  "What're ye telling him, ye crazy idiot?" Shov asked as he joined them at the bow.


  "Hey! Ye came outta yer kitchen!" Shev crowed, his grin widening as he ribbed his brother.


  "Shove it, Shev," Shov snarled. His tone was pure exasperation, but there wasn't any malice.


  "Yeah, yeah, Cookie," Shev snickered. "We were just talking about the stars," he added, throwing his arm over Dragon's shoulders and drawing him further out onto the bow of the ship.


  "He told me a story about the Dragon of the Castes up there," Dragon added, feeling the warmth and comforting strength of Shev's arm holding him close.


  Shov nodded and tossed his own arm over Dragon's shoulders as well. The twin heats pressed against his neck, causing a small shiver to go through Dragon's body at the sensation.


  "Shev's always been good at telling stories, but he's not the only one." His free hand lifted into the air to point up at the sky. He traced two identical patterns in the air, pointing at specific stars. "That there is Gemini, the twins. They used to travel the earth looking for long and exciting adventures together. It is said they were inseparable, possibly even lovers."


  That last bit was said pointedly and Shov's arm tightened across Dragon's shoulders as he spoke. Both twins were watching the stars as Dragon looked back and forth between them. They were waiting for judgment, it seemed, but all Dragon felt was wrenching disappointment. If they were lovers then they were taken. The warm feelings and delicious musings were clearly just in his mind. Neither twin would ever have the same stirring for Dragon in return.


  "It is said," Shov continued, finally turning his head to look at Dragon as he spoke, "that the twins were searching for their missing third; for someone who could sit and talk with the more stoic twin, but also liked to run and play with the more boisterous one. They took to the skies on their next adventure, searching beyond the earth as stars, where they still search today."


  "I've seen ye looking at Shov's bum, ye know," Shev added suddenly, "so I know yer interested. Shov and me, we're interested too. Ye've only been here a day or so, but we talked it over and we'd like to give it a try. See if our heads agree with what our hearts are telling us, ye know."


  Dragon gaped, shock running through his mind. He had just started the process of coming to terms with the fact that Shev and Shov were taken, and that they had chosen each other. The mere thought that they wanted to include Dragon in their relationship was mind-boggling.


  "Think it over," Shov said, clearly interpreting the expression on Dragon's face. Dragon had no idea how to answer. "Ye don't have to say yes or no now. I'll see ye for breakfast."


  "Ditto," Shev agreed.


  Shov's arm left Dragon's back first as he headed off into the dark of the ship. Shev held on a moment longer, his free hand reaching up to cup Dragon's cheek. Suddenly, Shev was close. His breath wisped against Dragon's mouth for a quick second before salt stained lips pressed close.


  Dragon melted. The kiss was chaste, just a press of lips against lips, but the merest touch made his inner coal boil with want. His knees shook and his eyes fluttered closed. Then Shev pulled away.


  "Just a taste," Shev said, his grin wide and full of want. "Goodnight, Kindle."


  Dragon watched Shev walk away until the darkness swallowed his form. Dragon's lips were still tingling, his coal still flaming, and his knees still weak. He was in love and he wanted, so badly, to explore his feelings with the twins who had captured his interest. He wanted to learn if there was something there beyond lust that would drive their relationship to the next level.


  But it was all a lie.


  They thought he was Kindle, a lowly firebug with no standing in the Castes. What would they say when they saw his back for the first time, when they realized he had been lying to them from the beginning?


  Dragon trudged across the deck, heading to his hammock in the crew quarters. He wanted Shev and Shov, and it was clear they wanted him back, but did they want Dragon or the Kindle they thought they knew?


  He didn't see either twin in any of the filled hammocks in the crew quarters below deck; Dragon had no idea where they slept on the ship, but he was glad to avoid a confrontation or, worse, a confirmation that he couldn't have them.


  It took a long time for Dragon to fall asleep. His still lips tingled and his heart ached, but the gentle rocking of the ship eventually pulled him under.


  *~*~*


  A fresh slice of ginger was waiting for Dragon when he hesitantly stepped into the kitchen the next morning. The morning sky was an ominous, bloody red, as if heralding how the day would go.


  Shov took one look at Dragon's face and nodded in understanding. "No pressure," he said simply. "Take all the time ye need to decide. I'll make sure Shev understands, too."


  They organized breakfast in what turned out to be a comfortable silence. Dragon still felt worried, but Shov's soothing presence kept any negative feelings from escalating. Dragon enjoyed their time together, working hard and having a bit of fun on the side.


  That good mood vanished the moment Dragon stepped back onto the deck. Dark, threatening clouds had gathered across the sky, hiding the sunrise behind veils of approaching rain. A shudder went up his spine at the sight.


  Dragon did his best to serve bowls of gruel to the hungry crew, but his attention was divided. Shev was high up in the rigging, watching the oncoming storm and calling out orders to the rest of the crew in preparation. Shov had vanished into the Captain's quarters with the breakfast tray and hadn't reappeared yet. And those damned clouds continued to edge closer and closer.


  When the first drips of rain spotted the deck, Dragon actually whimpered. He wanted to be in his deep lava flow, safe from any encroaching water.


  Shov reemerged from the captain's quarters a few moments later and hurried over to Dragon. "Head back into the kitchen before ye get wet," he instructed, taking the ladle from Dragon's hand and quickly filling a bowl for Dragon's breakfast. He handed Dragon the bowl and two books before turning his attention back to the line of sailors waiting for their grub.


  Dragon didn't need to be told twice. He ran back to the doorway that led to the kitchens and stumbled down the short stairway. He dropped the books on the preparation table and took his breakfast to the burning hot range. He huddled against the side of the metal, the blistering heat warming the side of his body touching the oven, and ate his gruel.


  Over the sounds of the crackling fire Dragon heard the pitter patter of a deluge of water beginning to strike the deck overhead. A rumble of thunder made him shiver and press closer to the heat.


  Two days after he had walked out of the testing chambers and had entered the Fire Caste, Dragon had taken to the heights of the Monastery to escape the sudden fame a simple tattoo and a heck of a lot of accompanying power had given him. Dragon had fallen asleep tucked into a crevice of rock and had woken up to a spring shower.


  Once the Masters finally found him, it had taken three Masters of Earth and Air to get him down and five Masters of Fire to rejuvenate his inner flame. Dragon had spent three days soaking in the lava flow before he had the strength to return to the Monastery proper and Elder Flame hadn't let him go outside for another week.


  Dragon had learned his limits the hard way and there wasn't anything that could make him return to the deck while the rain continued to beat down overhead.


  Shov squelched as he walked down the stairs and into the kitchen. He dripped water from his hair and clothes, leaving behind a small puddle on the floor.


  "I don't think the rain will stop today," Shov sighed. He heaved the empty pot of breakfast onto the table, careful not to hurt the books Dragon had left there.


  The puddle of water on the floor grew larger.


  Dragon grumbled and called on his inner coal. One of the first lessons Elder Flame had taught him was how to turn water into steam. Dragon didn't want that puddle to keep growing, so he directed his strength to the water on the floor and to Shov's wet clothes.


  Shov jumped at the sudden sensation of heat surrounding him. Dragon was careful to keep the temperature from rising too high; he didn't want to hurt Shov, just get him to stop dripping evil water everywhere.


  Once the clothes were dry, Dragon zapped the puddle on the floor.


  "All right, then," Shov said finally. "Thank ye."


  "I hate water," Dragon said unnecessarily.


  Shov laughed. "I can tell. If ye were huddled any closer to the oven ye'd be inside it."


  "If it were a larger oven I would be," Dragon replied, petting the side of the burning hot range with one hand.


  "I can see that," Shov replied, still laughing softly. "Since ye can't go back outside 'til the rain stops, I borrowed some books from the captain for ye to help pass the time." He picked up the top book and showed Dragon the cover. It was something about shipbuilding and looked interesting. "Ye can't let it catch on fire," Shov added with a pointed look to the hot range Dragon was curled against.


  "Don't worry," Dragon replied, reaching out to take the book from Shov. "If I'm touching it, the book won't light on fire. That's why my clothes aren't burning," he explained, shifting to show Shov the sleeve still covering his arm despite being pressed against the oven.


  Shov nodded thoughtfully and let Dragon have the book before turning to begin the washing up from breakfast.


  Dragon spent the rest of the awful day reading about the lengthy process that went into building a boat. When he finished the first book, Dragon switched to the second book about superstitions aboard ships. He paused occasionally to help prepare lunch and dinner, but remained behind when Shov had to take the food up on deck. He felt bad for making Shov do more work, but he wasn't going back up there for any reason.


  About an hour after Shov had returned with the captain's empty dishes, Shev tumbled down the stairs. "There's a break in the clouds," he gasped. "Only a few drops of rain for the moment, but it won't last. Kindle, if ye want to get to yer hammock for the night ye'll have to make a run for it right now!"


  "Go," Shov urged. "If it's still raining in the morning I'll come to ye in the crew quarters."


  "Thanks," Dragon said to both Shov and Shev. He tentatively pushed open the door at the top of the steps and peeked his head outside. The clouds were low and threatening, a flash of lighting illuminated the nighttime sky, and Dragon couldn't see a single star overhead.


  "He was so cute, Shev," Dragon heard Shov murmur behind him from the kitchen. "Curled up against the iron range."


  "Was he?" Dragon heard Shev reply, his voice going husky. "I'm sad I missed it, then."


  A large drop of rain fell from the sky, splashing onto the deck and leaving behind a wet stain on top of already slick deck. Dragon had mere moments before the sky opened up again, so while his heart wanted him to go back to the kitchen to join in on the kiss he could hear behind him, his brain warned him to escape now while he had the chance.


  As he was running across the deck, slipping and sliding to avoid the accumulated puddles, Dragon's brain restarted itself. He wasn't going to join in with Shev and Shov, even when the sound of their paired breaths and lips touching made his heart beat faster and his breath catch in his throat. Dragon had to remember the lie he was telling them and why he had to stay away.


  It didn't matter that Shov had borrowed books from the captain to keep Dragon's mind off the rain outside or that Shev had clearly been anxiously waiting for the perfect moment to get Dragon out of the kitchen so he could get to bed.


  They were doing these nice things for the man they knew as Kindle, not the Dragon he really was. It was actually a good change from the Monastery, where lower Caste members would do nice things for him in return for the recognition of someone of his rank. Still, letting how much he appreciated Shev and Shov's good-natured care would be disastrous.


  He reached the safety of the crew's quarters before the sky opened up again and climbed into his hammock. Dragon was safe and dry, even if his heart hurt, so he was able to fall asleep quickly.


  Part Four


  The new day dawned bright and clear, with barely a cloud in view. The bad weather had moved on overnight and the sun had uninterrupted dominance in the sky again. Dragon took a moment to savor the heat and gentle breeze as he headed across the deck towards the kitchen. He got right to work, chopping vegetables to go into scrambled eggs while Shov popped rolls into the oven.


  The silence in the kitchen wasn't strained, but the unanswered question hung over the room. There wasn't rain to distract Dragon from the fact that Shov did want to know whether Dragon would join with him and Shev.


  The issue was Dragon had an answer. He couldn't be with either twin as long as he was lying about his identity. It was wrong, plain and simple. It didn't matter that his heart didn't agree with his head. Any relationship would go from lying to worse if it started on such bad footing. Dragon didn't want to go through that and, more importantly, he didn't want Shev and Shov to have to deal with that either.


  Dragon served breakfast to the crew, including to Shev who gave Dragon the same quiet courtesy Shov had. Shev wasn't nearly so stoic about giving Dragon the space to think as his brother, but despite the wink and wide grin he still managed to convey total willingness to wait for Dragon to be ready.


  Shev made Dragon's heart twist with more want and more guilt.


  Dragon helped clean up breakfast once everyone had eaten. He was just delivering the Captain's dirty dishes to Shov for washing when a cry went out on deck.


  "There's a ship on the horizon, flying Altnoia colors!" Dragon could hear someone yell.


  Shov sighed. "It sounds like there's going to be another battle. Ye better head on up. I'll finish here."


  "All right," Dragon replied. He didn't know whether to be excited about the prospect of more fire arrows, or to dread the violence that could potentially sink the Swift Retribution.


  When he reached the deck, Shev appeared at his side. "Ye lookin' forward to playing with some more fire?" he asked with a mischievous grin.


  Dragon nodded. "But I don't like the idea that the other ship could sink us if we're not careful."


  "There is that," Shev laughed. "It's a bit odd that there're suddenly so many ships sailing through here. Usually we're lucky to get one hit in a month. This is our third this week! Good luck I guess," he finished with a shrug.


  "It's a trap, actually," the captain interjected as he joined them. He passed Shev his spyglass. "I've got three ships ahead of us, with one behind. So far," he added with a grimace.


  Shev swore as he spotted the ships approaching them. "I've got five ahead of us." His voice was tight with fear.


  "Just got a report of four ships behind," the quartermaster called from where he was steering the ship.


  "We have every sail turned into the wind. We're going as fast as we possibly can," the captain said firmly. "This is the fastest ship on the high seas. We can outrun them."


  "That's the entire damned Altnoia Armada chasing us!" Shev snarled frantically. "They're boxing us in from all sides. We need all hands manning the cannons!"


  "When they catch us, we'll fight," the captain said firmly. "Until then I intend to run as far as we damned well can!" He turned to look at Dragon, his face shuttered of all emotion. "If it comes to battle, we may need you to start some fires, instead of just stopping them. Those enemy ships can't sink us or everything is lost."


  Prince Edan, whoever he was, would be lost if the ship sank. And that was beside the fact that Dragon would end up submerged in water if the ship sank. Elder Flame had promised he could survive it, but Dragon wasn't interested in making an attempt. Plus, Shev and Shov might be killed in the fighting. He especially didn't want that to happen.


  "I'll do everything I can," Dragon replied firmly.


  "I know you will," the captain replied. He retrieved his spyglass from Shev, who dove for the rigging and was soon vanishing into the crow's nest high above, and headed back to the wheel.


  They ran as fast as the wind could fill their sails, the ship scudding through the water faster than Dragon had ever seen a boat move before. Dragon couldn't help wishing he had tested into the Air Caste, like everyone had originally thought he would, because then he could double the amount of wind blowing the ship while turning the winds against the enemy vessels. As a Fire Caste, all he could do was sit out of the way and wait.


  "If we can slip between those two ships, we'll be out into open sea," the captain said from the bridge where he was conferring with his quartermaster.


  "It'll be a tight squeeze," the quartermaster interjected. "We'll have to fight to get past and that'll slow us down."


  "We head that way and we'll fall into their trap," Shev called as he jumped the last few feet from the rigging onto the bridge deck. "I've just spotted two more ships on the horizon. They've been herding us in this direction the entire time! We have to stop and make a stand. It's the only way!"


  "That would be suicide!" the captain snarled. "We're obviously outnumbered!"


  "Do you have another plan?" Shev snapped back. "Because I don't!"


  There was a lengthy silence from the bridge. If Dragon craned his head upwards he could see the captain and Shev glaring at each other.


  "Fine," the captain sighed, "so what's your plan?"


  "We keep them chasing us," Shev replied immediately. "Make them think we're still trying to outrun them, but we lure each ship in one by one and take them out when they approach. If we can trick and destroy two or three ships, we'll have a big enough hole in their lines to escape through."


  The captain grunted in acknowledgement before turning away. "You hear that, lads?" he yelled across the boat. "It's time for some fancy sailing. Get to your guns and be ready to play!"


  The crew roared in agreement, psyching themselves up for the battle ahead, before hurrying to their assigned tasks. The captain took the helm, turning the big wheel in his hands as the ship began to turn. They were aiming for a gap between two large ships, although they were sailing closer to one than the other.


  The closer ship turned to intercept, taking the bait.


  "Ready a volley!" the captain yelled. Dragon could hear frantic movement below on the gun deck as the two ships grew closer and closer.


  It was déjà vu, reminding Dragon of the sinking of the merchant ship just a few days ago. The two ships drew close and the Swift Retribution shot off two perfectly timed volleys. The cannons ripped through the enemy ship, sending it listing desperately as it began to take on water.


  The crew had practiced that maneuver over and over again on dozens of merchant ships, Dragon knew, so it wasn't hard to defeat yet one more ship. Still, to get the timing perfect they had needed to slow down and a second enemy ship was coming close.


  "Again!" the captain cried, frantically turning the wheel so they could meet the oncoming enemy.


  Cannons fired, but the timing wasn't as perfect. The other ship fired, cannonballs ripping into the Swift Retribution. There were screams from below even as another volley of cannon fire shook the deck.


  The enemy ship drifted away on the currents. It was clear the rudder had been broken by the way the enemy captain was uselessly jerking on the wheel. But it was too late for the Swift Retribution. The armada had closed in while the Swift Retribution was occupied and now she couldn't run without hitting another boat.


  "Keep firing!" the captain yelled, but the other ships had the same idea. Cannonballs and bullets flew through the air and blood answered. Dragon couldn’t keep track of who was firing when or which ship had more people screaming in pain. He did manage to light some fires on the enemy ships; the wood and cloth that comprised the ships were almost eager to heat and burst into flames at his command. The enemy sailors had to fight against the flames as well as against the cannons of the Swift Retribution, which evened the overwhelming odds somewhat.


  Now he knew why the Oracle had sent him here. The Swift Retribution was surrounded, her foremast broken, sails torn, and enemy surrounding her from all sides. That the Swift Retribution hadn't sunk yet was amazing, and although his help was definitely a factor keeping her afloat, even his little fires distracting the enemy weren't enough.


  Another round of cannons shook the Swift Retribution and Dragon watched, helpless to stop it, as one cannonball ripped through the kitchen where Shov was holding down the fort.


  "Edan!" Shev screamed, turning away from the rope he had been desperately yanking on to try and get the sails unfurled again. He ran towards the splintered mess that was the kitchen, utter desperation on his face.


  Dragon felt the bottom drop out of his stomach. There had been blood on Shev's face and he couldn't see Shov underneath the debris. His little fires weren't enough to stop the enemy! The ship was getting destroyed and now Shov could be injured, or worse, dead. Why had the Oracle sent him here if there wasn't anything he could really do?


  Dragon could feel his inner coal burning hotter and hotter. The sight of Shev desperately digging through what was left of the kitchen made him want to scream.


  Everything was over. He hadn't found the missing prince, he hadn't been able to explore the feelings he had for Shev and Shov, and he hadn't been able to fulfill the Oracle's directive. He was a failure, but he was also the Dragon of Fire and the enemy would not leave here without tasting his full power.


  Fire answered his call. All the tiny sparks lighting gunpowder flew in his direction. The sudden silence as guns and cannons stopped being able to fire didn't deter him. The small fires he had lit on the enemy ships streaked across the sea to join with him too. He embraced the fire, whipping it up to an inferno that circled around him.


  A phoenix rose from the deck of the Swift Retribution, the highest form of the Fire Caste. Dragon was the phoenix, his feet leaving the deck as his wings of flame powered him aloft. The phoenix screamed its anguish to the sky and enemy sails erupted into flame.


  But his name wasn't Flame or Inferno, belonging to those who could ever only hope to attain the form of a phoenix. He was the Dragon of Fire, and destined for much greater heights. The form of a phoenix was mere pittance in comparison to what he could do. He morphed in midair, growing to gigantic proportions. Each curl of flame on his back hardened into stiff scales. The conflagration that comprised his wings smoothed until twin leathery wings beat through the air. Triumphantly, he opened his mouth and roared, sending a jet of flame towards the enemy ships, his scales shining in the sunlight, reflecting the tiny boats below as they crumbled to ash in moments.


  The dragon swooped through the air, crashing through burning sails and clawing at the flames consuming the ship decks.


  Utter and total destruction followed in his wake. Ships began to vanish forever beneath the waves; first one then two, then more. The dragon reveled in the heat and the fire, in the smoke and the screams. No one was safe from his wrath. He screamed and more streams of fire erupted, catching the ships trying to flee from his fury.


  Dead bodies and charred wood littered the ocean surface as the dragon flew over the remains of the battle. He screamed in triumph at the ruin of what had once been a mighty fleet of ships, pleased with his fire. The dragon was powerful; no one could stop him!


  There was one last ship floating on the waves. The dragon flew over it, his stomach scales barely clearing the crow's nest. He craned his long neck to look closer, wondering why this ship hadn't burned like the rest. There was a strange reluctance at the back of his mind that told him not to burn this ship.


  He snorted, plumes of smoke trickling through his nostrils, and circled back to get a second look. His wings took him nearer to the deck, into a hover that allowed him close enough to see human faces.


  The dragon thought he heard something, so he tilted his head to better catch the strange sounds in the ridges that covered his ear.


  "Kindle!" one of the humans on deck was yelling. A second, identical human echoed the cry. Both were beaten and bloody, which caused the dragon to miss a wing beat. He hurried to correct himself before any of his body could touch the sea water and flew closer to the two strange humans that evoked such odd emotions inside. The dragon was curious as to why two humans could make him feel so strange.


  "Kindle!" the first human repeated. "Come back!"


  Come back? the dragon wondered. He hadn't left yet. He was still in the air, flying over the ship carrying the two humans he wanted to take with him when he did leave.


  The human on the left had a cut on his scalp that was still bleeding slightly and cuts all over his hands as if he had been digging through something sharp. The dragon could remember that impish smile and the feel of salt-stained lips pressed against his own.


  The human on the right was scratched from head to toe, but he didn't look significantly injured despite that. The dragon felt a surge of relief at the realization that his human hadn't died when his hiding place had been destroyed.


  The dragon recognized the two identical humans. He hadn't met them before, but he knew them. The dragon flexed his wings, wondering suddenly why they were so long. His arms were just long enough to place across Shev's shoulders or to pass a bowl over the table to Shov. The Dragon of Fire's wings were easily the size of the ship lengthwise.


  It was decidedly strange to have the memories from two different shapes. He was a dragon, had always been a dragon, and only fire interested him now.


  "Kindle!" Shev and Shov called out together.


  Dragon remembered. He was called Kindle now. It was the wings holding him aloft that were new, not the memory of short arms. He was a dragon, yes, but he was also named Dragon in his human form.


  The coal inside of Dragon pulsed with heat. The human shield that protected it from water had vanished, but it wasn't gone. His human side had been scattered and overtaken by the dragon. It took Dragon a long while to start finding the scraps and pulling them back together.


  Elder Flame had warned him that should he ever embrace the elements that the only way to return was to recall his humanity. Dragon had embraced the fire and had become the dragon of his namesake, but with Shev and Shov staring hopefully up at him he found it easy to remember using his human hands to cut fruit for breakfast in the morning and using his human feet to walk across the deck to watch the stars at night.


  The dragon slowly shrunk in size. The scales vanished, replaced by human skin. His wings collapsed and human arms appeared. His claws retracted into short, blunt nails.


  Fully human again, at least on the outside, Dragon dropped the last few feet onto the deck. His bare knees and elbows hit the scarred wood as he waited for balance aboard the gently rocking ship to reassert itself. When he stood, the tattoo on his naked back writhed once before settling in as an inanimate drawing.


  "You're the Dragon of Fire!" Shov exclaimed.


  "I told you the Oracle wouldn't send anyone less than a Master of Fire," the captain chortled. "I guess the twin princes of Altnoia warranted a Dragon."


  "Twin princes?" Dragon echoed. His head was human again, but the last vestiges of dragon fire still held sway over his brain. He must have misheard, because the Oracle had only mentioned one prince, Prince Edan.


  "I'm Edan," Shov said softly, clearly seeing the confusion on Dragon's face. "I'm the Crown Prince, now that Calder is dead. And this is Egan."


  "It was the greatest open secret ever," Shev crowed, his grin wide like usual. "That there were two princes instead of one. We used to have so much fun messing with people. You remember that one lieutenant we used to confuse every time?" he asked Shov.


  "But," Dragon said, looking between the mischievous grin on Shev's face and the concerned look on Shov's. He took a step forward in his confusion, but his foot never touched the deck again.


  It was funny, Dragon thought, how the sky was spinning. The blue clouds and white sun were very pretty. There were also four sets of identical, beautiful twins, all diving forward as Dragon felt his legs give out and the purple deck rushed up to meet his face.


  Then everything was black.


  Epilogue:


  The Oracle came out of her meditation with a smile. She opened her eyes and turned towards Elder Flame. He was sitting on a cushion in her public meeting area, waiting anxiously for word of his favorite pupil.


  "The Dragon of Fire has accomplished the task set before him. Prince Edan and Prince Egan are safe. They can now finish their journey to Altnoia where they will assume their stolen throne again."


  "I thought there was only one prince," Elder Flame asked, relief making his shoulders droop.


  "There was only one prince," the Oracle explained cryptically. "The Crown Prince, Prince Edan. Should he have died, I have little doubt my visions would have shown me Prince Egan instead. Since only one Prince was necessary for the particular future path I was aiming for, I didn't see a need to meditate on Prince Egan as well."


  "And Dragon is okay?" Flame asked again.


  The Oracle laughed. "I have seen the paths converge. Your Dragon of Fire has permanently taken the name Kindle and will be quite happy loving the Kings of Altnoia. They have a long journey ahead to reach that point, of course, but the path beyond the veil does not diverge. Be happy for the Dragon of Fire. He has done well."


  Elder Flame nodded. "I appreciate your time, Oracle. I should take these old bones down to the lava flow. I can feel autumn approaching," he shuddered.


  The Oracle laughed, the light of prophecy leaving her ancient eyes. "Enjoy," she said as she got to her feet as well. It was time for a well-deserved nap. There were still a few years to go before the next step in her plan could occur. Elder Flame left and she retreated to her bedchambers. Her Dragon of Fire was remarkable.


  The Oracle lay down in her bed, letting her comfortable pillow take the weight of her head. Prophecy was a heavy burden, but even heavier still was the knowledge of an image stored in the memories of the other Oracles kept safe inside her. It was a simple picture of the castle of Altnoia. The twin Kings sat upon their thrones and a man named Kindle she could now identify as the Dragon of Fire sat at their side. But underneath their thrones, brewing and bubbling in hidden silence, the trace of a sickly green shadow could still be seen.


  Her Dragon of Fire would be happy, yes, and he would be loved. But her task to ensure the safety of the world was not yet completed. Still, those were thoughts from years past and years to come. The present held only sleep.


  *~*~*


  Dragon didn't feel like opening his eyes just yet. The bed he was on was very soft, the pillow under his head easily the most luxurious thing he had felt in a week.


  "With the armada destroyed, you have the perfect opportunity to invade. Call out your forces hidden in the countryside. With their land support we can easily sail uninterrupted into the harbor and claim Altnoia again."


  "That would be the plan. After we get the ship repaired, that is," Shev's voice replied to the captain. Although Dragon knew, now, that his name wasn't Shev at all. It was Egan and he was apparently the younger of the twin princes.


  Dragon opened his eyes when they started to sting. He had lied to Shev and Shov about his identity and had hesitated to be with them because of that lie. But Princes Egan and Edan had lied too and hadn't cared enough about his feelings to give him the same courtesy. It hurt and made Dragon whimper out loud.


  The door to the small cabin he was lying in flew open seconds after Dragon made noise and Edan and Egan rushed to his bedside.


  "You're all right!" Edan sighed, relief clear in his voice. A voice that, Dragon was now noticing, had lost all traces of pirate brogue.


  "We were so worried when you keeled over like that," Egan agreed.


  "You lied to me," Dragon whispered. "I lied to you about who I am and that's why I couldn't say yes to your offer. I do want you, but I didn't want to be the lie in our relationship. But you lied too."


  "We were going to tell you, Kindle!" Edan insisted, his familiar face tight with sorrow. "We just wanted to make sure you loved us for us, not because we were the Prince you were charged with protecting! As soon as you said yes, we were going to tell you, honest."


  Edan's face was so earnest, and with Egan desperately clutching at the bed sheets next to Dragon, Dragon couldn't help believing in them.


  "Is the offer still available?" he asked softly.


  Edan and Egan nodded wordlessly.


  "Then my answer is yes," Dragon said firmly.


  Egan let out a cry of relief, but his expression soon morphed into the familiar mischievous smile that Dragon loved so much. He leaned forward first, pressing a kiss to Dragon's lips that immediately ignited his inner coal and made his breath shaky. Edan reached forward next, pressing a kiss against Dragon's neck and slowly travelling downwards across his bare shoulder.


  Egan pressed his tongue forward, wetting Dragon's lips with careful strokes until Dragon opened his mouth to let Egan in. Edan gently pulled the covers down off Dragon's naked body, his lips never leaving Dragon's chest where he was sucking a dark mark into his skin.


  Then they both pulled away and Dragon was greeted with the sight of identical tongues clashing. Edan's hands rose to gently cup Egan's face, while Egan's fingers fumbled with the laces on Edan's shirt. Dragon's heart was pounding, his coal swelling with heat, at the delicious sight of the two people his heart called out to the most kissing so sweetly.


  It suddenly came to Dragon that they were waiting for him. They were putting on a show to give Dragon an exact idea of what he had agreed to and they were waiting for him to muster the courage to join in. Well, their lust had only enflamed his own so it wasn't a difficulty at all for Dragon to reach out and start unlacing Egan's shirt. He licked his way across Egan's collarbone as the flesh was released from cloth, which elicited a moan muffled by the ongoing kiss.


  When they finally fell into bed together, naked and panting, Dragon couldn't tell anymore if Egan was sucking him off or it was Edan. All he knew was that lust was dominant in their relationship and all three of them were enjoying it greatly. He kissed Edan and stroked Egan until they were moaning and writhing and the twins returned the favor with equal fervor.


  Dragon finally came with a cry that was echoed by identical voices. He collapsed onto the bed with Edan lying on his chest. Egan dropped to Dragon's left, one arm flung across Edan's panting back as he fought to catch his breath too.


  There was plenty of lust in their bed—Dragon knew that a repeat would occur as soon as they could all see straight again—but that wasn't all Dragon felt as Egan brushed his fingers gently across Edan's back and down Dragon's arm. There was definitely love building between them, as well as mutual respect and genuine friendship. They hadn't known each other for more than a few days, but sometimes the heart just knew what it wanted and the brain would catch up later.


  Dragon didn't want to fall asleep—he wanted to savor Edan and Egan for as long as possible—but his coal was banked and his body exhausted. Sleep came quickly, nestled in the comfort of arms enfolding him and his own arms cuddling his loved ones close.


  *~*~*


  When Dragon woke again, it was to the sound of someone knocking politely on the door. He was surrounded in warmth, two bodies tucked close to his on the bed and twin puffs of breath on his neck.


  "What?" Egan groaned, burring his face into Dragon's chest with a moan.


  Edan chuckled softly as he disentangled himself from the blankets and from Dragon's and Egan's legs. He swiftly sorted out whose pants belonged to whom, including a new pair left on a bedside chair for Dragon.


  Dragon reluctantly sat up in bed, loath to leave the warmth of Egan's arms, and pulled on the pants without standing up. The knocking sound repeated itself as Egan groaned and got his own pants on.


  Once everyone was decent, Edan opened the cabin door. The captain stood in the entrance, his hand raised to knock again.


  "We are an hour away from port," the Captain said firmly. "All hands on deck."


  "Thank you, Captain Needham," Edan replied. The captain nodded stiffly before leaving.


  "Port?" Dragon asked as he finally put his feet on the floor and got to his feet.


  "It's a pirate cove, for repairs. Once the ship is fixed we'll sail into Altnoia waters," Edan explained. He walked towards the door, but turned to wait for Dragon and Egan to catch up.


  Dragon took one step forward, felt the ship rock underneath him, and knew his face had turned green by the rolling in his stomach.


  "I think the ginger survived the cannonball to the kitchen," Edan said with a laugh he couldn't suppress. "I'll be right back."


  Egan was chuckling as he gently took Dragon's arm and led him out of the cabin. A second bedroom greeted Dragon as he followed Egan's lead. They walked around a wooden partition and out into the captain's dining area.


  "The prince's room is as hidden and protected as is possible on a ship," Egan explained, somehow interpreting Dragon's confused expression through the fog of nausea. He helped Dragon into a chair and then sat down himself to wait.


  "So, did we convince you to have us?" Egan asked after the silence had gone on too long and he started to fidget.


  Dragon swallowed bile back down and hoped Edan would find the ginger soon. "You didn't have to do much convincing," Dragon disagreed. "But I'm planning to stay with you for as long as you'll have me, if that's okay with you."


  Egan grinned and leaned forward to press his lips chastely against Dragon's. "I'm sure there will be bumps in the road," he said after he pulled away again, "what with this relationship being so new and us starting a war on top of it, but trust me when I say that Edan and I have always known what we wanted and we found it in you, Kindle."


  "Exactly," Edan said as he strode over to the table. He pressed a slice of ginger into Dragon's hand before stooping to kiss first Dragon then Egan.


  Dragon let a smile bloom across his face as he sucked on the ginger. "Good," he replied.


  To Be Continued…


  The Oracle will continue in The Oracle's Hatchling:


  Ling is hated because his birth killed his mother. He hopes that testing will ease his troubles—either his rank will be so low that everyone forgets about him, or it will be so high they'll be forced to respect him. What he doesn't expect is to walk out of the testing chamber with an egg emblazoned on his back. Laughed out of the Monastery, Ling hides himself in Altnoia, where he becomes embroiled in a plot to overthrow King Edan and the Oracle who supports him.


  The ringleader behind the plot is Prince Damarion, son of the evil despot who forced King Edan to flee in the first place—but his motives are not anything that Ling could have anticipated. Neither could he anticipate a friendship, or what that friendship could become, and the choices it would force him to make.
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