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  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.
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  Prologue


  Ling was eighteen. He was old enough, damn it. Still, the Masters at the door had barred his way even as they laughed at his temerity. He'd been forced to sneak into the room through a back hallway instead.


  Eighteen was the Oracle's minimum requirement to be eligible for testing. Most trainees weren't actually called into the testing chambers until they were in their twenties, but they could attend the choosing ceremony from age eighteen onwards. Despite his past, Ling had that right too.


  "Welcome," the Oracle called jovially into the room.


  Her body was thirteen years old, just on the cusp of growing into a woman. Her voice reflected that, both high with youth and cracking with growing vocal cords. Her eyes, though, as they swept over the assembled crowd were colorless and emanated a sense of age and wisdom. Ling knew those eyes, but to him they still belonged to a different woman.


  "Today is the day of choosing. The young men and women trainees of the Castes will finally know to which Caste they belong and all will be welcomed under the mountain."


  Ling had to hide a snort at that. He had heard enough jibes by his peers and teachers about how he should die in the testing chamber. They hated him because he had been born and because the occurrence of his birth had killed his mother. Still, he had hope. When he tested into a Caste, that one Caste would have to acknowledge his existence. If he tested low enough, they could finally ignore him and let him go about his life. If he tested high enough, they would be forced to respect him. That had to be better than his life at the moment.


  "Come forward, trainees," the Oracle finished with an open sweep of her arms as if she planned to give the entire room a hug.


  A line slowly formed in front of the Oracle as those jostling for place jumped forward. The older trainees wanted to know their Caste and move on to the next phase of their lives. The younger ones were eager for the honor of being placed as well, despite not having waited as many years. Ling hung back, hidden in an alcove in the back of the room. If he approached too soon and was seen waiting in line, one of the Masters would no doubt try to throw him out. He had to approach just as the Oracle gave her decision on the final trainee.


  The line slowly dwindled. Each trainee approached the Oracle with cautious reverence. She placed one hand on their foreheads for a long moment and then delivered their fate. Of the fifteen trainees she only chose five, entreating the other ten to return the next year. Only once the last trainee had backed away with a bow did Ling abandon his hiding place. The onlookers, thinking the choosing had finished, began shifting awkwardly as they waited for the Oracle's permission to leave. When she didn't, only continued to look towards the back of the room, they all turned to see where the Oracle was patiently gazing.


  No one spoke out as Ling slowly made his way through the crowd. The Oracle would tell them if he were or were not allowed to approach her and she hadn't spoken. Finally, Ling reached the dais where the Oracle was standing.


  "Approach, trainee," she said regally.


  Ling bowed low and slowly stepped up to her. This could be his only chance to attend a choosing, now that the Masters knew he had snuck in. They would find some way to permanently bar him in the future. He had to be eligible for testing this year; he didn't know what he would do if that weren't the case.


  "Hello, Hatchling," the Oracle said softly for Ling's ears only.


  "Hello, Mother," Ling replied in an equally soft voice.


  She smiled at him, then lifted her hand to place it on his forehead. Ling closed his eyes and waited, hoping that it would end in his favor.


  The Oracle took a long time, much longer than with the other trainees. The crowd again started to shift restlessly, almost angrily. They didn't want Ling anywhere near their precious Oracle and that he had outmaneuvered them was already pushing their buttons.


  "You shall test first," the Oracle proclaimed. "In one hour, arrive at my rooms." She took a slow step backwards, her hand brushing across his forehead once before it returned to her side. "Go on," she added for his ears only.


  Ling bowed again, trying to hide his jubilation. He was allowed to test! Not only that, he would test first! It didn't matter that someone elbowed him in the ribs as he hurried though the crowd and out of the room. He had been given a place of honor, one that usually meant high placement in his Caste. If he became a Master they would be forced to respect him. No one would elbow him in the gut just because they could, not when he was a Caste Master and they a mere member.


  He practically skipped down the halls, heading directly to the Oracle's rooms before someone could think to stop him. The halls were strangely empty, everyone was either watching the choosing or in training classes, their duties more important than their hatred of Ling.


  "May I help you, trainee?" Elder Flame asked gently as Ling approached the massive doorway to the Oracle's rooms. Normally there were four Masters of the Castes guarding the door, but three had been standing behind the Oracle during the choosing. Elder Flame had remained behind to secure the rooms for the Oracle's return.


  He was one of the few in the Monastery who didn't judge Ling on his past. He didn't appear to judge anyone and truthfully only his Dragon trainee had ever gotten him riled. Elder Flame was as gentle and calm as a candle flame that kept away the dark of night. That he could also be an inferno, furious and raging, was never evident. He hadn't taken on another newly tested Fire Caste in the years since the Dragon of Fire had chosen to stay permanently in Altnoia. Ling didn't know which Caste he wanted to test into, but he did know that having Elder Flame as his teacher would be wonderful.


  "I have been chosen for testing, within the hour," Ling replied with a grin he couldn't keep off his face.


  "Then may I offer you congratulations," Elder Flame replied with a short bow of recognition of Ling's accomplishment. "Enter and await the Oracle's arrival."


  Elder Flame pulled the heavy doors open with apparent ease. He was still strong, despite his advancing age. His hair was pure white, his face deeply wrinkled, and his back bent, but the fire in him remained strong and vibrant regardless.


  "Thank you, Elder Flame," Ling replied with the deeper bow between a trainee and a Master. Ling stepped through the doorway and entered the Oracle's rooms. There was a low table in the center with cushions on the floor instead of proper chairs. Ling took a seat and settled in to wait.


  The testing chamber door was wide open. Ling had never heard of such a thing before, but then he hadn't been allowed in the Oracle's rooms since he had been five years old. The outer room hadn't changed much in the intervening years. New cushions, a few new decorations, but overall it was the same. Only the open door, leading into the one place Ling had never walked through in the Oracle's rooms, was strange.


  It was calling to him. He wanted to get to his feet and walk through the doorway. It was an urgent need, akin to nothing Ling had ever experienced before. He had to hold on to the table to keep from getting back to his feet.


  Finally the doors opened again. The Oracle stepped into the room with all four Masters of the Castes that usually guarded outside walking in behind her. They were to be his witnesses, Ling realized. No one else had stepped forward to verify his bare, untouched back before he walked into the testing chamber. No one else had cared enough about him to offer him five minutes of honor.


  "Are you prepared?" the Oracle intoned, her voice filled with the age usually only visible in her eyes.


  "I am prepared, Oracle," Ling replied firmly as he let go of the table and got to his feet. Without needing to be told, Ling pulled his homespun shirt over his head. He dropped the shirt onto the table and turned so the Oracle and the Masters could see the blank canvas that was his back.


  "Very well. Enter the chamber and be tested."


  Ling turned around once more and bowed deeply to the Oracle. Then he answered the insistent call of the testing chambers and walked forward. The door snapped shut after he crossed the threshold. The room was dark. Ling couldn't see his hand in front of his face and had no idea where any of the walls were. Instead of walking forward and possibly breaking his nose when he walked into hard stone, Ling stayed exactly where he was.


  After a while, he realized someone was screaming. It was a woman's voice, high pitched with excruciating pain. There were other voices too, men and women yelling things about blood and a baby's foot.


  "I don't care if the baby is facing the wrong way!" the woman's voice snapped, still shrill and broken as she gasped desperately for air.


   


  There was something already broken inside of the woman, something that couldn't be repaired. She knew it, even as she knew she had to have the child. She had seen it, she had orchestrated his conception and carried the babe to term, and she would give birth to a healthy baby boy. She would survive the brokenness inside her for as long as it took for her people's legacy to be reborn, but without her babe they would never survive for her heir to grow up.


  The midwife from the town below the Monastery arrived, summoned in haste and in surprise as births in the Monastery had always been handled by the experienced hands of the Water Caste Masters. They had to cut open her stomach to free the babe. His strong cries suddenly echoing through the rooms. Her awareness faded away after that.


  They brought the babe to her when she asked. She nursed him and held him close. The thin wisps of hair on his head were brown, his eyes the bright blue of every babe. They would darken to green within the week, she knew, but they held enough curiosity of the world around the babe that she knew he would be a vibrant and eager child.


  *~*~*


  "My Hatchling," the woman murmured, her mouth widening into a smile as her small child clambered up onto her bed. "Why are you not at your lessons?"


  The child pouted. "They were making fun of me, saying I had hurt you," the boy whimpered. Tears came to his eyes then and he buried his face in her stomach where his sobs dampened the blankets that surrounded her. She could still move her arms, if not her legs, so she reached out to cradle her child close. He was warm and so alive against her breast. She loved him, even though the reasoning behind his birth had not been one of love. He was her little Hatchling and he would grow into a great man. She mourned the hardship he would have to live through until then.


  *~*~*


  They brought her Hatchling to her when she asked. They didn't want to; the Masters wanted her last moments spent with someone they deemed more worthy. Still, her five-year-old child clambered onto the bed with her for one last time.


  "I will miss you, my Hatchling," she said to him softly so the others in the room wouldn't overhear. "But I will never be gone, only reborn." She gently turned his head to look at the small bassinet beside her bed. It held a tiny baby girl, born just hours earlier to a low-level Earth Caste who had passed away in her sleep after the birth had ended. The baby breathed, but it did not cry or open its eyes.


  "You're going there?" her Hatchling asked.


  "Yes. It will be a long time before we can speak again, but I will always be there for you."


  "Okay, Mother," her Hatchling replied. "I'll miss you."


  "I'll miss you too."


  They drew him away after, tossing him out of the room and forgetting about him. She died, but it was not death in the traditional sense. There were other voices in her head from Oracles generations gone. As her spirit, tied with all the other spirits, left her dead body and entered the baby and the baby's fledgling consciousness joined with the rest, she had one last fleeting thought of her Hatchling. He would grow and it would be painful, but she loved him anyway. She hoped it would be enough.


  Ling would know his mother anywhere. This girl-child, barely a full year old and being introduced to the denizens of the Monastery as their Oracle for the first time, was not his mother. She had the same colorless eyes that he loved with the same depth of awareness, but the intrinsic part of his mother was gone. Ling slumped back down in his seat at the very back of the room. He was sitting alone. Aside from the teachers who were required to spend time with him, he was always alone. His mother wasn't around to change that any longer.


  The baby's head turned as she looked around the room. People exclaimed that she had looked at them or at their children, but Ling knew better. He knew, because for that one fleeting second as her eyes passed in his direction it hadn't been the baby looking out of her own eyes. Mother was there, as she had promised, but she wasn't able to speak with him any longer. That was okay. He would grow up without her, but knowing she was still nearby made him feel better.


  *~*~*


  The castle was on fire. A dragon was screaming in agony while two pairs of identical sightless eyes stared out forever towards death. The kings were dead and someone was giggling with happy insanity. Each breath of laughter was green with the shadow of illness and death. His mother's colorless eyes watched the horrific scene play out and then she turned and pierced him with her gaze.


  "This is why you were born, my Hatchling."


   


  Ling blinked in the darkness. He was lying on his stomach on a hard stone floor. He had no idea when that had happened. He couldn't move either. There was a great pressure on his back, pushing him down. It didn't hurt, rather he felt like a pitcher being filled. Previously empty, but the weight was pushing inside of him and that empty space was rapidly vanishing.


  There were tears on his face. He didn't know why. He had been dreaming just moments before, he knew that much, but he couldn't remember what his dreams had contained. He was sad, so the dreams must have also been sad, but that was all he could remember.


  Slowly the pressure on his back faded away. Ling lay there for a long while afterwards, trying to remember what had just happened and failing. When he couldn't figure out why his face was wet, he wiped the tears away and slowly found his feet. The testing chamber door slid open without his needing to touch it. He stepped out of the darkness and into the Oracle's room, blinking in the sudden light.


  He walked up to where the Oracle was sitting at the table and gave her a shaky bow. Behind him someone let out a stifled snigger.


  "Turn around," the Oracle said kindly. Ling turned so she could see his back. He glanced over his shoulder to see her reaction, but she only looked strangely satisfied. In her hands was a small mirror. She angled it so Ling could see his back too. Other people in the room were laughing now. After a moment Ling knew why.


  His back did not have anything belonging to the Castes on it. Not the smallest candle flame nor the largest tidal wave. No Earth or Air either. Instead he had a large egg. It spanned from the nape of his neck all the way down to his tailbone, filling the entirety of his back. The egg was split in such a way that there were four distinct regions separated by lines that made the egg look cracked. The upper left region was filled with a flame-red color, next to it an earthy-brown. Below was sea green, and finally, sky blue finished the last quadrant.


  The few people in the room that were not laughing looked perplexed, as if they didn't know what to do with him. Only the Oracle let out an honest smile, one so fleeting that Ling wondered if he had imagined it.


  She gestured him forward with a slight toss of her head so he turned and walked around the table. He knelt at her side and leaned close.


  "My Hatchling," his mother's voice said gently, "it is time for you to leave the Monastery. Take a ship to Altnoia and find employment in the castle there. It will be okay."


  Ling bowed and regained his feet. He found his shirt and put it on, then left the room filled with laughing Caste Masters to find his own. He kept his thoughts and fears buried as he walked. His room was in the center level of the Monastery. The lower levels belonged to Earth and Fire, Fire enjoying the lava flow that encompassed half of the lower floors and Earth the closeness of the mountain around them. The upper levels belonged to Air and Water, where Air enjoyed their open balconies and Water had access to the flowing rivers and lakes in the mountain range. The middle levels belonged to no one, and it was where Ling had been shoved.


  Now he no longer even had that much. He was being sent away. Tossed out like yesterday's garbage. He wouldn't get a cart to the city or any fanfare like those usually sent on a quest by the Oracle received. The Oracle had practically asked him to sneak out in the night. Which, he thought as he settled down onto his threadbare blankets, he ought to do. It would be safer for him in the long run.


  The news of his testing results would spread like wildfire through the Monastery. They would now feel justified in taunting him. Elbows would become punches; cold looks would become dangerous glares. He was less than nothing to them. He didn't have a Caste or any supporters, nor had he been given any powers in his testing. If he stayed he would suffer, so perhaps the Oracle sending him away was for his own good.


  He didn't have to like it, but he pulled out his lone rucksack and started gathering his belongings anyway. His few sets of spare clothes, the trinket he had carved in his Earth class as a trainee, and his threadbare blanket. It was all he had.


  Someone knocked on his door just as he tied the top of his bag closed. Ling reluctantly pulled the door open just the barest of cracks, hoping that whoever was on the other side wasn't there to hurt him. Elder Flame waited patiently while Ling peeked outside.


  "The Oracle bid me to give you this," Elder Flame said politely, holding out a small drawstring pouch that clinked in his hand. "She says it is enough to buy you safe passage to Altnoia and for two full meals afterwards. If I know the Oracle correctly, that means you'll have found another means of getting food after those two meals."


  Ling opened the door wider and accepted the pouch when Elder Flame held it out.


  "Safe travels," Elder Flame added. He didn't smile, but Ling could tell he was being honest from how steady his gaze was on Ling. "Should you need any help, the Dragon of Fire lives in Altnoia and would be more than happy to give you a hand."


  "Thank you, Elder Flame," Ling replied sincerely. Elder Flame wouldn't miss him, but he cared about Ling the same as he cared about anyone under the mountain. He gave Ling one last nod and departed.


  Ling hid in his room until the Monastery quieted with sleep around him. He had no problems sneaking through the hallways and the entrance wasn't guarded. The pathway to the small town at the foot of the mountain was long and the moon had risen high in the sky by the time he reached the outer buildings. Most of the town was asleep as well, but the docks weren't. The tide had come in as the moon rose and half a dozen ships were preparing to set sail. Only two were accepting passengers, but one asked for more money than his pouch contained so he boarded the second instead.


  In the end, Ling found himself on the smaller of the two ships, tucked into a miniscule cabin deep below the deck. As the ship left the docks, Ling curled up in his hammock and let out a heavy sigh. He didn't know what would happen when he reached Altnoia, but he knew he couldn't go back.


  Part One


  "Lingly, start clearing the banquet tables!" Mema yelled from across the kitchen. She was busy yanking miniature pies out of the oven for dessert, but before the final course could be served the dinner dishes had to be removed. Ling grabbed a large tray and headed out of the kitchen. The palace layout was ingenious. Instead of having to climb stairs or haul a rope to move a dumbwaiter, the kitchen was just two long hallways away from the dining hall. Food was delivered hot and servants didn't have to suffer to make that happen.


  Ling hurried into the banquet hall. There were already servants working at the upper tables, so Ling hurried to the lower ones. He was more than okay with that. The king sat at the highest table, or rather the twin kings, Edan and Egan, sat at the banquet table. Next to them was the Dragon of Fire. His red hair and vibrant blue eyes stood out on the royal dais even next to the twin king's beauty.


  The other servants called the Dragon of Fire Kindle, and they believed he was a lowly firebug, but the kings loved him so they didn't care. Only Ling knew differently, but he also knew that if Dragon knew he was working as a servant in the kitchens he would either be ridiculed by Dragon—like the other Masters had—or treated like the honored guest he wasn't—like Elder Flame thought he ought. Neither held comfortable prospects for Ling, so he stayed as far away from the royal dais as possible.


  Ling collected dirty plates and silverware on his tray, trying to be polite as he stuck his hand in front of minor nobles and court dignitaries. Most of them ignored him—he was just a servant doing his job—while others did give him affronted looks for being in their space, but he got his job finished quickly.


  He returned to the kitchen, dodging other servers carrying trays towards the banquet hall that were heavy with pie. He headed straight for the sink where the onerous task of cleaning the hundreds of dishes had been assigned to him on his first day. There were already three full trays, plus his own waiting for him. With a sigh, Ling dug in.


  The dirty dessert dishes were brought to him long before he finished with the main course dishes, but the pile was slowly dwindling. Three maids had the task of drying the clean dishes and returning them to their racks and shelves on the other side of the kitchen. Ling was happy when he finally scrubbed and handed over the last dinner plate. His fingers were getting wrinkled from the hot water and his arms and back were aching from the hard work, but he picked up the smaller dessert plate anyway and kept on working. The sooner he finished washing, the sooner he could head to bed for the night.


  "The gloomy Prince wasn't at the banquet tonight," someone moaned loudly behind him.


  Mema snorted. "Of course he wasn't. Does he want dinner in his rooms again?"


  "King Edan personally requested that someone make sure dinner was brought to the prince," a more officious voice added to the mix. The castle steward must have come to the kitchen to deliver the message. Ling was too busy to turn around and double check who the voices belonged to.


  "Well, someone has to go. Do we have any volunteers?" Mema asked loudly into the suddenly quiet kitchen. Only the continued splashing as Ling washed more dishes and the crackle of the fireplace could be heard. "Well, there must be someone we could send," she sighed. "Lingly, you haven't delivered food to the prince yet?"


  Ling jumped and splashed some water around. He turned around slowly, surprised that he had been asked. Of course he hadn't brought food to any princes before. He was the new guy, just hired a few months back, and the most difficult task he had ever been assigned was the lowly one of washing dishes. Until they hired a newer person, he was stuck doing the most menial tasks. The idea that they wanted to send someone in his position to wait on a prince was shocking.


  "Me?" Ling asked, knowing he was blinking a little owlishly at Mema and the steward.


  "Well, why not?" Mema huffed. She hurried across the kitchen to Ling's side, grabbed his arm and towed him over to the fire where she plucked at his wet clothes with a sigh. "Stand here and dry off for a bit while we get a tray together. Have you ever been down to the basement?"


  "The basement?" Ling asked, incredulous. That was where the servants' quarters were located. The servants that served nobles directly had places to sleep in their nobles' suite of rooms, and servants like Ling who worked solely in the kitchen had a cot in a couple of shared rooms down in the storage area that supplied the kitchen. But servants who worked all over the castle in many different jobs kept rooms in the basement as the only central place that they could use.


  "Not the servants' basement," Mema added. "The basement of the old castle."


  "You mean the old dungeons?" Ling gasped.


  Mema grimaced. "Technically, yes, but those rooms have been appointed to be fit for a prince. When his father, crazy King Ferim, was killed and Kings Edan and Egan took their rightful places on the thrones, Prince Damarion suddenly decided he wanted to live as far away from his royal cousins as he could. So, the basement," she finished with firm emphasis on her last word.


  Before Ling could think of any other questions or protests, a tray filled with covered dishes was brought over. Mema sighed over his still-wet clothes, but shoved the tray into his hands anyway.


  Ling left the kitchen and walked towards the servants’ stairs that led to the lower floors of the castle. From there, he had to walk through dark and often dank hallways. The way was lit with smoking torches; there weren't any windows so far underground nor was there adequate ventilation so the smoke hovered ominously above Ling's head as he walked down the final hallway.


  He wasn't actually in a dungeon; Mema had been correct in saying that the place had been properly fixed up. He hadn't passed through any heavy doors with gigantic locks or walked by barred cells with rusty chains hanging from the walls. His imagination had gotten away from him, apparently. Instead, the hallways needed a bit of airing out to clear out the smoke and the dampness, but otherwise he really could have been walking down any windowless hallway in the castle. Admittedly, the old castle had suffered a lot of damage in the fighting to retake it six years ago. Much of the castle had been scrubbed so any remaining soot from when it had burned was gone. That wasn't true in other older areas of the castle like the one Ling was walking through.


  The door to Prince Damarion's rooms was made of simple dark wood without any carvings or ornamentation. It looked new, and the metal handle was still shiny with disuse. Ling paused outside the door and let out a heavy breath. No one had been willing to volunteer to do the job, which meant that something about the task was very unpleasant. Ling wasn't looking forward to learning what.


  Besides, how welcoming would a prince be to a wet and bedraggled servant serving his meals? Well, Ling could do something about the wet.


  It had taken weeks for Ling to build up his courage. After his testing and seeing the disaster that was his back, he hadn't been sure if he could still use any of his powers again. If he had tried and found that his powers were gone, the misery might have destroyed him. When he had finally found the nerve to try, he found that nothing had changed. He might as well have still been a child in the Monastery, with a small ability to control every Caste while waiting anxiously to test into the Caste that would allow him to specialize in only one element.


  He had been using his powers over Water to keep the wash water hot and clear for the dishes. It was only a small trick and didn't require much power. His power over Fire was just as limited in strength, but Ling didn't need much to call a bit of heat to his clothes. The water steamed off his shirt and pants quickly, leaving behind dry clothing. While he was at it, Ling added a bit of heat to the quickly cooling dinner dishes on his tray. Then, satisfied that he looked as presentable as was possible, Ling reached forward and knocked on the door.


  "Enter." The voice that called out through the door was emotionless and cold. Ling had to suppress a shiver as he reached out and turned the handle. The door slid open soundlessly into a nicely appointed sitting room. The stone walls were covered in large tapestries, which were very effective at hiding the fact that the room was so far underground. A set of couches surrounding a coffee table were situated in front of a fireplace to the left. To the right was a small dinner area with a table and four chairs.


  Prince Damarion sat at the table reading a book of some sort.


  "I've brought your dinner," Ling said with a polite nod of his head, hoping that he could stave off whatever unpleasantness existed in the room. He hurried over to the table where he set his tray down and began laying out the covered dishes and silverware. Prince Damarion sighed as if he were being greatly put upon, found his bookmark, and set his book aside. He reached out and pulled the cover off the closest plate.


  Hot steam wafted from beneath the cover, bathing Prince Damarion's face. He jumped back, as if expecting to be burned.


  "This is still hot?" he asked, surprise the first emotion Ling had heard in his voice.


  Ling nodded. "Fresh from the oven. I brought it down as quickly as possible."


  Prince Damarion slowly set the cover aside and turned to look sharply at Ling. He was beautiful, Ling realized as he was caught in that gaze. Damarion had dark black hair, so dark that the light from the reading lamp made it look almost blue. His eyes were just as dark, a color combination Ling had never seen before. Dark eyes occurred in the Earth Caste members fairly often—wet mud and dirt were often very dark brown—but no one had hair as black as Damarion's. His face was pale white, he obviously didn't get outside in the summer much, which offset his darkness to an extreme. He looked like a darker version of Kings Edan and Egan. They shared the same high cheekbones and nose, but where their lips were even and full, Damarion's had a fuller lower lip.


  Ling tore his eyes away from Damarion's searching ones. "Enjoy your dinner. I'll be back in an hour or so to pick up the dishes." He bowed quickly, the same bow he would have given any higher Caste member, and left the room.


  The hallway outside was still smoky and dank. Not that Ling had expected it to change in the short time he had been gone. He breathed, pushing a touch of the Air into the hall. The heavy layer of smoke seemed almost eager to blow upstairs ahead of Ling. Just one floor up was the first aboveground window Ling could find. The Air almost naturally flowed through the uneven cracks under the sill, taking the smoke with it. When Ling headed back downstairs to pick up the dishes again, he would search in the other direction down the hall. Hopefully he could find another opening and set a spell to continually send a gentle breeze down the hall. It would keep the smoke down and dry out some of the damp, making the basement much more pleasant.


  Ling returned to the kitchen only to find that the other servants had gone ahead and finished washing the dishes for him. From the guilty looks they shot his way, Ling thought they were trying to make up for forcing him to do some sort of unpleasant task. Bringing food to the Prince hadn't been a hardship at all; it had been a long walk carrying a heavy tray, but it certainly wasn't the onerous task the other servants had made it out to be.


  "Do we still have any extra peaches?" Ling asked Mema. With the dishes done, all that was left to do for the night was any preparations for the morning's breakfast. Four servants were busy kneading bread dough while Mema supervised moving the breakfast dishes out of the storage closet for the footmen and maids to begin setting in the banquet hall.


  Fresh peaches had been served in small baskets at every table with dessert, but there hadn't been one included on the tray. Ling was hoping Prince Damarion would enjoy a basket too.


  "In the larder," Mema replied absentmindedly. Ling was allowed to eat any leftovers he wanted, within reason, so she didn't think twice before giving him permission. He ate one while he was filling a small basket.


  When the hour was up, Ling headed back to the basement. There was an already drastic improvement to the hallway leading to the prince's suite. It took a few extra seconds of searching before Ling found a gentle breeze from a window that was willing to permanently relocate its path to the basement. Hopefully the wet and mustiness would dissipate soon. Ling would have to remember to double check that the breeze didn't freeze the hallway during the winter, but for the moment it felt nice.


  Ling knocked on the door and pushed it open after he got another toneless "enter." He didn't know if a regular maid or footman came all the way downstairs before bedtime—he actually assumed they didn't—so after putting the basket of peaches on the table where Prince Damarion was reading his book again, Ling stoked the fire and did a quick tidying job around the sitting area. Only then did he collect the dishes, many of them only barely eaten from. He left the basket of peaches behind.


  "Have a good night," Ling said with a smile and a bow of his head. He could almost feel Prince Damarion's incredulous stare on his back and a quick glance over Ling's shoulder as he pulled the door open confirmed it. Ling felt his cheeks heat up at the stare and he hurried into the hallway to hide his embarrassment.


  *~*~*


  Prince Damarion didn't stay in his rooms every night. Once or twice a week Ling saw him sitting up at the high table with Kings Edan and Egan and the Dragon of Fire. Damarion never looked happy to be there, but then he also never looked happy on the days Ling instead brought him dinner in his rooms.


  "He's a scary one," one of the maids had commented to Ling the third time he had been sent with a dinner tray to the basement. "Always so dark and brooding!"


  "And that glare," another maid chimed in, happy to contribute to any gossip. She mocked a shudder. "Sends cold chills down my spine."


  From there the gossip theater had begun. All of the maids that were happily mixing flour or kneading dough, plus a few extras nearby, started gasping and giggling as they listed why it was so scary to be forced to serve the dark prince in his basement lair.


  "I always dawdle," one footman whispered. "I don't want to be in that basement hallway, so I take the long way around. Then I hurry in and out of the room while those creepy eyes of his glare. It's like he's reading my soul and finding every weakness."


  "Well, he is crazy King Ferim's only son," an older maid, one of the few who remained from that horrible time when the false king had been in power. Ling had heard horror stories. "You can't expect a rotten apple to beget anything not also rotten."


  "I don't mind him," Ling piped up. He was sneaking an extra-large brownie with frosting onto a plate that wouldn't be missed if it were left in the basement overnight. "His eyes are pretty, aren't they?"


  His words shut the maids up for a long moment as they all gasped and stared incredulously at him, but then they all started giggling.


  "Oh, Lingly," one maid said with a snorting laugh. "You'll get over that crush really soon, don't worry."


  "But until then you can have all my days of bringing dinner down there," a footman added eagerly.


  "Someone else will have to wash the dishes," Ling said leadingly and wasn't surprised when three or four people who Ling had also seen sent downstairs with a tray of food immediately volunteered. Apparently they considered bringing food to the prince to be a more unpleasant task than washing dishes. Ling didn't agree.


  Part Two


  The next morning dawned bright and cheery. The summer sun lit the kitchen brightly through doors thrown wide to let the heat from the cooking fires dissipate. Ling was practically skipping as he walked over to where the trays were stored so he could get ready to collect dirty dishes from the nobles when they finished their breakfasts.


  There was an unusual crowd around the fireplace as Ling passed by. Mema was muttering under her breath about ruined porridge and uneven cooking. Ling craned his neck to see between the shoulders of two burly footmen and gasped.


  Sitting in the oversized fireplace that was burning merrily despite there not being any wood present, was the Dragon of Fire. He was apparently asleep.


  "He did it again?" a maid asked another as they both came to a stop to stare at the fire behind Ling.


  "He's a firebug," the second maid replied. "They do strange things like this."


  "Get to work," Mema's voice snapped over the crowd. "You know the drill. Sliced fruits and cold cereal. I'll see if he hasn't messed with the bread in the ovens, but the nobles will just have to suffer a limited breakfast again."


  Ling picked up a knife instead of a tray and joined the maids behind him at a cutting station.


  "This happens often?" he asked with a shrug of one shoulder in Dragon's direction.


  The first maid tittered. "You should see him in the winter. He would spend every night in that fire, I wager, if he weren't also spending time warming the kings' bed. It's the biggest and hottest fireplace in the castle, so he's nowhere else to go when he's got the fire-itch."


  Ling thought about the massive lava flow deep beneath the Monastery and the almost daily use of it the Fire Caste members enjoyed. The Dragon of Fire must miss that very much, but he also must love Kings Edan and Egan more to give up something so precious.


  The steward hurried into the kitchen and stumbled to a stop outside the fire. He swore and started muttering to himself under his breath.


  "Yes?" Mema asked. She looked annoyed at yet another interruption, but at the same time empathized with the sour look on the steward's face.


  "I need that scroll, right there," the steward grumbled while pointing to a rolled up piece of paper tucked into Dragon's pocket.


  "We could try to pry it out with the poker," a footman suggested.


  The steward sighed. "That won't work. The second the scroll comes free it'll light on fire. King Edan needs whatever Admiral Needham wrote."


  "We should poke Kindle with a poker instead. Make him wake up and leave," someone from across the room grumbled.


  The steward gave that comment the look it deserved. Poking the kings' lover with a stick was a dumb idea. He moved away from the fire to begin pacing.


  Bowls of fruit and cereal were rapidly being assembled and footmen had begun taking heavily laden trays out to the dining hall. Ling brought his bowls of fruit over to the trays too. On his way past the fire he studied the sleeping Dragon and the scroll in his pocket. With a little Fire Caste bolstering his hand, Ling thought he might be able to grab the scroll, but he didn't want to be caught by anyone, Dragon in particular.


  Ling got his chance a few minutes later as he was returning from another trip bringing bowls over to the trays. A footman and a maid got their signals crossed and bumped into each other. The tray the footman had been hefting fell to the ground with a crash of bowls breaking. Mema hurried over to supervise, berating the two involved as she went. Everyone else's attention focused in that direction too. It was well known that the maid was interested in a bit of romance with that footman, but had so far been rebuffed. Had she gotten so close on purpose? It was major gossip for later, so everyone had to see.


  Ling also double-checked that the noise hadn't woken Dragon before he called a little Fire to his hand and quickly reached into the fire. The scroll was easy to pluck from Dragon's pocket. Ling made sure to extend his Fire to cover the scroll so it didn't start burning and pulled it from the fire. He dropped it onto the hearthstone and continued walking back to his cutting station as if nothing had happened.


  It took a few minutes for the steward to notice the piece of paper on the stones in front of the fire. He shot the still-sleeping Dragon an incredulous look as he snatched it up, and then hurried back out of the kitchen.


  Even wash water couldn't be heated using the Dragon's flame. It was too hot and had turned an entire cauldron of water into steam and had damaged the cauldron in the past. Ling was sent out to collect dirty dishes and had to hide a wince as the trays started to collect next to the sink. Just because he had managed to bargain away his dinner washing dishes duties didn't mean Ling had gotten out of any other meals. It would be a long while before he got a break.


  Sometime in between gathering dirty dishes from the now abandoned dining hall and finding a space on the counter to leave the contents of yet another filled tray, Dragon had woken up and left. Mema immediately had water begin heating. Preparations for lunch and dinner needed to begin, but without any available counter space that couldn't happen.


  Ling had two helpers at the sink when the water was brought over and eventually the counters began to appear beneath the stacks of dishes. The second an inch of counter space was found beneath the dirty dishes, someone chopping something for lunch or dinner claimed it. Once the breakfast dishes were finally clean, Ling got five minutes to wolf down some food before the lunch dishes started trickling in. His helpers had gone on to other tasks, so he cleaned alone for the rest of the afternoon.


  His clothes weren't dry enough to work the dinner service, but once it was ascertained that Prince Damarion wouldn't be joining his family for dinner Ling was finally given a few moments to rest. He didn't have to wash any more dishes until the next morning. In fact, once Prince Damarion was done eating and Ling had brought his dishes back to the sink, Ling could go to bed early.


  Prince Damarion was his usual sullen self when Ling brought his dinner downstairs that night. He had started a new book, but as usual he set it aside when Ling entered. It almost seemed like he wanted Ling to think that the book was inconsequential, of no real importance to Damarion. Ling had a feeling it was actually the exact opposite. Damarion wouldn't read as often as he did if he weren't enjoying it. Ling's only answer was that someone important to Damarion had chastised him harshly for showing enjoyment over something as mundane as reading a book. Admittedly, Ling had learned he was a rarity in the kitchens for knowing how to read—in Altnoia, where time and resources were required to send a child to school, literacy was something only the upper classes could afford—so he didn't think showing off a learned strength was a weakness at all.


  Ling didn't want to linger and keep Prince Damarion from his dinner, but he also didn't want to have to stay very long after dinner either. His bed was calling. After setting out the covered dishes for the prince, Ling quickly wandered around the room, straightening cushions on the couch and stoking the fire.


  He found Damarion's previous book tucked under a pillow on the couch. It was about superstitions aboard ships and sounded rather interesting. Ling carefully slipped the book onto the mostly ornamental bookshelf in the corner.


  In the back of the room was a door that was always firmly closed. Ling assumed it led to Damarion's bedroom, but without express permission Ling had never dared enter. He wasn't a housemaid whose job it was to change bed linens or collect laundry. He did what he could as a favor to an ill-liked prince who didn't have servants eager to polish the ornaments on the mantle or to straighten his couch cushions. Most nobles kept at least one servant for just that task; Damarion only had Ling most nights.


  If Ling were being entirely truthful, he felt a strange sort of kinship with Prince Damarion. Ling knew firsthand what it was like to be hated and derided for something he had no control over. He hadn't meant to kill his mother with his birth, just as Damarion hadn't had a choice of who his father would be. They had both grown up under a stigma they couldn't control.


  The way the maids and footmen spoke about Damarion reminded Ling too much of how the other students at the Monastery had treated Ling. No one deserved to be thought of like that, Ling and Damarion included, so Ling did what little he dared to help fight back.


  He was just about to bow and make his way back to the kitchens when someone knocked on the door. Damarion froze from where he was just lifting up the last cover over his dinner. Ling saw him shoot a quick glance over at Ling standing by the couches, then Damarion's jaw hardened and his eyes darkened even more. If Ling were already present, who else knocked on Damarion's door at night? There couldn't be many people.


  "Damarion, Kindle and I just want to have a quick word," one of the kings' voices filtered through the door. Ling didn't know if Edan or Egan were outside, but he did know that Kindle was there.


  Ling's back stiffened and he bit his lip, trying to keep from panicking. He didn't want the Dragon of Fire to know he was living in the castle. He didn't want the stigma of his past hanging over him in his new home, nor did Ling want acclaim given to him simply because he was of the Castes, if Dragon were a good person as Elder Flame claimed. He liked his quiet life in the kitchens.


  Maybe he could sneak out as Kindle walked in. Stand by the door and make a run for it? Ling’s fists clenched in his shirt in indecision. There wasn't a good solution, so he hung his head and hoped for the best as Damarion dropped the cover back over the plate and got to his feet.


  "Go hide in the bedroom," Damarion said softly. His eyes were still black with anger, Ling saw when he looked up in shock, but they were focused on Ling's tense shoulders and clenched fists.


  "Thank you," Ling replied in a quick gasp. He didn't wait to give or receive an explanation. The bedroom door pushed open quickly and Ling ducked inside and quickly shut it behind him.


  "And what do I owe my esteemed cousin for this visit?" Damarion's voice sounded, sarcasm deep in every word. Ling stayed pressed against the door. He didn't mean to eavesdrop, but the alternative was sitting on the unmade bed and he didn't want to do that either.


  "We just wanted to check on you. It's been a few days since you've come to dinner and reports say you've been haunting the hallways during the day. I'm allowed to be worried, you know."


  "Worried that I'm poisoning your kingdom behind your back, more like," Damarion replied scathingly.


  "In a way, yes," The Dragon of Fire replied. Ling would recognize his voice anywhere. The crackle of fire was unmistakable to someone from the Castes. "You have supporters in this castle, some of whom liked your father because of how rich they got while he was in power. Rumors are spreading that we're confining you in the dungeon, rumors that grow every time you refuse to attend dinner. You're going to instigate a civil war."


  "Kindle," whichever king was in the room sighed. "It's just talk. But, Damarion, with your help we can keep that talk from turning into action."


  Damarion snorted. "And what makes you think that isn't what I want? I had everything before you showed back up. I walked down the halls and people bowed every time they saw me. Now, that's all gone and I'm suffering from the exact opposite treatment. You tell me why I should help you!"


  They spoke some more, but the king's placating tones washed over Ling without comprehension. Spit at or elbowed in the stomach; it all still hurt. Oh, yes, Ling understood Damarion's feelings all too well. But still, civil war?


  Had Farim not been power hungry and greedy, Damarion would still be a prince in line for the throne and considered an honored cousin. Instead he was hated and feared because of his father's actions. Ling knew best of all that hating his attackers offered little solace and truthfully caused more pain in the end.


  Ling didn't hear the outer door open and close when the visitors left, but he did hear Damarion's hard snort of disgust just before the bedroom door was flung open.


  "Do you really want to cause a civil war?" Ling asked, unable to help himself. It was a completely inappropriate way for a servant to speak to a prince, but Ling didn't take his words back. He had to know what Damarion's answer was.


  In the end, Ling didn't hate the Oracle for giving birth to him even though she must have known it would kill her. She was the Oracle; of course she had known. He didn't hate the father he had never met or the teachers who had praised only the other students despite Ling's hard work. He would never love them, but he could forgive them for their irrational fear.


  Could Damarion do the same? Ling hoped, but from the dark look on Damarion's face he doubted it.


  "All those people who used to bow and scrape as I walked by," Damarion began, staring down at Ling without any emotion in his voice or on his face. "They only wanted two things. Either money or prestige from me, which I could give on a petty whim on behalf of my father, or they were so damned afraid of me that they only wanted me to forget they ever existed. I hated that," he snarled, finally showing a touch of anger in his voice. His face remained stoic. Ling felt a shiver of something he refused to call fear trail down his spine. "But I was only eleven years old at the time and I had no idea life could be any different. Then my esteemed cousins came back. They fought and they won and everything in the years since has been smiles and love. It's like my father and everything I lived through never existed."


  "But everyone does remember," Ling replied in a soft whisper full of memory and painful emotion. "They call you names behind your back or dig an elbow into your ribs. And they feel justified because of the pain they suffered; because they can blame you and there isn't anything you can do to stop them."


  "Yes," Damarion whispered back, his own voice choked. The blank look on his face had vanished, but Ling couldn't put a specific name to the mixture of hurt and joy that had replaced it. Damarion was sad because of the memories, but he was also equally happy at the realization that he wasn't alone.


  Ling nodded and finally walked out of the bedroom. Damarion followed and they both took seats at the table. Ling pushed one of the untouched plates closer to Damarion, hoping he would eat.


  "I ran away from home because they treated me the same way you're being treated," Ling began, trying to make his voice steady.


  Damarion picked idly at the food on his plate. He appeared to be thinking, but after a few moments he shook his head. "It is good to know I'm not alone," he said finally. "But I can't run away from it like you could—and I wouldn't anyway. If the worst is that I have to grit my teeth whenever Egan and Edan walk by with their puppy dog firebug in tow, I can handle that. It's when the other nobles glare at me or start plotting with the expectation that I'll support them that drives me mad."


  "No one ever wants to plot with me," Ling griped and was gratified when a slight smile bloomed on Damarion's handsome face.


  The smile didn't fade as Damarion finally brought some food to his mouth. "So let's plot," he replied after chewing for a long moment. "What evil plan should we hatch that will drive my royal cousins crazy? And, before we go any further I should learn your name."


  "They call me Lingly, but you can call me Ling."


  "Call me Rion," Damarion said firmly. "Now how do we drive the castle crazy?"


  Part Three


  There were live crabs crawling off of the kings' dinner plates.


  Ling had offered to serve at dinner that night, since he wasn't going to be washing the dishes. He was tired of the sidelong looks he kept getting from the other servants. Bringing dinner to Rion at night had become an almost daily occurrence, but Ling never looked upset or terrified at the prospect. The other servants had absolutely detested the duty, but Ling showed no signs of feeling the same. Plus, he had been given a nicer shirt to wear, as the prince's personal dinner servant, which made the others jealous as well. Taking on more work might even the scales a bit.


  Mostly, however, Ling had volunteered to work because he had wanted to see the spectacle. It had taken a good bit of coaxing on the beach to convince the ocean to give up all ten crabs. His Water was good for that much, at least, but sneaking the live critters underneath the protective domes over the plates had been even more difficult. A flare of the cooking fire using Air and Fire combined had managed to momentarily blind anyone near enough to see him switch out the plates.


  He was in perfect position carefully putting dinner plates in front of minor nobles at the lower tables to see and hear the gasps of shock as the crabs crawled free and began to skitter across the table. The high nobles, Dukes and Cabinet members, were soon yelping or gasping as the crabs continued on their bid for freedom. The poor servant that had delivered the plates looked ready to pass out from fright.


  King Egan started laughing when one of the ladies let out a very unladylike screech and nearly tossed her skirts over her head in her rush to get away from the table and the crab climbing up her primly rolled napkin.


  "This brings back memories. You remember that crab pot we made, to try and get fresh fish on the ship?" King Egan asked through his laughter.


  "And the captain started yelling at us when two of the crew fell overboard?" King Edan replied with his own broad smile. He, at least, was trying to hide his amusement behind one hand. "He only stopped when dinner was served and I brought him freshly stuffed crab."


  The kings continued to chortle, but Ling missed the rest of their conversation as he returned to the kitchen. The spell on the crabs would ensure they made it back to the ocean without his help. The prank hadn't been as dramatic as when Rion had somehow managed to get all the gigantic curtains down from the equally large front windows and had hidden them neatly in the guards barracks without getting caught, but the reaction from the nobles had been worth it. The only unfortunate part was that Rion hadn't been able to see it himself. He had wanted to come to dinner with the court that night, but he hadn't been sitting at his place next to King Egan.


  "Lingly, there you are!" Mema called the second Ling stepped through the kitchen door. It didn't look like she had heard about the crabs just yet. "Prince Demarion has requested his dinner be sent to his rooms at once. He is hosting a guest tonight, it seems."


  She didn't comment on how odd it was for Rion to not be eating alone. In all the weeks Ling had been bringing his food, he had never had a dinner companion. Nor did he ever request his meal while the banquet hall was also eating. Ling changed into his nicer shirt and hurried to collect the tray of food and head into the basement.


  On most nights Ling knocked and then walked right into Rion's rooms, but because of the guest he held to propriety and waited for permission to enter. It came swiftly and Ling carefully pushed the door open without tilting the full tray balanced against one shoulder. A man sat across from Rion at the table. As Ling carefully began laying out plates and silverware he tried to covertly study the stranger.


  His clothing looked expensive, cut from fine fabric and tailored properly. It was all dark colors, which suited his pale complexion. He had a bladed nose over thin lips, but no cheekbones to balance it out. His hair and eyes were brown, the former pulled back into a neat tail while his eyes appeared to miss nothing. Overall, he looked sharp and a bit scary. Ling thought the man was one of the Dukes that usually sat at the high table. He didn't know why Rion was hosting him for dinner, but Ling would have to wait until later to find out. He had been looking forward to laughing with Rion about the crabs, but this wasn't the time for that.


  Once the dishes were set, Ling bowed politely and left Rion's rooms. He paused for a few long seconds out in the hallway. He was upset he couldn't stop to laugh and chat with Rion. They had quickly become friends during the weeks of planning the chaos in the castle; Ling couldn't help looking forward to those nights when he brought dinner and they could sit and chat for hours. His work was officially complete with the return of Rion's dinner dishes, so no one cared, or really noticed, that he often returned to Rion's rooms at night to hang out some more.


  So Ling was upset, but he was feeling something else too. His stomach was twisted and his chest felt tight. The frown on his face was hard to smooth out. He was jealous, Ling realized belatedly. Someone else was stealing his precious time with Rion and Ling didn't like that at all. Ling didn't know what he was supposed to do with such new feelings. He had never had a friend before and had therefore never had to experience jealousy when a friend was stolen away, even if only for a few hours. But if he continued to dawdle, Mema would yell.


  It took a lot of effort to force his face into a neutral expression, but he managed it by the time he got back to the kitchen. Dinner was still being served and Mema was quick to re-conscript Ling. Ling changed his shirt in the corner, pulling the nicer one off, folding it neatly, and placing it on a nearby shelf. He would need to put it back on when he retrieved Rion's dishes. In his sleeveless undershirt, Ling reached for his other shirt.


  "You've gotten something on your shoulder," one of the maids commented as she hurried by with a tray full of covered dishes. Dinner service had apparently gone on uninterrupted despite the crabs. By this point the crabs should have all skittered into an unseen corner and the spell would soon return them to the ocean. All that remained was embarrassment and a lot of gossip. Dinner service was too busy for the servants to really start giggling in corners, but it would start soon.


  "Huh?" Ling asked, but the maid was already gone. He hoped he hadn't spilled something on his shoulder while carrying the heavy tray to the basement. He craned his neck to look at his right shoulder and had to suppress a yelp of surprise. There was a smudge on his shoulder, but it wasn't dirt in the traditional sense. The beginnings of an Earth-brown tattoo peaked out beneath his undershirt, which made absolutely no sense. His Caste tattoo was an ugly thing that was contained within the lines of the damned egg on his back. There shouldn't be any brown leaking anywhere. But then his tattoo didn't exactly conform to the usual rules of the Castes, so why shouldn't it start bleeding everywhere?


  Ling pulled on his older shirt with a firm yank. There was a mirror in the bunkroom he shared. There would be a moment where he could sneak a look at his damned tattoo, but if he delayed any longer Mema would really start yelling. For the next hour Ling helped with dinner service, bringing full plates of food out and empty plates back to get washed, but soon enough he was switching shirts again to go pick up Rion's dirty dishes and to take them two large slices of pie for dessert.


  The walk to the basement didn't take long, but Ling worried about the stranger the entire time. What if he were still there with Rion? Ling would have to keep his expression servant-blank so his jealousy didn't show. He took a deep breath to prepare himself outside Rion's door before knocking politely and waiting patiently for Rion to tell him to come inside. Ling pushed the door open with unusual trepidation and stepped into the room only to find that Rion was alone.


  Rion was sitting with his head hanging against the back of his chair. He looked tired and frustrated and as Ling approached Rion let out a helpless little sigh.


  "Is everything okay?" Ling asked, wishing he could help his friend feel better. "You missed the crabs scaring everyone at the head table."


  That brought out a small smile from Rion, but it didn't touch his eyes or erase the tight lines around his mouth.


  "Well, I brought pie, so that ought to help at least a little bit."


  "Ling, everything is getting out of control," Rion sighed. "I used to think I was right and they were wrong, but now I'm wondering just what the truth is."


  "Okay," Ling replied, unsure of what Rion was referring to.


  Rion laughed, a hard sound full of derision and pain. Ling didn't like the sound of that laugh, particularly when he could compare it to much happier ones.


  "My father might be dead, but the ideals that gained him the throne are not. There are still people who want those times to return and for that to happen they need me to take the throne."


  "You are second in line," Ling tried to reason. "You still have a lot of political power if you wanted to use it."


  "They're talking assassination," Rion snapped. His face had hardened into an unreadable mask. "Killing both kings and putting me on the throne instead, because they think I'll let the corruption and misuse of power they benefited from return."


  Ling reeled back at Rion's exclamation, shocked that someone could even contemplate killing the two kings. Both men had laughed at his little prank with the crabs. Laughed! While the rest of the nobles had screamed and cried. And then there was the Dragon of Fire hiding at their side.


  "They'll fail," Ling said with certainty. They didn't know what they were up against.


  "You can't know that," Rion scoffed with a wave of his hand as if to brush the very idea out of the air. "But two years ago when the planning started I agreed to become their puppet king. I was so upset with how I was being treated that I felt the kings deserved to be punished for it and in a way I still think that. But now I don't know if death is the right answer and it's too late to back out."


  "There's got to be some way," Ling insisted. Rion was talking about ultimate treason, the sort his father had done, but there was more to it than that. Rion would be king, forced to take the heavy responsibilities of governing the country. Ling knew that Rion would want to try his best to be a good king, ruling fairly and with an eye towards peace, but he would be fighting against a populace that had adored their twin kings and the corruption of his coconspirators. It would be a losing proposition for Rion from the very offset.


  Should the plan be discovered ahead of time he was also the perfect scapegoat. Everyone would agree that Rion was his father's son through and through. Rion would be executed for treason while the corrupt nobles continued to plot directly underneath Kings Edan and Egan's noses. In both potential outcomes, Rion was the ultimate loser.


  The pie was forgotten as Rion sank his head into his hands and let out a groan. "They made it sound so good. All the power and respect returned to me. I was barely eleven when my father was killed and Kings Edan and Egan returned and as a kid all I knew was everyone praised my every venture. I didn't realize until later that was because my father would kill them if they didn't. By the time I was sixteen and therefore old enough to hold the throne, their ideas were in my head almost constantly. As king, people would have to respect me, have to acknowledge my existence, and I wanted that. But, Ling, it would all be fake while those same people plot to overthrow me. I can't live like that."


  "There has to be another way," Ling insisted again. "We just have to think of one."


  There was a very long moment of silence as they both thought, but Ling came up blank. Fear for his friend kept intruding on any ideas that might have popped up. One look at Rion's dark eyes—even darker than usual thanks to anger and fear coloring them—and Ling's thoughts scattered again. He couldn't allow Rion to be executed for treason, nor could he let Kings Edan and Egan to be killed. With the Dragon of Fire at their sides, the chances of Rion's evil plan succeeding were very slim, which only meant the chances of Rion dying quadrupled. And Ling couldn't think of anything that would save Rion.


  "You could back out of the plot entirely," Ling said finally. "Tell the corrupt nobles that you don't want any part of the plan."


  Rion snorted. "They're planning treason. You think they'll accept that when their entire plan hinges on my handing them ultimate power when I take the throne? I'll find myself drugged into compliancy instead."


  Ling grimaced. He hadn't thought of that. If Rion suddenly turned on his coconspirators he could find himself in even more danger.


  "Look, it's late and we're tired," Rion sighed. "Let's sleep on it and we can talk about it tomorrow night. Hopefully a full day will jolt out a solution."


  Ling was reluctant to agree, but when he couldn't think of a magical solution after another minute he had to. He left Rion behind, wishing that he could make Rion feel better at the very least. He wanted to see Rion smile again, or to joke about the next prank they could pull that would flummox the castle. He wanted—well he wasn't really sure exactly what he wanted. There was a strange urge to return to Rion's rooms and to pull Rion into a hug, but Ling knew that pull came from the same place as the jealousy from earlier. He didn't understand it. There were more important concerns to focus on.


  There was still plenty of noise and activity in the kitchen as Ling returned both uneaten pieces of pie. The food wouldn't go to waste; there were plenty of kitchen boys who would make sure of that. The morning's bread dough was much more important than Ling's depression. He didn't even have the barest urge to smile when he heard speculation and gossip about the crabs incident coming from nearly every conversation he walked past.


  He was finished with work for the day, so Ling gathered up his regular shirt from the shelf he had left it on and headed to bed.


  Sleep was long in coming. Ling tossed and turned for hours, trying to get his brain to shut up all the while wishing his brain would spit out ideas that were actually useful. When he finally did fall asleep his dreams were filled with death—Rion's empty, dead eyes, the agonized scream of a dragon in pain, and the castle burning again.


  Morning was almost a relief. The dawn sun just barely peaking through the tiny windows in his shared dorm and the scuffle as ten men hurried to get dressed and to the kitchen on time was so very normal that Ling felt disoriented for a minute. Didn't they realize that everything was about to be destroyed?


  Of course they didn't, Ling reprimanded himself. And if he didn't hurry he would be late.


  Ling crawled out of bed and over to the nearest washbasin where he washed his face in the cold water. The jolt chased away the last of the cobwebs and woke him up a bit more. He dried off and found his clothes. He pulled his pants on over the undershorts he slept in and reached for his shirt to pull on over his undershirt. The brown stain on his shoulder was a hard reminder. It wasn't enough that Rion was in grave danger, but his Caste tattoo was acting up as well.


  The dorm room was empty, Ling realized. He wasn't yet late, but he would need to scarf his breakfast down in a rush. There was still enough time for him to take a few more seconds.


  Ling glanced around to double check that he was really alone and then walked over to the mirror. His face hadn't changed. He still had green eyes and normal brown hair. Neither the eyes nor hair were colored richly enough to pass for the Earth Caste. His chest, when he pulled his undershirt over his head, was lightly muscled from carting around heavy trays, but he lacked the sleek definition of a Water or Air Caste, neither did he have any particular characteristics belonging to Fire.


  The brown stain on his right shoulder was visible from the front, as was a Fire red stain on his left shoulder. Ling gulped and slowly turned around, craning over his shoulder to see his back in the mirror.


  His egg had looked cracked before, but now it looked like something had been hammering at it. The entire surface was covered in spider web cracks. The colors that had previously been contained within the confines of the shell had seeped free. Air and Water colors were dripping down his buttocks and his sides were starting to be stained as well. All in all, it looked like a rictus of dead and broken Caste.


  Ling couldn't look at it any more. He yanked his undershirt back on and hurried to pull his shirt on over it. He would have to be even more careful not to change in front of anyone, if his tattoo were going crazy. Someone would notice and that would be the end of his life at the castle. It would also be the end of his friendship with Rion, if he were thrown out of the kitchen for being so strange. And what would Rion think, to know he was spending so much time with a failed Caste member? Ling didn't want to risk finding out.


  He tried to push all those thoughts from his head as he hurried to the kitchen for breakfast. Eating in the kitchen was always an interesting adventure. Ling grabbed a bowl and a spoon of whatever gruel was over the fire that morning and tried to find an unoccupied bit of counter to lean against. Other workers were already punching down bread dough or mixing eggs for a breakfast quiche, so he made sure to stay out of their way. It wasn't long before a large pile of breakfast preparation dishes were filling his washing station, so Ling finished up his bowl and got to work.


  He was elbow deep in soapsuds when the steward wandered into the kitchen. He was holding a clear glass water pitcher used at dinner the previous night. On the bottom was a little sand and water as well as one very unhappy crab.


  "One of the children attempted to make yesterday's fiasco into a pet," he said while holding out the pitcher to Mema. "I assume you would like the pitcher back, but feel free to make use of the crab as well."


  Mema sighed. "I knew the dishes count was off." She took the pitcher from the steward and turned to hand it off to a nearby maid. The maid cooed at the angry crab. The steward left and Mema made sure everyone returned to work. When Ling had another chance to look around, the crab had been moved to a large round centerpiece meant to float colorful flowers in. There were some fish scraps in his claws and he looked considerably happier.


  Ling got a short break for lunch and he wandered over to the crab to have a look. He called on a little Water and learned that the crab was happy enough to remain a pet, so long as no one tried to eat him. Ling strengthened the go-home spell for the crab just in case before moving on.


  The kitchen started cooking dinner just after breakfast was served, but when the last minute preparations began to unfold, Ling found himself tensing up. He helped get the trays ready to go out for the appetizer course, but he wasn't serving that day so he remained behind in the kitchen to start putting the plates together for the soup course. The servant tasked with feeding the high table checked under every single dome to ensure there weren't any more crabs before heading out, which almost made Ling smile, but he was waiting for Mema to call him over to send him to the basement with dinner for two again. He didn't know what he would do if he saw the noble threatening Rion again. It wouldn't be servant-like, that was certain.


  The head table servant returned with an empty tray and headed over to Mema. They spoke for a few moments before she started heading in his direction. Ling fought to keep his shoulders from tensing up above his ears.


  "It seems Prince Damarion has actually decided to join the court for dinner tonight," she began. While she was standing next to Ling, she helped set out soup bowls evenly onto the waiting trays. "However, he has informed Sam," the head table servant, "that he would prefer to eat dessert in his rooms. So, no washing for you tonight. When the dessert plates go out, head to the basement."


  "Yes, Ma'am," Ling replied. He kept working while she was still nearby, but once she had moved on to check on something else he had to stop and shake the nervous tingles out of his hands. He didn't have any sort of solution that would help Rion. A full night and day of thinking had yielded nothing, and Ling was sorely disappointed in that fact. Maybe Rion had thought of something. Maybe right at this very moment he was telling the kings about the evil plot. And would then get clapped in irons and thrown into a real dungeon, Ling silently scoffed.


  But then, Ling paused in filling trays as his thoughts coalesced. His hands returned to work even as his brain began to circle around that same idea. What if Rion told Kings Edan and Egan about the plot? They could catch all the conspirators before anything bad was attempted and the danger would be solved before it could even begin.


  It was almost too simple a solution, but Ling couldn't think of anything better.


  Dessert was an assortment of brownies and colorful cookies paired with coffee, tea, or dessert wine. Ling put together a tray with a plate of cookies, a pot of tea, and a bottle of the wine. He wasn't sure what Rion wanted to drink, only that it wasn't coffee.


  The walk into the basement felt longer than usual as a mixture of fear and anticipation swirled through Ling's gut with every step closer. Ling knocked on the door and let himself in to Rion's rooms. Rion hadn't returned from dinner yet, but Ling started setting out dessert on the table anyway. He felt jittery with nerves. He hoped Rion liked his solution, or that Rion had thought of a better one.


  Rion stormed into his room a few minutes later. He had a scowl on his face and his footsteps banged against the floor as he stomped past Ling and into his bedroom.


  "They drive me crazy," he groaned.


  Ling couldn't see him, but the rustle of fabric through the open door told Ling that Rion was changing clothes. Ling had a very strange urge to peek through the door to see Rion without clothes. It was weird to notice just how fine Rion's dinner jacket had fit his trim waist as he rushed by, but even odder to wonder what Rion might look like without clothes on entirely. Ling had to forcibly banish those thoughts from his head. There were more important issues to deal with.


  "My damned royal cousins are idiots. And that Kindle at their side is always staring at me as if I were planning to attack with a dinner knife or something and he's the only one who could stop me in time."


  Ling cringed. The Dragon of Fire wasn't about to let his lovers get hurt and clearly he suspected Rion of something.


  "One day this damned pirate ship strolls into the harbor at the same time as an army descends on the castle from the hills and Edan and Egan are honored with parades and fanfare. Me? Well they said I was too young to be held accountable since I was only eleven at the time, but they still stare and interrogate me every chance they get. No one ever wonders how the kings managed to magically defeat an entire damned armada and saunter back to power so easily, but they wonder evil things about me all the time. It drives me crazy!"


  The powers of the Dragon of Fire were no doubt the answer to Rion's questions, but Ling couldn't tell him that. What bothered Ling more was the pain in Rion's voice.


  "But what drives me even more up the wall is the fact that he's right."


  "He's not right!" Ling snapped as he found his voice. His words shook with anger and hurt, but they stopped Rion from continuing his self-criticism. "You were young and you were hurt. Everything you knew about life was changed suddenly and without any care for how you felt about it all. And then some bad people took advantage of you. But that is no reason for them to hate you or for you to hate yourself!"


  Rion emerged from his room very slowly, not replying to anything Ling had just said. His shirt was unbuttoned, showing off his flat stomach and heaving chest as he gasped for breath after his tirade. His eyes were wild with emotion: anger and sadness balanced with the barest touch of hope as he stared at Ling.


  "You can't know that," he whispered between heavy breaths.


  Ling threw caution to the wind. He tossed propriety into the fire, buried his worries in the dirt, and drowned out the thoughts telling him he was making a gigantic mistake. And he stepped forward and pressed his lips against Rion's.


  "I see great things when I look at you," Ling whispered, his lips feathering against Rion's as he spoke. Rion's dark eyes were wide with shock, but the crazed look had vanished. Ling took another kiss.


  "I don't deserve to be looked at like that," Rion whispered back, his voice a bare decibel above hearing level. His hands shook as they gently gripped Ling on the shoulders. "After all the terrible things I did while my father was king and the horrible plans I'm currently a part of, how can you look at me with your wide eyes and not show me condescension and hate?"


  Ling had to swallow hard and bolster his flagging courage, but he answered. "Because I love you."


  The words were not something he had ever consciously thought of before. He had never looked at Rion and known that the reason his heart was beating so furiously was because he was in love. But now that the words had been said, Ling couldn't take them back. They were the truth.


  "You can't. You can't," Rion gasped, stumbling away from Ling. Ling followed, stalking Rion into the bedroom and across the floor until the backs of Rion's knees hit the bed. He involuntarily sat down, letting Ling loom over him.


  "Why can't I?" Ling asked, staring down at Rion's shocked face. "I can't like your beautiful eyes or your smile? I can't like that we have so much in common and that we can sit talking for hours about nothing? I can't like that I look forward to every evening we get to spend together and I'm jealous and upset whenever that time is stolen? Well too bad, because I do like all of that, and you, very much!"


  It was Rion's hands that grabbed Ling's arms and yanked him down to the bed. Rion's fingers that deftly pulled Ling's shirt over his head and Rion's lips that traced a gentle trail across the skin revealed by lost fabric.


  Ling's hands buried themselves in Rion's hair and his back arched closer to Rion as Rion's hands caressed whatever his lips and tongue couldn't reach. It was exquisite and mind-blowing; everything Ling had ever dreamed about being with Rion could be like.


  There was massage oil in a basket near the bed. Rion left Ling alone, naked and panting, long enough to retrieve the bottle. When he returned, one of his hands was already slick with the herbal smelling mix. Fingers dipped low on Ling's body, caressing him and making him moan, and then they slid even lower until one was gently pushing inside. It wasn't long before one finger became two and the stretching burn made Ling gasp loudly. Three fingers were inside of him for a long time, an eternity for all Ling could tell, but soon enough Rion withdrew. He poured more oil onto his hand and Ling watched breathlessly as Rion caressed himself, coating his length in glistening oil.


  The burn was hotter as Rion pushed inside, but the pleasure of being so perfectly filled overwhelmed all of Ling's pain receptors. He felt so damned good and when Rion bent down to press their chests together as he began to thrust, Ling felt loved and protected too.


  He came first, Rion's slick hand guiding him along the path to ultimate release, but Rion only needed a few more deep thrusts before he was groaning loudly into Ling's neck. They stayed pressed together while they both panted and gasped for breath. Rion's strong arms were circled around Ling's back and Ling's fingers were clenched on Rion's shoulders. The feelings that had brought them this far hadn't abated in the least and Ling craned his neck upward to press a chaste kiss to Rion's lips to remind Rion.


  "I love you," Ling murmured. A louder voice didn't seem right, not after what they had just done.


  Rion pulled free from Ling's body and rolled them both over until he was lying on his back and Ling was lying on his stomach with his head pillowed on Rion's chest.


  "I know I love you," Rion whispered back. "I've known for a few weeks now. But I don't understand how you could love me back."


  One of Rion's hands was gently rubbing up and down Ling's naked back. Ling could feel Rion's eyes studying the broken tattoo. He wanted to cringe away and hide himself from Rion, but he knew it would be taken the wrong way. Rion would think that Ling wasn't comfortable around Rion, not that Ling wasn't comfortable with what his back represented.


  "Who could love me after seeing what a mess my life is," Ling replied. He had to tell Rion the truth, Ling realized. All of the truth. Or he would be betraying all of the hard confessions Rion had entrusted him with. "I'm a failed child of the Castes, the broken tattoo on my back represents that. I was sent away from the Monastery to get away from the people who made fun of me for the things I couldn't control. At first you were just a fellow spirit in pain, but then I fell in love with you and I can't hide my past anymore."


  Rion hummed to himself for a long moment. Ling was just happy that he hadn't been tossed out of the bed now that Rion knew who he really was. His fingers continued tracing the lines on Ling's back as he thought.


  "I don't think your tattoo is broken," Rion said finally. "From where I'm sitting, it looks like beautiful butterfly wings erupting into flight. One wing is brilliant red, one dark blue, one sea blue, and one brown. It's wondrous and if anyone calls you failed because of it they're the crazy ones."


  Ling closed his eyes and buried his face into Rion's chest. A butterfly. He couldn't believe Rion could see something so wonderful in the disaster of colors on his back, but then there was a reason Ling loved him so much.


  "I've been thinking," Rion continued, his hand not stilling on Ling's back even as he changed the subject. "I can't turn on my coconspirators because they'll destroy me in revenge, but maybe we can warn my cousins about the impending attacks and prevent their deaths that way?"


  Since Ling had been having the same thoughts, he had to suppress a smile. But then something in Rion's words caught. "Attacks, as in more than one?"


  "Once Edan and Egan are dead they're planning to spread a rumor about an enchantress known as the Oracle who used spells to ensnare the kings and force them to do her bidding. Kindle was her operative, tasked with keeping the spell in place while Altnoia unwillingly bent knee to the Oracle's manipulations. The evil under my father would have been nothing in comparison to what she was brewing underneath her dark mountain."


  Ling had never heard such garbage before, but he knew there would be people that would believe what Rion was telling him.


  Rion continued while Ling shivered in disgust. "So they'll muster the army and the armada and destroy the Monastery. Duke Jaral knows that the Oracle sent Kindle to the pirate ship and Edan and Egan returned to the throne triumphant, so he must destroy the Oracle before she can find a way to take the throne from him too."


  Ling couldn't stop a small whimper from escaping when Rion stopped talking. He ought to warn the Monastery, warn his mother, before it was too late. A few extra Masters of Water and Air watching the harbor below could prevent any ships from docking while the Masters of Earth and Fire could seal up all the entrances to keep everyone safe inside.


  But then, Ling only really cared about the Oracle; the rest of the Monastery could rot. They were cruel and hateful and if they suffered then they deserved it. Only—those were the same thoughts that had brought Rion into the hands of evil.


  Pressed against Rion's chest, feeling Rion breathe beneath him and hearing Rion's steady heartbeat, Ling couldn't condemn anyone. Nor could he hop on a ship and leave Rion behind to face his family's judgment alone.


  "Tell Kindle that part," Ling forced out. "He'll know how to get in touch with the Monastery."


  Rion let out a soft chuckle as he hugged Ling close. He understood exactly where Ling's thought process had gone and Rion forgave him those bloody thoughts.


  "Come on, Ling. There are cookies to eat and we have to figure out a way to convince Edan, Egan, and Kindle to eat dinner down here tomorrow night."


  Part Four


  Mema was fussing over Ling. She kept straightening his shirt with floury fingers, then tsking at herself and dusting him off, only to need to straighten his shirt again. If dinner wasn't ready soon, he was going to run away and make someone else carry the heavy tray downstairs. As it was, Ling was already conscripting a fellow kitchen servant to carry the second tray.


  The first tray was already filled with small salad plates and empty bowls for soup. Ling's tray held four dinner plates under warming domes. Between the two trays they had also managed to fit silverware rolled into napkins, cups, a water pitcher, and a bottle of wine. Everything fit for a king.


  "The kings are heading downstairs," the steward called as he stepped into the kitchen. Mema straightened Ling's shirt one more time before finally turning away to supervise the ladling of soup into the prepared bowls. Domes were placed over each full bowl and Sam hefted the tray onto one shoulder. Ling did the same with his tray and then led the way downstairs.


  Ling could see Sam glancing around curiously as they walked deeper into the castle. There were still patches of burned stone, but the improvements Ling had enacted to the airflow had changed the entire feel of the basement hallways. The dank and smoky hall was gone, replaced with ordinary walls that didn't inspire any fear. A couple of house servants had even been willing enough to add the halls leading to Rion's rooms to their cleaning list, so the brass shone and the floor was dust-free.


  Ling knocked politely on Rion's door when they reached it and waited for permission to enter. With the kings present, Ling would be acting with utmost propriety. He led Sam to a sideboard that had been added to Rion's dining area just a few hours earlier. They left their trays there while they quickly set the table. Silverware and cups had to be set out properly. Sam pulled a stack of butter plates and knifes out of his apron pocket, which really made the table look professional.


  "You need any help, Mema will make sure you get it," Sam murmured under his breath as the last preparations were finalized.


  "I should be fine," Ling insisted. He had never served at a private party before, but Rion wouldn't let anything go wrong.


  Ling added the breadbasket to the table as Sam was leaving and then stood at attention next to the sideboard. Kings Edan and Egan were sitting together on one of the couches. Rion had an armchair to himself while Kindle stood next to the fireplace. No one was speaking.


  "It appears dinner is served," King Edan said with a gesture towards the table. All four men stood from the sitting area and took seats around the table. Ling hurried to serve drinks and then began setting out salad plates.


  "The silk merchants are begging for a decrease in their taxes," King Egan said leadingly, attempting to start a conversation. His eyes kept trying to focus on Rion, but he stubbornly refused to let his curiosity take hold. "Something about the silk worms having a difficult year."


  "Didn't they have the same complaint two years ago?" King Edan replied. "I'll have to check our reports, but I have a feeling they just didn't sell as much silk as last year and don't want to decrease their personal profits to pay the tax."


  "Can I be the one to tell them they got caught?" Egan asked, a small, wicked grin on his face.


  They got through the salad course and half of the soup course by talking about the silk trade. An awkward segue into the sheep trade and the wool they produced finished up the soup.


  "Why don't you tell us why you invited us down here?" Kindle finally asked Rion, impatience making his voice sharp, while Ling was setting out dinner plates in front of them. The delicious smell of roasted beef and potatoes wafted over them, but no one picked up their forks. Everyone's attention, Ling's included, was focused on Rion.


  "I wanted to inform you that there is treason brewing in your castle and I am at the center of it all," Rion said stiffly. His back was straight and his stare didn't waver from the far wall as he spoke.


  The room was silent for a moment before King Egan sighed. "Finally," he groaned. "We were hoping you'd tell us, but it was getting to the point when we were starting to think we might need thumbscrews to get it out of you."


  "You—you knew?" Rion gasped.


  King Egan snorted. "Please. Duke Jaral somehow managed to survive your father's rule and was able to weasel his way safely into our court. We've had him followed and investigated for years. We know he's hatching a plan to take the throne for himself and that he somehow coerced you into participating."


  Rion groaned and leaned his head back against his chair. "You mean I've been agonizing over this all day and you idiots have just been jerking me around this whole time? There is a reason I hate you, you know."


  "For the laughs, obviously," Egan snorted. "But it's been useful to see who we need to be keeping an extra eye on."


  Rion stood and slammed his hands down on the table, clattering dishes together with the force. "So you've been using me!" His voice was deep with hate and concealed pain. Ling could see the shadows across his face as he glared at the kings. "Maybe I should go ahead with the plot. Mount your heads on pikes outside of my throne room and laugh every time I walk past you."


  "Damarion," Edan began, but Kindle slowly got to his feet and silenced the room.


  "You dare," Kindle hissed, his voice comprised of the sounds of crackling flames. "To threaten your kings!" One of his hands reached threateningly towards Rion. It shimmered slightly and to Ling's horror he could sense Fire there. If Kindle touched Rion, Rion would be seriously hurt. Kindle's hand kept moving and Rion stubbornly didn't move out of the way.


  Ling abandoned his post by the side table at a sprint. He caught Kindle's white-hot hand in his, just above Rion's. They were staring at him, all four of them. Ling set his jaw and looked up at Kindle with a glare.


  "Don't even think about hurting Rion," Ling snarled. He let a touch of Fire color his voice too.


  "So you're the Oracle's Hatchling," Kindle said calmly as he withdrew his hand to show Ling's unmarked one. "It's nice to finally meet you."


  "Dragon of Fire, Elder Flame told me you would be here," Ling replied in the same bland tone Kindle had used even though he was still fuming inside.


  "Wait," Rion interrupted. "You're both titled Caste members?"


  Ling sighed. "I told you the truth. I don't have a Caste because my tattoo is broken. Oracle's Hatchling is more a statement of fact than a title. Dragon of Fire is a title though, isn't it Kindle?"


  "Yes, although we'd appreciate it if you didn't spread that around," Edan said sharply. "Now, why don't you tell us the details of the plot to kill us so we can move on with the night."


  Rion retook his seat, but one of his hands shot out to grip Ling's, preventing Ling from returning to his spot by the wall.


  "I'm supposed to ensure that everyone will be attending dinner one night two weeks from now," Rion said. "The traitors in the army and some mercenaries Duke Jaral has hired through a third party will storm in and capture you. You'll then be executed publicly for some fabricated crimes he'll come up with. After which he'll send forces to invade and destroy the Monastery before the Oracle does something to get rid of him."


  "If he thinks the Oracle doesn't already know about this and hasn't already acted to stop him, then Jaral's an idiot," Kindle cut in. "She sent her own Hatchling to take care of it months ago."


  "What?" Ling asked. "I ran away." Actually, now that he was thinking about it, he had really run away thanks to the recommendation of the Oracle. Maybe she had been killing two birds with one stone, getting him safely away from the Monastery and sending him to Rion's side. Ling could see what she had done, now that he had the hindsight to understand it. Had Ling not befriended Rion, this dinner with the kings might have never happened. Rion would still be firmly embroiled in the plot and would have been killed or exiled for treason. Ling had no doubt the Oracle had seen all of that and had sent Ling to Altnoia knowing he could change the outcome.


  Not that she had bothered to inform him that she was sending him out on a mission, but then that was the way she had been organizing the world for generations. Ling stifled a sigh and squeezed Rion's hand a little tighter.


  "All right," Edan said firmly. "Let's finish dinner and then we'll pick a date for the attack so we can begin preparing to counter it. Damarion, we'll need to keep you out of the loop. If we're seen suddenly communicating with you more often Duke Jaral could get suspicious."


  "I understand. You can send notes through Ling, if you need to," Rion explained.


  They chose a date in the middle of the week, exactly two weeks away, and then they finished eating. Rion released Ling while they ate, but everyone included him in the light conversation they had, asking him questions or looking for his input on an idea. He didn't feel like a servant until they were finished eating and he had to clear the plates and return to the kitchen to collect dessert.


  "How is it going?" Mema asked. She immediately pounced on him the second he stepped through the kitchen. Ling could see other servants turning their ears towards him in search of gossip.


  "They ate," Ling said with a shrug. He added more just in case someone from the enemy was listening. "They barely spoke. I should get dessert down to them quickly before the tension gets worse."


  Mema agreed because she helped him to quickly grab four pieces of decadent cake, tea, coffee, and all the accompaniments. They got his tray situated and Ling returned to the basement. Rion was the only one left by the time Ling returned. He set the tray to the side and got Rion a plate and a cup for tea.


  "Eat with me," Rion said, pointing to the chair next to him. Ling had three extra place settings, so he set himself a place and ate cake with Rion smiling slightly at his side. Soon enough their plates were empty and the bedroom was calling. Ling could feel Rion's heated gaze on him while he tidied up; he could feel his own body responding.


  He could return the dessert dishes to the kitchen later. Ling turned around, took Rion's outstretched hand, and let himself be led to the bed and into paradise.


  *~*~*


  "Moving up in the world, Lingly," Sam said with a grin when Ling joined him getting the trays ready for the high table.


  Ling forced out a smile, but his stomach was fluttering with nerves. Plans had been made on both sides, but only once the battle had ended would he learn whose plans were best. The worry had kept him from sleeping the night before, even with Rion's arm tight around his waist. Ling didn't think Rion had slept much either, but his eyes had been serenely closed when Ling had climbed out of bed to get ready for work.


  The day had whizzed by, Ling had to do all of his usual kitchen work even if treason was planned for that day. All of a sudden it was dinnertime and final preparations were being completed.


  Ling tried to keep from getting jittery as he shouldered the first tray to bring the appetizer course out to the table. He and Sam both started in the middle of the table and then walked in opposite directions. Sam put plates down in front of the kings while Ling started by serving Rion. Once everyone had their food, Ling joined Sam standing against the wall behind the kings' seats, ready to refill glasses or offer help where needed.


  Nothing happened during the appetizer course or the soup course. Ling had just finished placing the main course on the table when he felt a shiver in the air as if a large door had been opened into the wind. He glanced over at Kindle and saw the same knowledge in his eyes. It was time.


  Duke Jaral didn't look any different; there was no sense of anticipation that Ling could see in his body or on his face. He was sitting on Sam's side of the table and seemed totally unconcerned. But his eyes, unlike everyone else merrily eating dinner, kept looking sidelong at the doorway.


  It only took a few minutes for the mercenaries to arrive. The large doors across the room were flung open and at least three-dozen men and women in heavy leather armor and unsheathed swords and guns poured into the room. A minor noble, one of Jaral's flunkies, stood and strode to stand just below the high table while the mercenaries began to circle around the room.


  "You have failed us as King," the minor noble declared loudly over the shocked gasps and screams of the assembled court.


  Ling couldn't help watching the mercenaries as they advanced. There didn't appear to be any soldiers mixed in with them, which meant that King Edan's discussion with the Captain of the Guard about detaining any guard inexplicably putting on armor to allegedly attend dinner in their mess hall had been effective. Duke Jaral's forces had been reduced, although by how much they would find out at court martial hearings in the next week.


  "Failed?" King Edan asked, his voice gently polite. He didn't bother to stand, showing his superiority over the minor noble and disinterest in the mercenaries with how blasé he was acting.


  "You are a puppet of the Oracle, enacting her evil across our lands. We have gathered to halt your tyranny!"


  "Now see here!" another noble exclaimed in disbelieving shock. He was quickly silenced when a mercenary pointed a gun at him.


  "We are demanding you step down and face your accusers," the minor noble finished with a flourish of his hands.


  King Edan just sighed. "You should know that I have already instructed Admiral Needham to blockade the harbor. The ships filled with mercenaries heading to the Oracle's Monastery docked there will be captured momentarily. In addition," he paused and glanced around the room at the mercenaries and then let out a small grin reminiscent of his twin, "Captain!" he yelled.


  The main doors flew open with a crash. Behind the mercenaries stood the Captain of the Guard, a man Ling knew had earned his title leading the land-based rebellion for years and had then joined with the kings for the final push to take back the throne. He was trusted and he had chosen two dozen of his highly trained and loyal special forces to outflank the mercenaries.


  "Surrender," King Edan barked over the clamor in the hall.


  "Die!" the minor noble yelled back. He waved one hand and a half dozen guards pointed their guns at the kings. The bang as they fired nearly simultaneously made Ling flinch, but Kindle didn't hesitate. He flung out one hand and fire flared, the white-hot heat catching and destroying the bullets before either king came to harm.


  Kindle was glaring down at the minor noble and the mercenaries. His hands were both on fire and little flamelets were appearing all over his body. Even his eyes were glowing slightly as if some sort of internal fire were trying to flare outward. Ling felt totally insignificant next to the power of a Dragon, yet as more bullets fired and swords were drawn he knew he had to help too.


  Dragon was keeping the kings safe, but no one was protecting Rion at all. Duke Jaral had to know there was a traitor, and since so few people would have been able to divulge the entirety of the evil plot he would be looking to eliminate every one of them. Ling hurried to Rion's side.


  He had to fight through nobles and servants screaming and running, dropping to the ground to cover their heads, or hurt and bleeding on the ground on his way to Rion's side. Most of the mercenaries had turned to engage the guards, but a few were advancing on the high table. Ling couldn't see Jaral anywhere, but Rion was unmistakable where he was crouching behind his chair.


  "Are you okay?" Ling gasped as he dropped to the floor at Rion's side.


  "I'm fine," Rion gasped back. "Are you?" His eyes were wide and frantic and his face bone-white as the battle continued. He had been too young in the last war to participate, so this was the first real fighting he had ever seen. There was blood on the floor and some of the screams in the air were from pain instead of fear. Ling was feeling a little queasy himself.


  Ling nodded and forced a smile. "Let's stick to the plan. The gauntlet has been thrown, so let's escape and secure the throne room." Both sides in the fighting had the same idea, get Rion to the throne to secure it from the enemy. Kings Edan and Egan were trusting Rion to save the throne for them while Duke Jaral was expecting Rion to steal the throne and then defer to him on all ruling matters. Rion was supporting the kings; he had made his decision and returning to his father's ruling hell wasn't one of them.


  They crawled. Kindle was standing tall in front of where Kings Edan and Egan were crouching, flames sprouting from his hands with deadly accuracy. Both kings were firing guns of their own, the grin on Egan's face a stark reminder that they had once thrived as pirates on the open sea.


  The fastest and safest way out of the dining hall was through the kitchen. The mercenaries were distracted with fighting the guards and trying to get past Kindle, so Rion was able to get away safely. They took off at a fast jog down the hall.


  "It's Lingly!" a voice yelled as they rounded the final corner and rushed into the kitchen. They were met with a wall of kitchen workers, Mema at the fore, holding knives and heavy pots threateningly at the door.


  "How bad is it?" Mema demanded when Ling and Rion skidded to a stop.


  Rion snorted. "Edan and Egan have it all under control; crazy bastards."


  "Prince Damarion!" Mema gasped. She bowed belatedly, quickly followed by the rest of the kitchen. "How can we help you?"


  "I'm just cutting through, ma'am," he said politely. "If you'll excuse us?" He turned away after a polite nod and hurried through the kitchen to the back hallway that would lead into the rest of the castle. Ling hurried after him.


  The throne room was empty when they hurried inside. Rion double-checked that it was safe before hurrying forward to stand next to the twin thrones. It was a largely symbolic move, but at the same time having someone claim victory by sitting on the throne was a huge psychological win that King Edan wasn't willing to surrender.


  "You have failed your father's memory," Duke Jaral's hard voice echoed around the vast room. Ling couldn't see him, but Jaral could see Rion.


  There was a darkened balcony off to the left side of the room. It was the only place someone could hide from view. Ling turned to put Rion behind him just as loud footsteps sounded from a different hallway. Three mercenaries stepped into the room, guns already drawn.


  "I had thought you would enjoy a return to the glory days when your every wish was law and everyone loved you," Jaral continued. "To betray me was your biggest mistake."


  "I refuse to be part of your insane coup," Rion snapped. "Those weren't glory days, they were lawless days. There are legitimate ways to make a lot of money that don't cause hundreds of deaths!"


  Jaral didn't answer. The mercenaries drew closer. Their guns were pointed at the ground, but Ling knew they could aim and fire before Rion could even try to get safe. Neither he nor Rion even had a blade to defend themselves with, which in hindsight wasn't the smartest of ideas. They had assumed Jaral would be more interested in making sure everything went well in the banquet hall and would allow Rion to claim the throne for him.


  "I won't have you getting in my way any longer," Jaral called again. "I'll find some other way to hold onto the crown without you as my puppet. Goodbye, Damarion."


  Ling couldn't see whether Jaral left the balcony, but his words seemed to imply that. The mercenaries didn't waste any more time. The guns lifted, muzzles pointed directly at Rion and Ling.


  Ling had to act; there was no other alternative. He couldn't sustain the same level of flame as Kindle, but he could put on a show. His hands flared with fire, which made at least two of the mercenaries flinch, but it didn't stop them. Ling called on the Earth next and the ground began to shake as the fire crawled up his arms. His felt his shirt catch on fire as his control wavered, but it didn't burn his skin so he ignored it.


  The mercenaries stumbled, one falling to his knee to keep his balance as the earth shifted under their feet. Their guns weren't pointed at Rion any longer, but it would only be a matter of time before the mercenaries found their balance again.


  Ling cupped a flickering flame on his arm with one hand, pulling it away from its friends. He encased that flame in a bubble of air to keep it from getting snuffed out and then threw it. The air bubble broke on the floor underneath one of the mercenary's feet and a spear of flame erupted upwards. The mercenary screamed, a sound that Ling knew would haunt his nightmares. The acrid scent of cooking meat filled the room and Rion gagged behind Ling.


  The double crack of guns firing echoed through the room; the mercenaries knew they had to take out Ling before he could make another bubble of fire. Ling heated up his Fire in response, cheating by calling on Air to blow the flames to hotter and hotter heat. It flared white-hot for just a few seconds, long enough to partially melt the bullets. Two twisted metal casings bounced harmlessly against his chest before falling to the ground with a clatter.


  The mercenaries turned and ran, fear evident in their eyes. Ling allowed the gusting winds and shaking earth to subside before they could do damage to the throne room. He toned his flames down last—they were the hardest to control—and was just tucking away the last flicker when Rion gasped.


  Rion dove forward, reaching out and pushing Ling to the ground just as the crack of another gun firing sounded in the room. Ling hit the floor with a hard thump as the bullet passed harmlessly overhead. There were sounds of a scuffle from overhead. Soldiers marched into the throne room, the Captain at their head, but Ling turned his attention to Rion as he whimpered helplessly on the floor.


  Rion had touched Ling, pushed him safely out of the way of the bullet's trajectory, when Ling had barely gotten the fire off his body. His skin must have still been burning hot and Rion had touched him!


  Ling gently pulled Rion's hands free from where they were clutched to Rion's chest and let out a moan of pain at what he saw. They were cracked and blistered already, and they would get worse quickly enough. Rion was suffering terribly, Ling knew as tears clouded his vision. If only he had been paying attention to that balcony, then none of this would have happened.


  The opposite of Fire was Water, the only Caste Ling hadn't called on yet. Water came at his bidding. Fresh from the well, cool and clear, Ling added a touch of ice and encased Rion's hands. Rion let out a whimpering moan, pain-hazed eyes flickering open.


  "You're okay," Rion gasped out, his voice a bare whisper as pain stole all his strength.


  Ling shook his head. "You're not." But he would change that. He had to change that. If Fire Caste had hurt Rion then Water Caste could heal him. Ling closed his hands around the ice water encircling Rion's and shut his eyes as he poured every drop of power he had into healing Rion's hands.


  He vaguely heard Kings Edan and Egan gasp in dismay when they reached Rion's side and saw what had happened. The Dragon of Fire drew them away before Ling's concentration could falter. The room felt crowded in the back of Ling's mind, as if once the battle had ended and the prisoners taken to the dungeon, everyone had decided to gather in the throne room. But Ling didn't have more than the slightest awareness of what was going on around him. Everything he had was focused on Rion's hands. He pushed everything he had into healing them.


  The earth shook faintly beneath his knees, the wind gusted around him in a tiny cyclone, and little droplets of flame slid down his back as if he were sweating fire. Water pulsed beneath his hands, trying to undo the harm Fire had caused. He felt the broken tattoo on his back writhe, as if it too were trying to help. It erupted from his back in a shower of color that fell around them to encase both Ling and Rion in the silky embrace of butterfly wings.


  And Rion's hands healed.


  "Ling," Rion whispered as the blisters faded and the cracked skin knitted together. "Ling, I'm all right. You can let go now."


  But Ling couldn't. There was still some lingering redness and heat.


  "Ling," Rion said in a stronger voice. One of his hands slipped free from Ling's, dripping ice crystals and water as he gently cupped Ling's cheek. "See. I'm okay now."


  He was okay. Ling let out a little sob and let go of his power. The ice melted, the earth and wind stilled, and the fire went out. His arms came up to encircle Rion's body. He hugged Rion close and buried his face into Rion's shoulder.


  The brightly colored wings were the last to fade, the tattoo on his back taking shape again. Ling couldn't see it, but for the first time he believed Rion's words. He had a butterfly tattoo on his back and it was beautiful, not broken.


  Rion's unblemished hands gently caressed down Ling's back as he pulled Ling close. Ling's shirt had completely burned away, but he didn't mind because it meant he could be that much closer to Rion.


  "Elder Flame sent me a letter telling me you had come to Altnoia," Kindle said suddenly. "He told me a child of the Ether Caste had appeared, but thanks to your past no one remembered what an egg tattoo symbolized until you had already gone. The power to control all the Castes to a small degree is not a minor one, you know. And an Ether Caste is born so infrequently, maybe every five hundred years or so, that no one knew what to do to properly honor your position. I told Elder Flame not to worry about it; that you had found a place of happiness here in Altnoia and would not be returning to the Monastery. I believe I was right."


  Ling looked up and caught Rion's dark eyes with his own. They were filled with concern and no small hint of love and Ling felt his own heart swell as those feelings of love were felt in return.


  Ling couldn’t stop a wide smile from blooming across his face. "You were right."


  Epilogue


  There were tears in her eyes. She, the Oracle, was crying. They weren't tears caused by her position. No, these were tears of a mother experiencing true happiness for her child. Her Hatchling was happy and had found love; she couldn't help being happy in return.


  "Oracle!" Elder Flame gasped in worry, quickly reaching into his shirt to hand her a handkerchief. He was sitting across from her while she meditated on Altnoia, as he did every week anxiously awaiting word of the child he had raised.


  "I'm all right," she said with a smile. All of the traitors in Altnoia had been caught—Duke Jaral included—and would face appropriate punishment. Her Dragon of Fire was thriving and her Hatchling was in love. What could be better?


  She patted her face dry and returned Elder Flame's handkerchief. What could be better? Well, there were others under her care who were not happy, who were hurt and alone. Perhaps it was time to turn her attention to helping them. Perhaps. But first she turned to Elder Flame with a smile and began to recount the daring deeds of the Dragon of Fire and of her Hatchling, the Dragon of Ether.


  The Oracle will continue...


  The Oracle will continue in The Oracle's Golem:


  Abused and used like scrap, Golem has never known anything but pain. He exists to serve the Oracle's whims and needs. After escaping the Monastery, he hid himself away where no one would be able to use him again. Then one day a child falls asleep in his lap …


  Marl isn't anyone special. He's low in the Earth Caste, set to watch over the Caste's problem child, Lichen. In search of the errant Lichen one day, he unexpectedly comes across Golem hiding deep in the mountains. Even more unusual is his desire to see Golem again.


  Then Marl learns why Golem is hiding, and realizes he must make a choice: Oracle or Golem.
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