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At just eighteen years of age, Keir became the leader of the army fighting against the usurper king while Princes Edan and Egan led the navy. At his side, willing to help from time to time, was Sprite.

A friendly ghost, Sprite likes to keep Keir company and occasionally play tricks on Keir's sister. When the Oracle demands Keir's presence, he expects Sprite to travel with him.

He doesn't expect the gale that knocks him overboard and into an adventure that might just kill him.
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Keir could smell blood in the air. He knew that smell intimately from growing up with the Captain of the Guard as his father. He stood at his father's knee while his father directed the army against the marauding thieves plaguing the people of northern Altnoia. Keir learned to wield a sword and fire a pistol in training grounds soaked with the blood and sweat of the trainees before him.

It was a smell he was all too familiar with, but he had never before smelled it inside his mother's home. She insisted that blood belonged on the battlefield and training grounds, not on her fancy rugs. Neither Father nor Keir had ever dared allow even a speck of blood into the house for fear of her wrath.

Keir rolled out of bed and grabbed his gun out of the nearby cabinet. A quick peek into the hallway showed him nothing out of the ordinary. He quickly pulled on sturdy breeches and a shirt, over which he clumsily laced a vest of leather armor. If this was only his imagination acting up, Keir didn't want to scandalize anyone by walking through the halls naked. He tied his sword to his belt, hiking it high, because father had ordered he train with the sword into which he would grow as an adult rather than a child-sized one, and made sure his gun was loaded.

The hallway smelled even worse than his bedroom had: something he hadn't noticed after his brief glance. Keir carefully peeked around the doorway into the hall. There was a stranger standing in front of his parents' room at the far end of the hallway; he hadn't been standing there moments before. Keir didn't recognize him from any of his father's men.

"Make sure they're dead, then hurry up," the man snarled.

Keir lifted his pistol, aimed, and fired. The man fell to the ground in a spray of blood, a hole in his forehead. Blood and death weren't something Keir shied away from after everything his father had taught him; this didn't faze him now. Keir ducked back into his room to reload, then poked his head back into the hall. Two men had run out of his parents' room at the noise and were exclaiming over their leader's death. They hadn't seen Keir yet, but they searched warily for him. Keir killed one of them with another headshot.

It gave away his position, but one-on-one were better odds than trying to take on both of them at once, anyway. He tucked his gun back into its holster and drew his sword. He rushed the lone man and slashed at him. The man clumsily blocked with his own sword; he hadn't had the training Keir had. After a few more thrusts, Keir impaled the stranger. He fell to the floor, dead.

Keir hurried into his parent's room and stopped short in the doorway. He gagged, trying not to vomit even as tears blurred his vision. They were both dead, their necks thoroughly cut in their sleep. Blood stained the bedclothes around their bodies, their eyes closed peacefully, as if they hadn't even known their death was approaching so swiftly. Keir spun around and forced himself to leave the room. He couldn't do anything for them, but his baby sister might still be alive.

Her room was down the hall in the nursery. Her nurse had no doubt snuck into the kitchen for a bit of fun with the butler once Claire was asleep. Claire still slept in her crib, unknowing of all that had just happened. Keir carefully gathered her into his non-dominant arm, just in case he needed to fight again, and hurried from the nursery. He went upwards, traveling the many steps to the bell tower.  In ringing the bell, he signaled warning and death to everyone within hearing distance. His father's loyal troops would come, and they would find out who had murdered the Captain of the Guard of Altnoia.

*~*~*

Should the child test anywhere but the Air Caste, his spirit would be crushed. The Oracle knew that without a doubt. The child looked the part prior to his testing. Thin and willowy, it seemed as if his body had been carved slender by the constant gusting of air. His hair was long and pale blond, barely a shade too colorful for someone in the Air Caste. His eyes were the gray of a wind-tossed sky before a storm. A flighty child, he liked to skip while everyone else walked and to hum to himself. He was echoing the flow of air inside the Monastery and giving voice to the sounds the wind carried to him. It made him seem odd to many of his peers, yet those who knew the wind understood the strange child perfectly. The Oracle had him test first, as she did with all children destined for greatness.

He was expected to test highly, given his strong ties with the Air Caste as a child, and he did. The previous Dragon of Air had passed away forty-five years ago; it was an unhappy record that no new Dragon had arrived to replace her for so very long. It wasn't a surprise that when he emerged from the testing chamber, his hair had paled to pure white and the Dragon of Air was tattooed on his back.

The dragon was formless. His back might have still looked blank if it weren't for the slightest blurring of the skin, as if an invisible wind was forever etched there. The Oracle could see a pair of eyes hidden there, as well as a pair of clear wings attached to a massive body. She knew where to look to find the Dragon, as did the watching Masters.

Her Dragon of Air remained in the Monastery only a short year for training. It wasn't a happy time for him, she knew. Her Monastery was sick and that sickness fixated on those with prestige, particularly the dragons, and in the end, made him suffer for testing well with both physical and psychological attacks. The Dragon of Air tried hiding away from it, and he even tried ineffectually confronting it, only to fail. Eventually, he simply flittered off wherever the Air would take him. He traveled the world on the wings of the wind. The Oracle smiled and let him go, glad to let him finally escape. Confining the Dragon of Air in the Monastery for her to eventually send him out on a quest would be cruel. Besides, her Dragon of Fire would soon come of age and she needed to focus on his future if she wanted the world to survive for the Dragon of Air to continue his aimless travels.

*~*~*

By the time Keir was eighteen, his father's men had named him their leader. He had proved his mettle over the past four years, leading campaign after campaign until the position had become undeniably his. He might have taken the position as early as two years ago had he been older, but, despite everything he had learned at his father's side and on the field of battle, his youth made other soldiers uncomfortable. He had decided to wait for his majority instead.

No one could match his motivation and drive to defeat the forces of the usurper king, crazy King Ferim, and bring back Princes Edan and Egan to the throne. His father had been so cruelly killed in order to bring the armies under the sole purview of King Ferim, but he had underestimated the soldiers' loyalty to their Captain. Keir had earned that loyalty himself and nothing would stop him.

"Sir, I fear we've been outflanked," Matherson said softly, staring around them in the dark forest. A retreat was hidden in the middle of the woods, built by King Ferim before his bloody ascension to the throne. Keir worried that, should he attack the capital, King Ferim could flee to the retreat and try to regroup. They had to destroy all of his potential strongholds before they took out the man himself.

"They don't know we're coming; how can they outflank us?" Keir replied, his voice just as soft. He and fifty soldiers, some of his strongest men and women, crept through the forest. According to his scouts, they would soon come upon a ridge that would give them a good vantage point. A ridge like that would be exactly where Keir would hide some of his loudest traps and fastest lookouts, but his scouts had affirmed that the area was clear.

"There he is!" someone shouted from just ahead. A gun went off with a bang and then Keir heard swearing. "Catch that damned thief!"

Keir held his hand out in the ready signal. Thief or guards, they would all fall into his trap tonight. He refused to be outflanked thanks to a coincidence in the woods. His soldiers spread out, hands at the ready on their guns and swords.

The trees rustled just ahead—someone was coming—and Keir tensed. His finger was steady on the trigger of his gun and his sightline unimpeded, but no one emerged. One of his men glanced around uneasily for a few seconds until the crack of leaves and sticks underfoot just ahead refocused him.

Six enemy guardsmen walked out of the trees, grumbling unhappily to each other about being sent out after the thief. Twelve of Keir's men encircled the group before they had the chance to aim the weapons they were so carelessly swinging about. It was the work of moments to divest them of their weapons. Keir also took their uniforms and had six of his own men change clothes.

"They'll open the gates for us," Keir explained with a wide grin. The new plan was hatched quickly. The masquerading soldiers would wait an hour to give credence to the idea that they had been searching the woods for the thief before heading directly to the retreat where the gates would open to let them in.

After the plan was hatched, they had to wait for the signal that their men were inside. To pass the time, Keir walked a perimeter around the makeshift camp. He had sentries posted and had other men patrolling, but he liked to keep abreast of everything as much as he could. He must have walked past the bush at least five times, as had many other soldiers, without seeing anything suspicious. There was no reason anyone should have missed the body tucked underneath the branches, yet they all somehow had.

The body hadn't been there the last time Keir walked by, but there was no mistaking its presence after it was discovered. Keir rushed to the boy's side, only then realizing that the person under the bush was probably a few years older than Keir. He had pale-colored hair and skin and was very thin. Unconscious, he bled sluggishly from a gunshot wound in his thigh.

"Bring me a med-kit!" Keir called back to camp immediately. He guessed he had found the thief; anyone with the guts to infiltrate King Ferim's property to steal was a friend of Keir's.

Two men rushed to Keir's side. They had the bag of medical supplies with them and Keir grabbed some gauze to press against the wound. The thief's eyes fluttered open: beautiful gray against his pale skin, causing Keir to catch his breath in wonder. Those eyes looked around wildly, quickly taking in the three men hovering over him and the forest around them.

"It's all right," Keir insisted. "We're going to help you."

There were tears of pain in the man's eyes, and he whimpered softly when Keir increased his pressure on the wound to try and stop the bleeding.

"It's," the thief began, but he had to pause to catch his breath. "It's too late for me right now."

"You'll be fine," Keir insisted. "Just hold on a little longer."

The thief smiled brightly through his tears. "You're too kind to me," he murmured. "Thank you."

His eyes slid closed slowly, as if he didn't want to look away from Keir until he was forced. The man's neck slipped sideways as the muscles holding it up went slack. His life faded away in front of Keir's eyes. Except, the body itself faded, too. He saw bush and earth through the thief's body, and then suddenly, the compress he was holding against the thief's leg dropped to the ground.

There was blood and broken branches to indicate that Keir hadn't been seeing things; yet, the thief was gone.

A gentle breeze ruffled through the clearing, rustling the leaves and Keir's hair, and he shared an incredulous look of shock with the two soldiers beside him.

The Oracle opened her eyes and smiled. "Found you," she whispered triumphantly to herself. She rose to her feet and left the meditation chamber. Her outer room was empty—there weren't any supplicants waiting for her advice today—but outside, four of her Masters stood guard. She pulled open the doors and stepped outside.

Elder Flame had taken on many more shifts as her guard since the Dragon of Fire had left the Monastery. He didn't feel as if he could take on another pupil, so he lent his strengths elsewhere. Luckily for her, he was one of the guards on duty at the moment.

"Elder Flame," she said. "Next time you write to your Dragon in Altnoia, please ask if his Kings might send Captain Keir Duard to see me at their earliest convenience."

"Of course, Oracle," Elder Flame replied with a respectful bow.

"Thank you," she replied, before returning to the privacy of her room. Once the door was again closed behind her, safe from any prying eyes, she let out a wide grin. She had finally found him.
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Keir heard the rustle of skirts. The person entering his room had woken him, but the skirts gave away who it was. It took all of his willpower not to roll over and pull a pillow protectively over his head. It was safer if she didn't know he was awake.

He should have known better than to try to fool Claire, though. He had helped raise her and she could see through all his tricks. The nice, cozy, warm blankets vanished abruptly, leaving him covered in only his light sleeping pants. He tried to pretend that he was so deeply asleep that he hadn't noticed. For the barest half-second, he thought he had gotten away with it, but then her fingernails ran gently down the exposed arches of his feet.

He shot up, squirming, and definitely wide awake. Claire knew all of his weaknesses, including his damned ticklish spots.

"Claire!" he groaned.

"Keir!" she mockingly groaned back. "It's long past time for you to be up."

"You're not my mother, Claire. You're a whole thirteen years younger than I am! Besides, I'm off duty until noon. Why can't I sleep in this time?"

She let out a long-suffering sigh and shook her head as if he were the greatest disappointment in her life. She was barely fifteen, but she acted like she was thirty and that Keir was her recalcitrant son, instead of her successful older brother.

"Honestly, you've an audience with the kings today. You should already be washed and dressed, not snoozing away like you haven't a care in the world." She sighed again as if she were being greatly put upon and turned away to rummage through his drawers for appropriate clothing.

They both shared the same shade of dark blond hair, but their similarities ended there. Keir was tall, thickly muscled, and scarred from years of fighting. He wasn't ugly, just undesirable, thanks to the military harshness that encompassed everything he did. Claire took after their mother. She was petite and didn't show any signs of another growth spurt. She was also gorgeous; at only fifteen, Keir was already fielding betrothal requests.

"At least make yourself somewhat presentable, would you?" she continued scathingly. "One of these days you'll catch the eye of a girl or guy, and I won't be able to keep after you like this anymore."

There weren't any open windows in Keir's room, but that didn't stop a gust of air from blowing directly into Claire's face. She shrieked, hands flying desperately to her carefully-pinned curls, but it was too late.

"And tell your damned Ghost to leave me alone!" she yelled.

Keir grinned widely, but only because she couldn't see him laughing at her with the air blowing in her face.

He was haunted, which wasn't nearly as ominous as it sounded. He had met a ghost in the woods ten years ago while he had been out fighting against the then usurper king. Keir didn't know why the ghost had chosen to haunt him, but since it was benevolent, Keir didn't really care all that much. He called the ghost Sprite, because it just seemed to fit and took a lot of comfort in the fact that he wasn't actually alone.

Was it odd that he was slightly in love with an entity that didn't have a form? Claire would kill him if he tried to explain to her that he wasn't interested in catching the eye of any potential suitors because he already had Sprite at his side. It was an impossible dream. Keir could say that they were friends easily enough, but he couldn't admit aloud that he wished for more than just friendship. Was it even possible to have a deeper sort of relationship with an incorporeal being?

"Sprite, give her a break," Keir called after he felt Claire had been punished enough. The wind stopped almost immediately, and Keir hurried to wipe the smile of his face before Claire got her hair out of her eyes.

She growled at him—at him and Sprite, really—and stomped out of his room without another jibe.

"Good job, Sprite," Keir said softly, just in case she was still close enough to overhear him. A small puff of air circled the room, as if Sprite were replying with a laugh.

Keir called for a bath to be brought and then went over to inspect the clothing Claire had picked out. It was all of the highest fashion and in colors that would please the court. Keir swapped the shirt for something more comfortable, ruffled fashion be damned.

He hadn't known when he went to sleep that he would have an audience with the kings in the morning, but that didn't mean Edan or Egan hadn't decided to schedule one for him anyway and then sic Claire on him. They had been childhood friends before the uprising. The child of the Captain of the Guard had been considered the perfect playmate for the young princes of Altnoia, and Keir had been one of the few people to know that they were actually twins before their coronation. Their history meant that Edan and Egan liked to pull his tail as often as they could, but setting his sister on him was low. Keir got them back whenever he got the chance and he would have to get them good now.

The bath came and Keir got himself cleaned and dressed. He strapped his sword, dagger, and two guns to his waist and headed out to the private breakfast chamber that Edan, Egan, and Kindle used. They were already eating when Keir got there, but an extra chair was set at the table for him. He filled his plate and joined them.

"Kindle got an interesting letter in the mail yesterday," Edan began. "His mentor, Elder Flame, writes to him regularly, but this time there was a postscript."

"'The Oracle kindly requests the presence of Captain Keir Duard to attend her at his earliest convenience,'" Egan quoted with a laughing grin.

Keir slowly put his fork down on his plate, unsure if he had heard correctly. Maybe this was another joke, except Kindle usually just smiled and let his lovers play without getting involved.

"Why would the Oracle want to see me?" Keir asked.

The Oracle and her Castes were things every child learned about, either in school or from their parents. Keir's father had made certain he knew that the Oracle could see the future and her Castes ensured that her visions were handled appropriately. There were legends about Dragons who had saved the world scattered throughout history, Dragons who only took action at the word of the Oracle.

With Kindle sitting across the table from him, and Ling living with Prince Damarion, Keir had gone to greater lengths than most to educate himself about the Castes. It was Keir's duty to keep everyone living in the castle safe and too many problems had arisen in recent years linked to the Oracle and the two dragons she had sent their way.  Plus, Sprite wasn't exactly a normal entity. Keir had his suspicions there, too, but as long as Sprite chose to remain hidden from the world, Keir would respect that distance and continue to keep his thoughts to himself.

All three men shrugged. "There's no way of knowing," Kindle explained gently.

"You'll need to speak with Admiral Needham and your First Lieutenant about your absence. Things have been quiet here since Ling settled in; the timing couldn't be better."

"Besides," Kindle added, in apparent agreement with Edan, "the Oracle wouldn't take you away from your duties in Altnoia unless you weren't going to be needed for the length of time you'll be gone."

"And maybe when you come back, you can finally take up the mantle as our General?" Egan asked cheekily.

"Not a chance," Keir replied immediately. His father hadn't taken the position, and Keir wouldn't, either. If he did, he would be in meetings endlessly and would never have the chance to work with his men in the field. He let the stuffed shirts handle the paperwork. Edan and Egan knew where to find him if they needed real military expertise.

The air in the room was oddly quiet, but then, Sprite never really acted up in front of Edan or Egan. Still, Keir would have expected a gentle puff of air to disturb the tablecloth. Sprite liked traveling and wasn't one to hide his excitement from Keir. He wasn't glued to Keir's side all the time, though; he liked to wander off to explore, and that was probably where Sprite was at the moment.

For the rest of the meal, they spoke about ship accommodations for Keir's trip and getting the guard ready for a potentially-prolonged absence of their Captain. Duty called, however, so the men couldn't linger over coffee. Edan and Egan had court and Keir had his troops to train and organize.

As he often did, Keir found himself on the castle battlements during his free time, despite not technically being on duty for a few more hours. The Guard's role during peacetime was to keep an eye on the castle and the city that surrounded it. An army had been tasked with patrolling the countryside, but Captain Matherson had that well under control. Keir's troops would supplement the army should war erupt again, and Matherson would send reinforcements should there be violent unrest in the city. The King's General—a ceremonial position—was technically in charge of both Captains, but he deferred to Keir for the most part. Keir had defeated the Usurper King Ferim, after all, and having that on his résumé trumped any fancy title.

Keir walked slowly as he surveyed his troops. The men and women standing on guard were alert and watchful; the guards walking around had varied their intervals and pace to keep potential interlopers from timing their laps and slipping through. When he was actually on duty, Keir planned to walk through the city to check on the guard working there. For the moment, however, he had to find his First Lieutenant.

A playful gust of wind was blowing through the flags displayed high on the ramparts. The flags were flapping wildly in the opposite direction of the gentle breeze Keir could feel on his face, confounding the people who watched from below. Hopefully, Sprite would refrain from doing the same to the sails of the ship upon which Keir would soon be sailing.

*~*~*

They made King Ferim's retreat into their own stronghold. It was a large stone castle with two turrets to post sentries on and thick walls.  It was defensible, and had enough space to house and train their growing forces.  With a base of operations from which to coordinate, they had begun to look like a real army instead of a rebel group. People joined every day: defectors from King Ferim's army, as well as regular men and women disgusted with the restrictive and bloody policies that King Ferim was encouraging. There was no way to tell who was a spy and who was genuine, but Keir was happy to see their ranks swell. Soon, they would have a proper force to really take on King Ferim.

There was a clattering on the stairs behind him: the sound of a man in heavy armor trying to hurry up the stone steps to the top of the turret where Keir was surveying the stronghold and surrounding forest. Keir turned around, the air spinning around him playfully. It pushed his hair off his sweaty forehead and made his loose clothes flap. The guard who came into view halted hesitantly when he noticed the strange wind.

Keir waved his hands around, trying to force the oddly behaving air away so he could speak with his subordinate. The wind around him had been acting abnormally ever since he had encountered that ghost in the woods a few months ago. Somehow, the ghost had attached to him and had often caused the air around him to blow strangely ever since.

When the breeze finally died down, Keir stepped forward.

"Visitors have arrived to see you, Captain," the guard said diffidently, still eyeing the air as if afraid it might attack him. "Two pirates, it appears. They say they want to join us."

Keir didn't hide his surprise from the guard. After all, what would pirates want with a rebel group trying to stop King Ferim? Frowning, he waved the guard forward down the stairs in front of him.

The two visitors were waiting in one of the small sitting rooms. It had been decorated with thin fainting couches and spindly tables before Keir had taken over the stronghold; it was only used when they had the very occasional visitor. The scent of ocean salt practically wafted through the open wood door as Keir approached. A second guard joined him, as if his men thought he might need back up. Keir opened the door and stepped into the room first, the two guards following quickly behind him.

The closest man was red-haired.  His blue eyes narrowed when Keir walked in, as though he were studying Keir to see how dangerous he might be. He didn't seem to be armed with sword or gun, but Keir had a feeling that fighting him would not end well. He was standing next to one of the thin couches, where a second man was sitting as if he weren't afraid that one awkward movement would crush the couch beneath him.  The second man wore a cloak with the hood pulled low over his face. When he saw Keir, he reached up one hand to push the hood back.

A young man of approximately Keir's own age stood before him. Very familiar, his reddish-blond hair couldn't hide the sparkle in his green eyes. "Edan?" Keir gasped. "You're alive?"

"Egan," he corrected with a wide smile that only the more mischievous of the two twin princes of Altnoia would wear. "Edan stayed behind where he would be safer."

"You're both alive," Keir breathed, shocked and happy at the same time. He hadn't dared hope anyone from the royal family had survived King Ferim's coup. In fact, he'd been trying not to think about what could happen after his forces removed King Ferim and the people began looking for a new king. As Captain, he was a logical choice, but he wasn't interested.

Egan's smile widened. "Hidden on a pirate ship. We heard there was a land rebellion, too, and wanted to see about combining our forces. Now is the perfect time to strike; we've crippled the navy and could sail into the harbor at any time with only token resistance."

Keir grasped the implications immediately. Without a navy, Altnoia was easy prey for any pirates, including rebels masquerading as such. Half of King Ferim's army would be engaged in defending the port from the invading ships, which meant Keir's limited forces had a good chance of taking the city. He spun to the door, grabbing one of the soldier's arms as he went.

"Summon Matherson and Shoer. Tell them to bring their maps and their best strategists. We have a war to win!"

*~*~*

Sprite wound himself around Keir's body like a formless cat seeking affection. Keir blinked, startled from his reverie, and absentmindedly ran his fingers through the gentle breeze as if he could pet a ghost.

"It looks like we're going on a journey, Sprite," Keir explained. The last time the Oracle had sent help, it had come in the form of Ling. He couldn't guess what her motives for summoning Keir now were, but he was both honored and scared by the proposition. Hopefully, the journey would go well and the Oracle wouldn't have something too profound to tell him.

Bringing himself fully back to the present, he decided he'd better get to work so he didn't leave behind a disorganized mess when he left.
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The clear expanse of blue ocean spread out in all directions. The gulls had left the ship behind for their nests on shore hours ago, and now only the sailors on the ship and the waves cradling them were there to keep Keir company. Keir had been out on the ocean a few times; his father had sent him to train on the warships when he was a kid in order for him to learn about the navy's part in the army. Since Kings Edan and Egan had regained the throne, Keir had even less opportunity to go sailing, but whenever they needed to travel for any reason, he accompanied them.

This trip was different. Solely for himself at the behest of the Oracle, he didn't have to pay attention to a teacher or to the safety of the journey. All he had to do was stay out of the sailors' way. It was more of a pleasure cruise than anything else.

Honestly, Keir couldn't complain.

Up in the rigging, Sprite made the sails billow with air. Every once in a while he swooped down to circle Keir as if asking for affirmation that he was an amazing creature, before returning to the sails.

"At this rate, we'll reach port in only three days," the captain said jovially as he approached Keir. Admiral Needham had chosen Captain Temmy specifically for the duty, because he needed more experience leading men. Escorting wasn't particularly exciting, but Needham hadn't wanted Temmy in a combat situation when he was still so new, and this proved to be a good alternative. "Plenty of headwind. I didn't believe you were haunted before, but now I'm wondering if I could hire your ghost as one of my crew. The Oracle will no doubt be very interested in it when they meet."

Captain Temmy was still laughing to himself when the wind died. Though Keir could still feel a gentle breeze cooling his face from the hot sun overhead, the sails suddenly lay flat and heavy against the mast. The ship slowed to a halt in the rocking sea. Temmy immediately spun away from Keir, yelling frantically for his men to get up into the rigging.

It took a half hour ineffectively furling and unfurling sails, tying and untying ropes, and turning the rudder before the captain returned to Keir, who was watching in dismay. Sprite no longer flew overhead. In fact, Keir couldn't sense him anywhere at all. There was no evidence of something being blown through the air against the wind Keir could feel on his face, or a playful gust blowing hair and clothing around. Over the years, Keir had gotten used to noticing those signs indicating Sprite's presence, and he had actually started keeping a careful eye out so he could learn as much as possible about Sprite. He had learned that Sprite's presence often felt like another person was standing in a room or area with him. Keir enjoyed that sensation, but he didn't have that feeling now.

There was still more than enough wind blowing against Keir's face for the ship's sails to be full and billowing, even without Sprite's help. Sprite must have done something to the sails when he left that was preventing the breeze from touching the resolutely limp canvas.

"I've changed my mind," Captain Temmy snapped. "Tell that ghost of yours to go away and stop messing with my ship!"

Keir nodded in agreement, but, try as he might, he couldn't find a single, errant gust of wind. He walked away from the captain, still studying the sky and hoping for a glimpse of Sprite. What had happened? And so suddenly? Why would Sprite want to strand Keir in the open ocean? He was worried that Sprite was hurt and that was what had caused this, although how a ghost could be injured was a bit of a mystery.

"Sprite?" Keir called softly; he didn't receive any answer.

"Dead in the water," one sailor murmured to another as Keir wandered past. "Hell."

He was right to be concerned. Ships that lost the wind were subject to the ocean's currents, regardless of their original destination. They could end up anywhere and it could take an endless amount of time. With limited supplies on board, everyone would be starving to death before they reached a destination. It was a sailor's worst nightmare.

When he reached another part of the ship, Keir called again. "Sprite?" There was still no answer, so he kept walking.

"Ship off the port bow!" the sailor high in the crow's nest yelled loudly. "Not flying any colors."

Keir could hear Captain Temmy swearing from the helm. "Keep trying with those sails, boys!" he yelled. The crew scrambled back into action, but despite their best attempts, they still hadn't gotten the ship moving by the time Keir could see the approaching vessel with his naked eyes. Its sails were perfectly fine, so whatever Sprite had done was localized and very ill-timed.  Keir really hoped Sprite wasn't hurt or in need of help. 

The ship still hadn't strung up any colors by the time it drew alongside. The men jeering in the rigging—guns and swords held out threateningly—were evidence enough of what type of ship it was. Keir put his hand on his own gun, but didn't draw it just yet. He wasn't the only man onboard feeling uneasy, as a number of sailors slowly walked to the trunk where they kept the weapons.

"Having some trouble, mate?" one of the pirates on the other ship yelled.

Captain Temmy answered quickly. "Just having some trouble getting the wind to cooperate, that's all. Thanks for stopping to check, but we'll be fine."

Keir didn't expect the other ship to simply sail away and they didn't disappoint.

"Where're ya headed?" the pirate asked, as if they were simply having a friendly conversation. "We'd be happy to take your cargo ahead for you while you figure out your 'wind problems'." He couldn't hide the snicker from his voice when he paraphrased Captain Temmy's words back at him.

"No cargo," Captain Temmy replied, his own voice deceptively light. He clearly had skill as a diplomat, even if he was still a green captain. "We're only ferrying a poor soul to the Oracle for some guidance. We'll be on our way again soon enough. Thank you for the offer."

"See, it wasn't an offer," the pirate said back, his voice darkening slightly. Three cannons were rolled forward across their deck, pointed directly towards the hull of the ship Keir was on. Too many of the sailors had been more interested in trying to get moving again, so they didn't have their own cannons ready. At point-blank range, their ship was a sitting duck. "How about you send over this 'poor soul' and we'll see about getting them to the Oracle safe and sound." And for ransom money, Keir assumed.

It was a better alternative than being aboard a sinking ship, or to letting the Navy sailors die when he could prevent it. Keir swallowed hard, trying to tuck his foreboding deep inside. He had survived crazy King Ferim's reign of tyranny and triumphed in the end. He could handle a bunch of pirates. He hoped.

Keir unbuckled his sword belt and walked over to Captain Temmy. "Give this to my sister when you get back to Altnoia," he explained, handing it over. "Tell Admiral Needham what's happened. Also, should my ghost reappear, please tell him where I've gone." Finished with everything he thought needed to be said, Keir turned towards the pirate ship. "If you let this ship go, I'll come to you willingly."

"And who are you?" the pirate asked.

At the same time, Captain Temmy hissed, "Captain Duard, you can't!"

"I'll buy you enough time that you can get the rest of the Navy involved," Keir whispered back. "I’m the poor soul heading to the Oracle," Keir yelled to the pirate without giving Captain Temmy a chance to respond. "If you'll let this ship go, I'll come to you willingly and unarmed." Keir lifted up his arms to show the watching pirates that there wasn't anything strapped around his waist.

"Unarmed?  What a bargain!" the pirate laughed. "Fine; we have a deal. Lower a plank!"

Keir wasn't surprised the pirate had agreed. At this range, they might be able to take out the navy ship without problems, but not before the navy got off shots of their own. Those shots couldn't miss, either, and the last thing any pirate wanted was his ship to sink.

As Edan had explained many times, bloodless capture was their favorite method. Egan had just laughed and then explained how a cannon worked, even though Keir would probably never need to fire one in his life. The twins had really taken to piracy, and sometimes Keir thought they missed that life. The knowledge they shared might be what saved him, though, so the next time he was trapped in a room with the twins relating another story from that time in their lives, he really wouldn't complain.

The pirates slowly lowered the plank, as if they were waiting for Keir to make a wrong move. Keir nodded goodbye to Captain Temmy, who was clutching Keir's sword and guns to his chest like they were a lifeline, before slowly and carefully crawling across the narrow plank and onto the pirate ship. At the other end, four loaded guns pointed in his face stopped him. He stood on the deck with his hands in the air and waited while the men withdrew the plank.

"Before we shove off, let's find out who we've caught," the negotiator said. The four pirates holding the guns immediately moved aside to let through the man who was apparently their captain. The ocean currents had begun separating their ships, but Keir wasn't going to mention that.

"I'm Keir Duard," Keir said.

"And?" the captain prompted.

Keir licked his lips, a sign of his anxiety. "The General of Altnoia sent me to ask the Oracle a question about the thieves in the north," he lied. "If you contact Altnoia, I'm sure they'll ransom me."

"Altnoia," the captain spat. "Dirty rotten Kings who spent years pretending to be scallywags while taking the bounty that belonged to rightful pirates. I should just kill you."

Keir couldn't help holding his breath. He could still jump off the boat—albeit probably not safely—and swim for Captain Temmy, but that would give the pirates the excuse they needed to attack.

"But, I like the idea of making those damned Kings pay through the nose. Make them give back some of what should have been mine. Will they pay a lot for you, Keir Duard?" The mocking tone in his voice was grating, but Keir ignored it, since it seemed like he wasn't going to kill Keir just to spite Edan and Egan.

"They'll pay," Keir reassured the pirate. They would pay, although Admiral Needham would probably deliver it with a ship-sinking cannon ball attached.

"If they don't, I can always kill you later," the pirate captain agreed. He turned away and walked towards the helm, yelling at his men to trim the sails. The four pirates with their guns still out grabbed Keir roughly and steered him toward the hole in the deck where a ladder led to the deck below. The last Keir saw of the navy ship, was it floating away helplessly on the current as the pirate ship turned and sailed off.

They dragged him to the brig and locked him into the tight, barred space with jeers accompanying their rough handling. Their final parting shots of mockery still echoed through the space after the pirates left, and Keir's only company was a few rats and a bilge bucket for a toilet.

Though he had to admit he'd never slept in such a terrible place, the rocky forest in northern Altnoia came close. There, wolves and other unsavory creatures had made sleeping on the uncomfortable ground almost impossible. He'd been living in the lap of luxury for too long, anyway. The soft beds and chairs at the castle had made his behind unaccustomed to sitting on hard, damp wood. Still, they hadn't shackled him and light still streamed through the uneven boards along the hull.

What really made his situation bearable was the fact that he hadn't heard cannon fire or the screaming of men as they fought and died. The pirate captain had kept his word, or, at least, he'd been as uninterested in a bloody, ship-damaging fight as Keir had hoped.

Night fell and the light faded completely from Keir's prison. He settled against a wall, hoping the rats would stay away, and tried to get some sleep. He must have managed it, because the rattling of the prison bars woke him hours later. When he saw he had Keir's attention, a pirate holding a lantern thrust a dirty tin plate through the bars. There was a bit of jerky and hardtack on the plate, as well as a small cup of rum shakily perched on the edge. Keir took the plate and cup from the pirate before they could spill.

The pirate left the lamp outside the bars where Keir couldn't reach it, but he could tell it had only a small amount of oil left in the basin. Maybe a half hour's worth, Keir guessed. His surroundings hadn't changed, and the flickering light didn't make the space look any more palatable. Instead, he used the light to study his food.

There weren't any green or fuzzy spots on the food and nothing wriggling inside, so at least the pirates weren't trying to kill him ahead of time by giving him food that would make him ill. On the one hand, the hardtack had been sitting at the bottom of a barrel for a few months too long: it was inedible, unless Keir wanted to sacrifice his teeth. On the other hand, he managed to soften the jerky by soaking it for a few minutes in his cup of rum. He left the hardtack for the rats, ate the jerky, and drank what was left of the rum, and then settled back against the wall while the lamplight flickered and finally died.
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It took far too long for dawn to arrive. After his interrupted nap, Keir hadn't been able to get much more sleep. The creaking of the ship and the rats squabbling nearby kept him awake. Besides, he was worried. Captured by pirates in the middle of the ocean was not how Keir had imagined his trip would go. He had expected a simple four-day cruise across the sea, one or two days visiting the Oracle, and another four days sailing back. Keir should have been returning to his duties within two weeks, but that plan was gone now.

He had grown comfortable with his position and his job—a dangerous headspace to be in, now that he thought about it. Had Keir's father been a little more vigilant, a little more wary, he might have survived King Ferim's coup, and Keir and Claire would have had much different lives. Keir couldn't allow that kind of uprising to happen again.

When he returned to Altnoia, he decided, he would take his troops on training outings far outside the city and return to the places where he had lain in the mud for hours, waiting for a large group of enemy soldiers to pass. It was the sort of guerrilla training that he hoped his troops would never need, but might save Altnoia in the case of another coup.

Of course, all of his introspection and planning just helped him avoid thinking about the one thing that had him especially worried: what had happened to Sprite? The wind had simply stopped. No, that wasn't true. The wind had stopped touching the sails. The gentle breeze still blowing should have been enough to keep the ship moving, yet Captain Temmy and his experienced crew hadn't been able to manage it. The pirate ship, on the other hand, hadn't had any troubles. Which could only mean that Sprite, a creature with an affinity for the wind, had done something to Captain Temmy's sails. But what? And why?

Finally, light began to filter slowly through the uneven and warped boards. It took a while for the sun to rise high enough that Keir could see the lamp where it had been left and the bars around his cage. Worry made Keir feel uneasy about everything. Should it be taking so long for the pirate captain to summon him? What if Sprite needed Keir's help and Keir was locked up instead? What if? Why? It was nerve-wracking to say the least, and Keir found himself taking deep breaths to stay calm.

In all his years fighting King Ferim, he had never been captured. Keir had never spent a night behind bars, and he honestly didn't know what to do with himself with only rats for company. The fear of what might happen to him when someone came to let him out fought with the fear of what might happen should he be forgotten: death above the decks from a bullet or a sword versus death from starvation while locked away and helpless. Keir couldn’t decide what was worse. He had been in life-or-death situations enough times that he ought to be able to put those fears aside.

The night before the attack on the castle, when Edan and Egan were going to sail almost uncontested into the harbor and start firing cannons at the enemy, Keir and his men had hidden in the fields surrounding the cities. One wrong move—one flash of light against armor or yip from a violent bug bite—would give away their position and ruin everything.

Keir had survived that night and the battle afterwards, and he had been at Edan and Egan's sides when they had won the docks and were able to disembark. The three of them had found King Ferim cowering in his bathing chamber and had meted out justice together for what had been done to them, their families, and their country.

Keir chided himself for feeling so out of control; there was no warranted reason for it. He was an experienced soldier, and he would regain his power over his fear before the pirates returned.

Yet, Keir knew why he was losing it. If he were solely afraid for himself, he'd be fine, if not stoic about the situation. He had his father's training and decades of service to fall back on when it was only himself, but he'd never before had a friend like Sprite.

Edan and Egan were his childhood friends, of course. They had played together as kids; even as adults, they still played to a lesser extent. Claire was his sister and he loved her. Keir also had Matherson, his friend who he had seen promoted to fellow Captain after Matherson's brilliant campaign to keep King Ferim's troops pinned while Keir retook the castle for the Kings.

Still, none of them compared to Sprite.

It was decidedly odd to love someone who, or something that, wasn't even alive. Keir's memory of the pale man in the woods fading away right under his hands was hazy, but still poignant. He had been unable to replicate how he felt under the stare of those gray eyes with any friend or lover since.

As a ghost, Sprite's playful gusts of wind were always welcome. Whether Sprite was helping Keir torment Claire, distracting a minister so he wouldn't get embroiled in politics while on his way to the sparring ring, or simply puffing along next to Keir as Keir went about his day, Keir cherished every moment.

He wouldn't give up Sprite for anything in the world. That wasn't a feeling Keir had ever felt before and it had taken him a long time to come to grips with the fact that he loved an apparition more than any human being. Now that something bad had happened to Sprite, his fear and worry over Sprite's wellbeing was what was pushing his emotions out of his control.

The angle of light through the cracks in the wood told Keir that the sun was high in the sky by the time he finally slowed his breathing. It was a mental exercise of forcing his fears back. There wasn't much he could do about his worry over Sprite, but the fear for his own life was an old friend, and he was practiced at governing himself. Once he separated the two, Keir could shut down the latter. With only one worry lying heavy in his mind, he was able to regain control over himself.

Keir's nervous sweat had long dried by the time anyone bothered to check on him. The sea was getting choppy and the light patchy through the wood, as if bad weather were imminent. He didn't recognize the pirate who approached the cage, but when the man brandished a ring of keys, Keir got to his feet. As the pirate let Keir out, he held his hand threateningly over his gun, while his cold eyes watched Keir carefully. Should Keir try something, he would be dead in a mere moment. Luckily, Keir was still more interested in cooperating.

Though the increased rocking didn't help, it was easier to navigate the steep stairs going up than down. Unsure of his footing, Keir slowly stepped onto the deck and awkwardly headed towards where the captain was waiting.

The sky was still blue and bright overhead, but off to the right of the ship darker clouds amassed. The wind was blowing heavily across the deck, and the clouds were quickly coming closer. A bad storm was on its way.

"I wanted to talk with ye before I get too busy," the captain said, with an offhand shrug towards the dark clouds to point out what would soon be making him too busy to speak with Keir. "So, I should send your ransom note to the General of Altnoia?" he asked. "How much do ye think yer worth?"

Keir turned his attention from the clouds. The captain had wanted him to be worried about the imminent weather, which was why he had indirectly brought it up first. As a landlubber, Keir shouldn't really know how dangerous a storm might be or how badly the storm might affect the ship and should therefore be thrown off his game. Having overcome his fear for Sprite, Keir's brain was working fine.

The approaching storm wasn't enough to break his concentration, but it didn't hurt to pretend. Besides, there was something odd about the way the clouds were forming. He looked back to them after glancing briefly at the captain.

"The General would work," Keir agreed slowly, trying to sound thoroughly distracted, "but it would be faster to send a letter to Admiral Needham. He's more of a man of action than the General."

The storm clouds were building correctly, growing high in the air, lumpy and grey; Keir couldn't put his finger on what was so odd.

"And how much money are ye worth, Keir Duard? Be honest with me, lad." His voice was dark and evil: the perfect accompaniment to the threat in his words. The captain must have had a lot of practice, because he did it so perfectly that a chill ran down Keir's spine. Or, that could be the wind picking up.

Was there something moving in the clouds? Keir looked harder, trying to see. The wind was traveling in circles around the clouds, which only made sense in a tornado. There was no sign of a spout forming, which meant that something else was propelling that wind. Something huge and powerful, Keir thought. It might even have wings, though that was even harder to tell just from how fast it was moving.

"I'm worth a few thousand," Keir admitted truthfully. Altnoia would pay a few hundred thousand to get their war hero and Captain back, but that was a little too specific. The pirates wouldn't expect more from him, but they would certainly ask for it anyway.

"Interesting," the captain murmured. "Ye're not just some grunt, are ye. But, they wouldn't send just anyone to the Oracle. Keir Duard. I'll figure out why your name sounds so familiar, and then I'll send that ransom note."

The clouds moved closer far too quickly. Something was propelling them. Keir still couldn't see what exactly, but there was definitely a large shape flying there. The first rumbles of thunder sounded overhead. The captain looked back at the clouds and frowned. His instincts were telling him the same thing Keir's had, that there was something odd going on, but unlike Keir, he didn't seem to be able to see the dragon.

With a roar, the storm broke. The ocean water hissed as the rain hit it. Keir could see the approaching line of the storm as the drops hit the water in an ever-closer streak. Lightning flashed and thunder answered, drowning out the sound of the rain for a brief moment. The captain abandoned Keir where he stood, yelling at his sailors to get the ship buttoned down before the wind increased even more.

It wasn't as if there were anywhere for Keir to go, but once the ship was in order, he would no doubt be returned to the brig, so they could ensure he didn't fall overboard and they lost their money.

The line of rain approached, hit the ship, and continued on. Within moments, Keir was soaked through to the skin. His clothing quickly became uncomfortably heavy and clammy, but that was okay.

"Sprite!" Keir yelled under the cover of the wind and rain. "I'm here!"

The dragon roared and descended from the clouds high above. He was beautiful, from what little Keir could make out; the dragon barely had a form. It was sleekly muscled with a long neck and wide wings, but Keir's eyes kept trying to tell him that nothing was there. The line of the spikes along the dragon's back kept fading away as if they were a brief formation of wind just carrying some dust. It was a dragon made of wind, and there was only one creature that Keir knew of who qualified: Sprite.

All of Keir's worry and fear faded. He lifted his hands into the air, meeting the dragon as it landed heavily on the deck and curled around him. To the pirates, it probably felt like a particularly strong gust of wind. They were yelling frantically to each other up in the rigging as they fought with the sails. Keir knew better. He dropped one hand on the dragon's back and felt a warm paw and hard claws encircle his waist. With a jolt, Keir's feet left the deck.

The dragon roared furiously, blasting the sails and rocking the ship violently in the wind. Ropes started snapping under the onslaught, and sails flapped free of their knots. Wood and metal split, causing the deck to screech under the pressure. The wind was like a gigantic blade pointed directly at the ship's heart. One of the masts broke free with an almighty crack, soon followed by a second and third. The deck began to fall, giant holes opening up as the wood was cut free and blown into the water below.

Sprite flew higher, until the sound of the wind howling covered the screaming pirates below. The paw around Keir was warm and holding him gently, but every time Keir tried to look at it, he got a touch of vertigo. It looked like he was flying under his own power. The paw was just as invisible as the rest of the dragon. Keir briefly got an impression of hundreds of tiny scales before the wind blew and the shapes dispersed.

The wind over the ship began to twist into a tornado. Cracks of thunder accompanied the sounds of the ship breaking apart far below. As the rain picked up, the pirate ship began to sink below the violent waves. The dragon turned away and obscured Keir's sight, but he had little doubt that nothing would be left of the pirates or their ship by the time the storm dissipated.

Flying was a novel experience—and a frightening one. They left the raging storm behind in minutes, soaring out of the rain and into bright blue sky. The ocean far beneath them looked as smooth as glass. From their height in the air, Keir couldn't make out the waves that he knew lived on the surface of the water.

It was not a pleasant realization to know that with one slip, Keir could fall and hit the water with bone-crushing force. It was especially jarring because he still couldn't see the dragon that was so gently holding him. He could feel leathery skin covered with hard scales, as well as the tough claws that circled his body, but Keir just couldn't see them.

"Where are we going?" he yelled into the wind buffeting his face. It was impossible to tell how quickly they were traveling without any approaching landmarks to time their speed against, but they had to be going extremely fast.

"Home," the wind responded, the sound blowing past Keir's ears without reference to where Sprite's mouth was.

"Home" could mean any number of things. Were they flying back to Altnoia? They could also be continuing on towards the Oracle, since that was Sprite's home. Keir had long suspected the truth about Sprite. Bleeding people didn't just vanish like Sprite had that first day they met, and if ghosts were a common occurrence, Keir would have heard more stories about their attaching to people. However, he knew about the Oracle's acolytes and the powers they wielded. He hadn't known how many members of the Air Caste could dissolve into air and remain formless for as long as Sprite had. Since Sprite was actually a dragon carrying him aloft, Keir now knew: it wasn't many.

Keir studied as much as he could find about the Castes after Ling had abruptly shown his powers in order to avoid more surprises. He knew that the most powerful person in each Caste was a dragon in ability and form. A Master might be able to become Air, but he or she wouldn't be able to turn into a dragon.

Sprite was the Dragon of Air. Why would the Dragon of Air attach himself to Keir, of all people? Surely, there were more interesting people in the world. Still, the Dragon of Fire, Kindle, was attached to Kings Edan and Egan and the Dragon of Ether, Ling, was attached to Prince Damarion. Why not Keir, too?

That was probably wishful thinking. Keir loved Sprite, and the mere idea that Sprite might love Keir back in the same way that Kindle loved Edan and Egan was a marvelous thought. He couldn't allow his thoughts to get ahead of reality, though. Maybe the Oracle had simply sent Sprite to protect Keir in much the same way she had originally sent Kindle and he was reading too much into the situation. Keir forced his circling thoughts back and told himself to focus on the present, instead of the what-ifs.

It quickly became evident that "home" was neither Altnoia nor the Oracle's Monastery. They were traveling fast enough that Keir would have seen land already, had they been heading in either direction. The sun was still too far overhead for him to be able to tell for certain which direction it was setting in, but he guessed they were heading south.

The dragon didn't tire or slow in the least as they flew. After another hour and an indeterminable distance, Keir thought there was a smudge far on the horizon that might be land. Another hour passed as that smudge grew larger and more distinct. Eventually, the angle of the sun did indicate they were traveling south, heading directly towards a landmass that wasn't charted on any of Altnoia's maps. They didn't have any trade agreements with anyone from so far south; they probably didn't even know these continents existed!

Sprite angled their flight as ocean became land beneath them. The ground was rocky and inhospitable, with no sign of anything growing amid the salt-stained boulders. It quickly rose into a mountain range of jagged peaks, some of which were smoking ominously. Sprite chose a dormant peak to approach, and as they flew closer, Keir could see the wide cave entrance Sprite was aiming for.

He flew inside, unerringly navigating the wide twists and turns without jostling Keir at all. The wind slowly died down the further they traveled, until the dragon actually had to beat his wings to keep them aloft. It was a more jerking motion than gliding had been, but they didn't slow at all. Keir resolved that his stomach would stay in place despite the awkward jumps up and down as the wings beat.

The cave came to a dead end and Sprite descended slowly, gently depositing Keir onto the ground before landing. The dragon shrank in size. Keir expected the usual gust of wind to reappear as even the limited form of the dragon faded into nothing, but he was only half correct. From the waist down, Sprite was formless. Hints of shape would appear in the wind, but Keir couldn't make out actual legs. From the waist upwards was the young man from the woods all those years ago. He looked a little older, but his pale features were unchanged.

Keir remembered the pert nose and wide, gray eyes clearly, as if he had last seen Sprite's physical form hours instead of years ago. He was very pretty, although the missing legs were a bit off-putting.

"Hello, Sprite," Keir said softly, almost as if he were afraid that the merest sound might spook Sprite into losing his form entirely. "It's nice to actually see you."

Sprite blushed and ducked his head. "Hello, Keir," he replied in an equally soft voice. He flittered around the cave, his body gliding easily, as if he weren't using his legs to propel himself at all. Sprite wouldn't look directly at Keir, but Keir didn't think he was ever out of Sprite's sight.

The cave was lit, thanks to lichen growing from the ceiling. It glowed brightly in the otherwise dim space. The area was decorated, surprisingly. Keir half-expected the cave to be barren, given its remote location. Sprite called it home, however, and a home was more than just a space to call his own. There were shelves carved into the walls and on those shelves, Sprite had placed knickknacks. Keir wandered closer to them, and incidentally closer to Sprite, in order to get a better look.

"This is my hair ribbon," Keir exclaimed as he looked at the items Sprite had displayed. In fact, most of the things on the shelves were objects he had thought he had lost. One of his training daggers sat next to a beautifully curved seashell he had picked up at the beach. His hair ribbon was twined around a fancy candle Claire had gotten him for his birthday a few years ago. That was only one shelf. Keir turned to look at the other shelves, too. "You've been stealing my things!"

Sprite didn't answer, and Keir looked up to see why. He was blushing again and playing with the hem of his shirt that hung over where his hips would be if they were formed from flesh instead of air. Sprite was embarrassed by his home, or at least by Keir seeing how he had decorated. Keir wanted to be angry. The candle had been a rare gift from one of the few times Claire had felt secure enough to travel without him. Northern Altnoia was known for their skill with wax dipping and she had been so proud of her successful—and safe—adventure. She had spent far too much time as a young child being shuttled between caregivers as Keir and his followers desperately tried to avoid capture by King Ferim; traveling was difficult for her, and she had been very upset when that candle vanished.

Keir wanted to be angry, but he found he couldn't. Not when Sprite looked so sad and unhappy.

"Why?" Keir finally asked. His fought to keep his voice soft so Sprite didn't think Keir was angry with him.

Sprite hesitated for a long moment, staring helplessly at Keir, as if Keir could supply his own answer to that question. When Keir didn't say anything more, Sprite sighed and spoke. "You're…you're so everything!" he forced out.

Keir blinked in surprise and couldn't help stepping closer to Sprite. He sounded so desperate for Keir to understand, but his words weren't making sense.

"I've never met anyone like you before! The Masters always wanted something from me. To go do this or that for them, or to choose them over others for some arbitrary reason. I hated it. Hated it! So I ran away. I blew with the wind, stopping here and there before flying off again. No one told me what I could and couldn't do. No one forced me places or into situations that I didn't like.

"The wind carves pieces out of you, you know," Sprite continued in a much softer voice, as if his desperate rant were coming to an end. "It looks like it gently levels the mountain, smoothing out the rough edges into beautiful curves. You miss the fact that large pieces of rock and soil had to be torn from the rock face in order to achieve that beauty. Had I stayed at the Monastery, there would have been nothing left of me to even attempt at beauty."

"So when Captain Temmy announced that we were going to see the Oracle…" Keir prompted. He hadn't actually told Sprite their destination prior to boarding the ship, Keir realized.

Sprite immediately jumped in. "I panicked. I ran away and stole the wind, so you couldn't go see her and get chopped to pieces, too. When I realized I had to go back, you had already been taken. I did what I had to in order to save you." He was blushing again as he spoke, which brought them back to the original question.

"Why me?" Keir asked. "Why did you attach yourself to me that day in the forest? Why have you stayed with me since? And why have you been taking my things and using them to decorate your home?"

Sprite walked—floated—a full circle around the room, slowly studying each item he had put on display. Keir didn't think he was stalling, just thinking about what he wanted to say.

"That day in the forest, I had stolen something shiny from the castle in the woods. I collect shiny things whenever I can find them. My mamma, before the wind took her spirit away and the Earth Masters buried her body, told me I was just like a magpie. That's what my childhood name was before I tested as the Dragon of Air—Magpie. After my testing, everyone in the Monastery wanted something from me. Once I ran away, the only people I saw were yelling at me for stealing from them. I hadn't seen a friendly face in years. Then you were there, calling for someone to help me. It seemed like you didn't want anything from me except my own health and happiness, a far cry from the kind of treatment I'd grown used to. Of course, I had to stay to investigate."

"You've stayed for a very long time," Keir said gently, trying to keep any trace of admonishment out of his voice. He had enjoyed every moment of Sprite's company and didn't want Sprite to think otherwise.

"I didn't want to leave," Sprite replied. "Even when I did force myself to go, I inevitably found the wind that would take me back to your side." He sounded chagrined, as if even the memory irked him, although not in a bad way. It was more that he was upset that he had even allowed himself to leave at all. "I took your hair ribbon with me one time, thinking that having it with me would keep me from wanting to fly back every moment. It failed, but after that, I couldn't help picking up your things and taking them with me whenever I left.

"You were nice to everyone. Except your enemies, of course. You hated King Ferim as much as I hated some of the conniving Masters, but you killed cleanly without torture or excess pain. Keir, you would do anything you could to help a friend or protect your sister. I admired that about you and wanted the same for myself."

"So you haunted me. You could have introduced yourself in human form at any time. I would have been much happier meeting you like this than talking to a gust of wind."

"I didn't want you to hate me for stalking you!" Sprite practically sobbed, his face full of anguish. "And I wouldn't have been able to stay by your side all day as a human. You would have made me get my own bedroom, and of course, the Dragon of Fire would have made me undertake some responsibilities around the castle, which would have taken me even further away from you. I also bleed everywhere whenever I turn human."

"Wait, you bleed?" Keir asked. That was a worrying idea, even if there wasn't any sign of blood anywhere on Sprite at the moment. The thought of Sprite bleeding everywhere distracted Keir from the rest of what Sprite had said, although that didn't mean he wasn't reeling from the potential subtext there.

"My leg, where I was shot. It never healed."

"Let me see," Keir insisted. He was worried for Sprite, of course he was, but Keir's mind kept jumping back to Sprite's upset words about being forced away from Keir's side. It was still too much to hope that he returned Keir's feelings. He was a curiosity that Sprite had followed around for a bit of entertainment. He was a friendly face after a life without. Keir shouldn't read anything more into Sprite's words. He shouldn't want to pull Sprite into a hug to assuage the anguish from the confession still twisting his face.

Sprite floated onto a long ledge cut into one wall. At first glance, it looked like just another shelf, but as Keir followed Sprite, he saw it was actually a makeshift bed. The blanket, Keir quickly realized, was the one from his bed before Claire had decided to refurbish his room. Sprite had obviously taken it instead of letting Claire throw it away. When Keir stood next to where Sprite sat, Sprite allowed his physical legs to form from within the air. His butt hit the ledge with a thump, and he gasped in pain. Blood bloomed on Sprite's thigh, quickly staining his pants and dripping down his leg.

Keir had a flashback of that night in the woods when Sprite had been tucked underneath the bush. He had been applying a compress and calling for the doctor to arrive to clean and stitch the wound, only Sprite had faded away into air like a ghost. Apparently he had never sought medical treatment, instead freezing his leg into some sort of stasis.

"You never let it heal," Keir gasped as he tentatively reached out to put pressure on the wound.

"Hurts too much," Sprite whimpered in reply. His legs faded back into air before Keir's palm could press on the injury. The tight lines of pain on Sprite's face faded away and the tears dried in his eyes.

"You have to see a doctor," Keir insisted. "If you get that stitched together and give it time to heal, you'll be able to use your legs again."

Sprite shook his head in denial. "No way. It hurts! I don't want to have to feel it."

"You have to, Sprite." It sounded as if Keir would have to force Sprite to comply. The wound hadn't festered in his noncorporeal form, but if Sprite stayed in his human form for long, it would. Keir had seen that too often in his father's soldiers to think that compromising or letting Sprite have his way in this case was a good idea. Keir was certain that despite Sprite tucking it away, it was still hurting him. Getting Sprite the proper care was best.

Sprite's shoulders slumped, but he didn't disagree or argue with Keir. Instead, he reached out and captured Keir's hand in his own.

"You're not mad at me?" Sprite asked, his voice soft.

"For having a gunshot wound? Of course not!" Keir gasped.

Sprite shook his head. "Not just that. For stalking you. For loving you, even though I know I shouldn't."

"For loving me?" Keir repeated, feeling dazed. Were his feelings reciprocated, then?

"I know I'm not the right person for you," Sprite rushed. His words were tripping over themselves, tying his tongue in knots, but Keir understood everything. "Claire will find you a nice woman or man with a title and some interesting battle experience. I'm just a creature of the wind who has been following you around for ten years."

"That's not… Claire has introduced me to dozens of suitable partners of both genders," Keir replied. Sprite wasn't looking at him, so Keir reached out to clasp Sprite's hand in both of his and squeeze tightly. "Not a single one held any interest for me. You want to know why?" Keir waited for Sprite to reply, but Sprite was still focused on the ground, even though his fingers had curled around Keir's. "Because I was in love with a damned ghost."

Sprite's head shot up. His eyes were wide with surprise, and they studied Keir's serious face.

"But I'm a creature of wind. You're the Captain of the Guard and a war hero!"

"You're the Dragon of Air; why would you choose someone as ordinary as me? I'd like to think that titles don't matter if I love you and you love me in return."

There was no hesitation on Keir's part as he ducked his head and pressed his lips to Sprite's. Hesitating was for fools who usually died on the battlefield, and Keir was no fool. He moved forward, pressing more of his body against Sprite's, despite not being able to feel Sprite's legs.

Sprite was stiff with shock for the first few seconds, as if he were figuring out whether he liked this new facet to their relationship, but it didn't take long before he sighed happily into Keir's lips and a gentle gust of air blew through the cave. Keir deepened the kiss, reaching out to wrap one arm around Sprite's shoulders and pull Sprite's chest against his own.

The wind picked up and Keir's hair blew into his eyes. He could feel Sprite trembling in his arms and the echo of that fear and excitement in the swirling wind. Keir didn't know if it was safe to push forward, but the press of soft lips against soft lips wasn't enough.

He wanted more. He wanted to taste Sprite and feel his body without the impediment of clothing. Keir wanted to push Sprite down and tangle their bodies together until he and Sprite were impossible to tell apart, but he knew there were limits to what Sprite would be comfortable with. Sprite had spent the last ten years gusting around Keir; he was just relieved and excited to learn his interest was mutual. Keir didn't know what sort of experience Sprite had prior to that, but, given the negative way Sprite had spoken about his past, he suspected that it hadn't been a good experience, had there been any at all.

Still, Keir couldn't help wanting more. He parted his lips and let his tongue dart out to run along Sprite's lower lip. He nibbled on the plump flesh, his teeth gently tugging and grazing along where his tongue had just been. Sprite groaned and his hands fisted in Keir's shirt as if he needed an anchor to keep himself upright.

Suddenly, Sprite stiffened in Keir's arms. His back straightened and he tensed. His lips froze in place where they were pressed against Keir's. The wind slowly died down until not even a breeze cooled Keir's sweat. Keir slowly pulled away. He looked at Sprite's face, trying to see what Keir had done to turn Sprite off so quickly, but the fear and apprehension were directed towards the cave doorway, not at Keir. Something was coming.
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Keir reached for his gun before remembering that Captain Temmy had his weapons. Swearing under his breath, he strode over to Sprite's display and picked up his old training dagger before hurrying back to Sprite's side.

"What is it?" Keir asked. He kept his voice pitched low, so it wouldn't carry.

Sprite swallowed hard, and his body appeared to shimmer as he faded from sight. "They found me," he replied cryptically.

Keir didn't think Sprite had changed positions, but he had completely disappeared. Sprite's body returned to the wind form to which Keir was most accustomed. He couldn't suppress a pang of disappointment that he couldn't see Sprite's face, but Keir pushed past it in favor of preparing himself for what was coming.

"Who found you?" Keir hissed. He wanted answers, so he could be better prepared for the battle to come.

Sprite didn't answer, but he didn't have to. Two sets of happy giggles sounded from the entrance. There were at least two female assailants, Keir assessed. He couldn’t hear footsteps, and, given Sprite's fear of the Monastery, Keir felt it safe to assume both women were Caste members.

His assessment proved true a few moments later, when two women floated into the cave. The first woman was older, somewhere in her mid-forties, but both women shared the pale hair and gray eyes of the Air Caste. The younger woman was in her early twenties. Her hair was cut short, so it spiked around her head as if it were perpetually windblown. The older woman's hair was longer, past her shoulders, but it was knotted and messy.

"What an adorable cavern!" the older woman gasped in surprise.  She floated to a stop just inside the entrance and looked around. "We never would have found it if it weren't for that dragon flying by."

"Following the dragon was a great idea, Master Whirlwind!" the younger woman gushed even as her eyes were darting around so she could see everything. "Oh! What a cute little ribbon!" she gasped, rushing out from behind Master Whirlwind towards where Keir's ribbon was wrapped around the candle on Sprite's shelf. She tugged the ribbon free, callously letting the candle tip over onto the stone with a thud, and held the ribbon up to Master Whirlwind's hair.

"That doesn't belong to you," Keir growled, trying to sound menacing.

The women jumped as if they hadn't even noticed he was standing there. The ribbon fluttered free from the younger woman's hand and landed on the floor, where she promptly forgot about it.

"This all belongs to the Dragon of Air," she insisted. "That means it belongs to me, too, since I'm his betrothed! Right, Master Whirlwind?"

"Right, Gust," Master Whirlwind replied immediately.

Keir felt Sprite stir in surprise behind him. He knew what Sprite's emotions felt like in breeze form and agreement with Gust was far from present.

"See, I think you're either lying, or you've made up a fantastical fiction to fool yourselves. The Dragon of Air has been gone from the Monastery for far too long to have any kind of marriage arranged between him and anyone. Besides, not only was Gust was too young when he left, the Dragon of Air never agreed to any betrothal. As the head of his Caste, it would have gone through him."

And, if Sprite had left because of idiots doing things like this, Keir could completely understand why. For all the matchmaking Claire had ever done, at least she had never set up something any would consider binding.

"We found the Dragon of Air!" Gust insisted. "To the finder goes the spoils, and that means we're going to be married."

"You're delusional," Keir snapped back. "You are not welcome here. Leave."

"How rude!" Gust gasped. She wobbled in the air as if her concentration had been affected by his cold words. "Master Whirlwind, tell this human to leave. He's the one who doesn't belong here!"

"Gust is right," Master Whirlwind immediately interjected. "You are not of the Castes, which means you are not worthy of being in the presence of the Dragon of Air. Leave before he returns and sends you flying down the mountain himself."

"We can't make the Dragon of Air do the work," Gust insisted. "I'd be happy to throw this man off the mountain before the Dragon of Air returns."

Keir gritted his teeth and held his lone knife securely in his hand where they couldn't see it. It would be a battle to remove him from the cave. He would not abandon his position as Sprite's guard. He didn't think they could turn to air like Sprite could, so his knife would do quite a bit of damage if he could get close enough.

Master Whirlwind gestured and a stiff breeze began to blow against Keir's back. He dug his feet into the ground, stiffening his leg muscles so he didn't go anywhere. The breeze increased in strength until it was taking all of Keir's strength just to remain in place. Slowly, ever so slowly, Keir's feet began to slide forward against his will. There wasn't anything to grip that would hold him in place, no handholds to use to keep his body still. Master Whirlwind and Gust were grinning as Keir lost the battle without ever being able to engage the enemy. He was sliding away from Sprite slowly, but inexorably.

"The Dragon of Air hates you both," Keir yelled over the sound of the wind. "Idiots like you are the reason he left the Monastery in the first place."

"You know nothing!" Master Whirlwind replied vehemently, the strength of the wind pushing Keir towards the cave entrance increasing with her ire. She didn't appear to disagree with Keir, though, nor did she voice an alternative version of events. Somewhere in her twisted mind, Keir thought she knew he was right. That apparently wasn't going to stop her from throwing him off the mountain, however.

"Sorry, Sprite," Keir whispered when he was halfway across the cave with no signs of stopping. He wasn't in a position where he could safely defend Sprite and the further he was forced away, the less likely it became that he could do anything to keep Sprite safe from the women.

A loud growl reverberated through the room, and the wind pushing Keir stopped abruptly. Keir went sprawling to the ground, his resistance no longer met by the blowing air. A giant gust of air flew over his head as he fell; Sprite had decided to join the fray.

"It's the Dragon of Air!" Gust gasped excitedly. "Come to me, my sweet betrothed!" She held out her arms as if entreating Sprite for a hug. The blast of air that hit her instead sent her spinning from the cave and out into the long hallway, her scream following behind her. Keir heard a thump as she either impacted with a wall or the floor.

"We're here to help you," Master Whirlwind insisted as she stared raptly at the otherwise blank stretch of air where Sprite was flying.

"I disliked you the most." Sprite's voice seemed to come from everywhere. It was filled with hate, a tone Keir had never heard from Sprite before. "You were supposed to teach me my Caste and instead you paraded girl after girl in front of me, yourself included, to entice me into having strong children. You were paid to introduce me to those girls and would have gotten quite the surge in your reputation had I succumbed. Never once did you actually teach me something positive. And now that you've found me again, I find the terrible cyclone you have mired us in to still be blowing. If you don't leave, I will make sure you and your awful protégé are flung down the mountain without any Air to cushion your fall, just as you would have done to my only friend. Leave!"

Master Whirlwind stood tall, although her feet had yet to touch the ground, and was apparently unfazed by Sprite's words.

"Don't think this is over just because I'm leaving," she replied airily, as if what Sprite had threatened was of no consequence to her. "I'll return to the Monastery today, but I'll be back. I've found you once and I'll find you again, and one day you will thank me for my efforts." She spun in the air and floated out of the cave as if she were terribly offended with Sprite.

Keir gaped after her from where he still laid on the floor, shock and disbelief the only emotions he could feel.

"She's insane!" Keir finally forced out. She had already stated that she would be back and he had a feeling she wouldn't give up unless someone stopped her. She would follow Sprite to the ends of the earth, harassing him constantly.

"A lot of the Air Caste is," Sprite sighed. He returned to his half-human form floating above Keir. He held out a hand to help Keir to his feet, which Keir took quickly, glad to touch Sprite again. "The Air might be a welcome, gentle, and cooling breeze on a hot day, but it is far more likely to blow at destructive levels. Sometimes, it seems like the more powerful the Air Caste member is, the more ridiculous they become. A lot of it is the difficulty of working with such a wild element; the Air conforms to few rules. Fire cannot burn without fuel and Earth is too solid and stagnant. Water is closest to Air, but Water is restricted to certain paths and depths that Air is not. It warps many of our Caste."

"But not all of them," Keir insisted, "because otherwise you would be the craziest of them all and you're clearly not."

A smile flitted across Sprite's face. "I'm happy to know you think so," he replied. "Sometimes, I doubt that."

"You shouldn't," Keir said immediately, when Sprite looked away sadly.

Sprite's smile returned and stayed on his lips as he spoke again. "I have wondered if perhaps much of it is learned behavior, that Master Whirlwind was taught by her teacher to allow the wind to blow her off-course and has subsequently taught all of her own pupils the same mistake."

"You know the only way to fix any of that and to stop Master Whirlwind is to go to the Monastery. Someone there must be able to put a lid on their behavior."

Sprite shuddered and his arms wrapped around his torso protectively. "I don't want to go back there."

Keir immediately wrapped his own arms around Sprite, obeying the compulsion he was glad he no longer had to fight, and held Sprite tightly so he would know he wasn't alone.

Some things were starting to become clear to Keir, although many of his thoughts could only be speculation without the Oracle to confirm. "I couldn't figure out why the Oracle would call for me. It would make much more sense to send information about Altnoia in another letter to Kindle or to summon Kindle home. She could even have summoned Ling and Prince Damarion as representatives of Altnoia and the Monastery to carry a message. Why would she suddenly choose me?"

"Because I was with you," Sprite replied, confirming Keir's own thoughts.

"She wants to speak with you, not me, and I am the only way for her to communicate with you." Keir rested his chin on top of Sprite's head. He was worried and trying to figure out the Oracle's scheme, yet he couldn't help but feel happy to have Sprite in his arms.

"So she could have written you a letter to read aloud to me," Sprite grumbled. He tucked his nose into Keir's collar and as he spoke, his breath tickled Keir's skin. "I still don't want to go back there."

This part of Keir's thinking was making a lot of assumptions about the Oracle and how she did things, but he went with it anyway. "She's the Oracle, so she must have known exactly when and how you were going to leave the Monastery all those years ago. If she had wanted to you stay, she could have very easily sent someone to intercept you. She let you go, and she hasn't done anything to bother you in the ten years you've been my ghost. There must be some reason she needed you back now."

Sprite's shoulders slumped and he sighed, but it was a sigh of acceptance. "Fine. I'll have to carry you again."

He vanished from inside Keir's arms, drifting away in a puff of air. Sprite reformed as a dragon on the other side of the cave. Even in the still air of the cave it was difficult to make out any of the dragon's specific features, but Keir could see the extended paw despite the fact that the lines of scales continually shifted like a flag caught in a stiff breeze. He walked close and let Sprite envelop him inside his grip, the feel of the silky-smooth scales and hard claws more real than what Keir's eyes could confirm.

With a flapping jolt, they were airborne and flying slowly through the winding hallway that led outside. Emerging from the cave into daylight, the dragon picked up speed, riding the natural air currents that hadn't been present inside. Keir shielded his eyes from the sudden light after so long in the dim cave. By the time his eyes adjusted and he dropped his hand, they had left land behind and all he could see was blue, frothing ocean far below. They flew lower to the ground this time, so he could make out the individual waves.  It was a tranquil sight, especially since there was no sign of Master Whirlwind or Gust.  Keir had immediately looked for them when they emerged from the cave—and Keir had no doubt Sprite had looked, too—but they had apparently left the vicinity. 

Despite his reluctance, Sprite flew quickly. He probably wanted to get it over with, and the faster he got to the Monastery, the faster he could leave again. Keir didn't know how long it would take to travel from Sprite's home to the Monastery, but he guessed at least as many hours as it had taken to fly from the pirate ship.

It would be a while before they landed. Keir wanted to start up a conversation, but the only questions he could think of might accidentally convince Sprite to change course for a destination as far away from the Monastery as he could possibly go.

The silence wore on. They were too high for Keir to hear the waves and the wind whistling in his ears prevented most other sounds from penetrating. Still, being alone with his thoughts started to grate on nerves frayed by the crazy day. He needed to talk about what he had seen and learned in order to understand it all, not have his thoughts running in circles in his head. Even the beauty of the setting sun staining the western sky with brilliant reds and oranges along the sedate, puffy clouds wasn't enough to distract him for too long.

"Was there anything good about the Monastery?" Keir finally asked. He didn't bother raising his voice. The wind would carry his words to Sprite.

Sprite's wings didn't twitch from their outstretched gliding formation, but Keir got a feeling of startled movement from the dragon anyway, as thought it was possible to jump in surprise without moving his body.

"It wasn't all bad," Sprite's voice drifted past Keir's ears. "I had a happy enough childhood, even after Mama died. I was strong in the Air Caste before my testing, so the Masters doted on me. It was only after, when I tested as the Dragon of Air, that the bad things started happening. Everyone wanted something from me when all I wanted was to listen to the breezes as they chattered about distant mountain peaks. I was approached for sex almost hourly; women wanted the prestige carrying my child would give and men wanted the honor of being called my lover.

"It got so bad that I stopped sleeping in the bedroom allotted to the Dragon of Air. No one ever goes into the empty rooms for the Dragons of Earth and Water, so I found myself hiding there, where I didn't belong. I inadvertently ended up hiding from my friends, the breezes, until they found someone else to tell their wonders to.

"Once, there was this small child. She had to have been only two or three years old, barely walking yet, and she tripped and fell over her own feet. I used a bit of Air to cushion her fall so she wouldn't smash her head open, and the next day the toddler was being lauded because I had specially chosen her out of all the other children. Her parents received larger rooms in the Monastery and the child more individualized attention, but it wasn't for the child's sake. They would do something nice for the child and then turn to look at me as if waiting for me to praise them for their efforts. That's when I left."

It was downright cruel, as if they saw him as an object—albeit a precious one—to be kept carefully shined and properly displayed. They didn't take into account his wishes or feelings, instead placing so much importance on the little things that they alienated Sprite.

"I would have left, too," Keir said softly.

Sprite laughed at Keir's words, but it was filled with derision. "No, you wouldn't have. You would have stayed and fought, like you did against the usurper king. You would have fought and fought until they either learned better or killed you. That's one of the things I admire most about you." And hated most about himself, Keir realized, without Sprite having to elaborate.

"You're the wind, Sprite. It's not in your nature to stay and fight. Let me be your sword. I'll cleave away all those idiots so you can live wherever and however you want."

This time Sprite's laughter was much happier. "A sword won't do much in the Monastery, trust me," he replied through his chuckling.

"I'll try anyway," Keir grumbled. He was being serious, but at the same time, he couldn't stop his smile from growing. Hearing Sprite laugh like that was wonderful, and Keir wanted to hear it over and over again.

"I know you will," Sprite whispered, which elicited a different sort of reply from Keir than his laughter did. Keir furiously thought about his sister before he had a physical reaction that Sprite's tightly-wrapped claws wouldn't miss. Of all the potential suitors Claire had sent his way, and all the men he had been with throughout the years, none had elicited the same reaction Sprite's simple words caused. Keir loved Sprite, something he had never truly experienced before, and it was wonderful. At some point, he would have to tell Sprite that he got turned on by someone he loved whispering in his ears.

Full dark quickly overtook the glorious sunset. Keir could see stars peeking through the clouds overhead, which he saw by looking upwards directly through the large, continually changing, and insubstantial dragon's body. He couldn't locate the North Star through the clouds, but Keir had little doubt that Sprite knew where they were going. The hours passed quickly enough as they chatted about whatever came to mind.

"You know, Claire was really upset when that candle she got me went missing," Keir finally found the courage to say. He didn't want to hurt Sprite's feelings for having taken Keir's things, but he still wanted to mention it.

Sprite snickered. "I didn't know how bad she would get, searching your room like that."

Claire had tossed Keir's room to search for the missing candle three times, and when she couldn't find it, had then gone on a rampage around the castle in order to flush out the thief. In the end, she had angrily refused to speak to Keir for two weeks, during which time, he had found frogs in his bed twice and crickets in his morning porridge. Plus, his soft bathing soap had been replaced with a slightly caustic and identically-colored bar of lye.

"I was going to bring it back the next time I went home, but I never had the chance," Sprite continued sheepishly.

"You never went back to your cave again?" Keir asked, surprised. The candle had vanished years ago.

"I was going to, but then Claire started introducing you to potential suitors. I was afraid that if I left I might miss something. I wanted you to be happy, the same as Claire, but seeing you with another person was too much. I had to make certain that you wouldn't choose someone else while I was away."

Which explained the two men and three women who had refused to meet with Keir, despite Claire's insistence. They had claimed that Keir was haunted and they wouldn't go anywhere near him. Apparently, Sprite had been interfering.

"Then I didn't want to go get the candle, because I realized that one day you would choose someone and I would have to leave forever. My collection of your things was too precious to return. I couldn't give up any of my memories of you."

That was sweet, if slightly over-the-top. Keir had been worried about the same thing, to be honest.

"I knew that one day Claire would make me choose someone, and I wouldn't be able to refuse. How could I tell her that I preferred the company of a ghost who liked to blow wind in people's faces to any human man or woman she introduced?" Saying that it wouldn’t have gone over well would be an understatement, and Keir had even begun mentally preparing himself to lose that fight. Luckily, things had changed the moment Sprite proved that he had a human form, too.

The wind appeared to agree with Keir's happiness, laughing along as Keir smiled at the knowledge that now he would never have to make that awful choice. It wasn't Sprite's voice in the wind, though. It was higher-pitched and almost feminine-sounding. Crazed, Keir's mind supplied when the laughter continued on without stopping.

"Sprite?" Keir started to ask, before a great boom made him scream and clutch at his ears and sent Sprite rolling in the air. A second sonic boom made the air around them shudder, an odd accompaniment to the ringing in Keir's ears. Sprite screamed defiance into the air and a great cyclone manifested in front of them and began moving quickly in the direction from which the attack had come.

"You think a little trick like that will stop me?" Master Whirlwind's crazed voice echoed through the shivering air, distorted as Sprite weaved and dove around pockets of dangerous air that Keir couldn't see. Keir could feel them as Sprite dodged. The blast of air was still present, even if Sprite was avoiding the worst of it. "I am a Master! You might be the Dragon of Air, but I know tricks that you didn't stay at the Monastery long enough to actually learn!"

Sprite snarled. "You never went through a war," he hissed, dodging around something else Keir couldn't see. A second later, Master Whirlwind's laughter abruptly cut off, as if she no longer had the breath to speak. The reprieve didn't last long, and soon she was giggling crazily again.

Keir felt helpless. He dangled uselessly from one of Sprite's paws. He couldn't see what Sprite was fighting, which meant he couldn't help, and he was starting to feel sick to his stomach from all the jolting and rolling Sprite was forced to use to maneuver around Master Whirlwind's attacks.

Sprite needed Keir's help. His tactical expertise could give Sprite the edge in the fight, but he wasn't in a position to provide that. All Keir could do was curl into a tighter ball in order to be less of a burden. It wasn't a strategy that made Keir happy, but he also knew the dangers of jumping recklessly into a fight and how that could do much more harm than good. He let Sprite do what he could, and when an opening appeared, Keir would do whatever he could to help.

Sprite dodged two more pockets of air that made Keir's ears ring, but he missed a third. The boom made Keir's eyes ache in their sockets and he worried that his nose might be bleeding. Sprite rolled a complete three-hundred-sixty degrees in midair, but before he could right himself, a hurricane's blast of air hit his side and sent him sprawling.

Keir felt the claws around his stomach loosen slightly as Sprite shuddered from the impact. They immediately tightened again the second Sprite realized what had happened, but it was too late. Another blast of air caught Sprite's wings, sending him shooting upwards against his will. The claws came open entirely and, to his horror, Keir felt himself slipping free.

There wasn't anything to grab. How could Keir get his fingers around something as insubstantial as air? In dragon form, Sprite had to hold him, not the other way around. Keir plummeted, a scream forcing its way out of his throat as he dropped. High above, he could see the strangely-shifting currents of air as Dragon fought against Master Whirlwind. He could still hear Master Whirlwind's crazed laughter over Sprite's desperate shriek. Far below, but approaching much too quickly, Keir could see the night-darkened ocean. He imagined he could hear the gentle lap of waves, and as he dropped closer his imagination became reality.

Hitting the water would kill him instantly, Keir knew. The dangers of falling from the crows' nest on a navy ship into the water had been explained to him on his first voyage, and he was falling from a much greater height.

He was helpless, completely and totally helpless, as his death approached. Keir never thought he would die like this. During the war he had thought he would die with a sword in one hand and his gun in the other. Lately, he had assumed that Claire would eventually kill him for some transgression or another. Falling to his death had never factored into his plans.

Keir closed his eyes and clenched his teeth as his ringing ears popped. He felt his body hit with an abrupt slam as his downward motion halted, and then Keir knew no more.
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They were in enemy territory. Keir knew all too well the current borders of the land he and his men had managed to free from King Ferim and the land still under the bastard's thumb. Though he had slowly gained ground, he hadn't made it to the capital just yet. The cave where they met was hidden in the forest halfway up a mountain, a mere ten miles from the capital, but only two miles from the coast where Princes Edan and Egan had dropped anchor. Sneaking himself and the few advisors and troops he had brought with him back out of enemy territory would be difficult, but sneaking the Princes back to their ship would be much less so, which was the point. The latter was more important to Keir.

Guards were stationed around the area and told to be alert for any enemy patrols. Keir entered the cave only once he was sure the area was secure.

"Captain Duard," Prince Edan said formally, when Keir joined them in the back of the cave, where the light from the lantern wouldn't be visible from the outside.

"Prince Edan, Prince Egan," Keir replied with a low bow. "My troops are prepared and are in place to begin the invasion."

Prince Edan nodded. "Good. My scouts have returned from the harbor. They counted two warships and have assured me that swimming to disable their rudders before the battle commences will be no hardship."

"The Swift Retribution will sail into the harbor with only two incapacitated ships to worry about. When you begin firing on the castle, King Ferim's troops will move to intercept, and my forces will catch them from behind in a pincer," Keir explained.

"You have your strike force ready to breach the castle?" Captain Needham asked, joining the discussion for the first time.

Keir nodded. "Once we have penetrated the city, I will be leaving my army in First Lieutenant Matherson's hands and will lead the strike force myself." It was the only option, considering the strike force consisted of Prince Edan and Prince Egan. Ensuring their safety could not be left to anyone else.

They ironed out a few more details, but the bulk of the planning had been completed months ago. This was really just a final confirmation meeting before the big event.

"We will sail into the harbor at dawn, two days from now," Captain Needham said finally. The strike force planned to meet at the docks once the harbor was secure. Matherson would be ready for his part as well. Keir shook hands with everyone one last time, then turned and left the cave first.

His guards at the cave entrance didn't report anything odd when he joined them, but Keir still waited a few minutes for both of his patrols to pass by. He had just stepped forward to call a halt to the patrols, so they could prepare to sneak out from behind enemy lines, when a hard blast of air slammed through the woods. There was a shriek and a thud from just ahead.

Keir dashed forward, both of his guards at his heels, and found a man lying dead at the roots of a tall tree with his neck broken. His crossbow was still strung with a deadly arrow.

Immediately, the guards began to search through the foliage above, looking for anyone else.

"Good thing your ghost is still with us," one of his men commented to Keir before the search widened and he moved out of earshot.

A good thing indeed, Keir mused. It wasn't really a ghost, though, if it could knock a man out of a tree. Keir thought about calling it a "poltergeist," but that didn't sound very friendly.

Keir felt a brush of air across his face as if the ghost was impishly asking for confirmation that it had helped. "You're a sprite," Keir decided. It almost felt as if the breeze nodded in agreement, but Keir put that thought aside in favor of ensuring his Princes could escape safely.

*~*~*

Keir was floating on a cloud. Literally. It felt damp and spongy under his hands and face. Keir thought that if he pushed, he might poke his body through to the other side and resume plummeting. Not that he was particularly high in the air any longer. If he rolled over and sat up with his legs dangling from the edge, he might be able to dip his toes in the frothing water below. He didn't want to move, though. Everything ached. Keir's head hurt, his chest burned, and his arms and legs felt unwieldy. The impact from the distance he had fallen should have killed him. Hitting the water absolutely would have, but hitting the softer and more flexible cloud had apparently only knocked him out.

Sprite had saved him. It was the only explanation he could think of for why he wasn't fish food.

The cloud was drifting along at a much faster pace than Keir first thought. In the dark and with his only reference the ocean he could see below thanks to still being prone on his stomach, Keir couldn't tell if the cloud was drifting or gusting quickly. The wind told a different story. It was blowing Keir's hair and clothes back the same way it did when he was on a galloping horse. The wind was also still laughing in a high, crazed voice.

The fight wasn't over yet.

It took far too much effort for Keir to rally his aching body into movement, but his fear for Sprite was enough to galvanize him. It was even harder to roll onto his back when he also had to ensure he didn't accidentally roll off the edge of the cloud.

High above, Keir could see the odd, vaguely dragon-shaped air current. It moved swiftly through the air, dodging and wheeling around obstacles that Keir couldn't see. Every once in a while, the dragon jolted suddenly in the air as if it had been hit, and the laughing became slightly more manic.

Studying the situation, Keir quickly realized that Sprite wasn't attacking. Keir tried to keep his emotions in check; this was just another battle, and he'd seen plenty of those. It was his duty to properly assess the situation and create a plan to address it. He couldn’t allow his fear for Sprite to interfere with his analytical process. Of course, while staring over a ridge at an enemy encampment, he had never bitten his lower lip so deeply that he could taste blood in his mouth. Keir forced his teeth to let go and sucked his bloody lip into his mouth.

Sprite wasn't attacking. He also wasn't trying to escape Master Whirlwind. The Dragon of Air was considerably stronger and faster than a mere Master, but Sprite wasn't running away. Everyone was still moving north at a fairly good clip, but Sprite had kept the pace moderate enough that their attacker could keep up. It took Keir a long half-second to realize why, too. The cloud—or, more accurately—Keir sitting on the cloud, probably couldn't move any faster. Increasing its speed might tear it apart. From a tactician's standpoint, Keir understood, all Sprite could do was keep them moving as quickly as possible in the direction of potential help while continuing to distract their attacker.

The plan was working for the moment, but Keir didn't know how long Sprite could keep it up. Every attack that hit Sprite that he had to endure was no doubt sapping his strength. Dodging couldn't have been easy, either. Could they reach the Monastery before Sprite ran out of power?

Keir felt helpless again. There wasn't anything he could do to help, except stay safe on the cloud so he didn't cause a distraction. Keir wanted to swing his sword and fire his gun at the enemy. He wanted to protect Sprite and end the battle quickly and decisively. But, all he had was his old training knife tucked into his belt.

He pulled out the knife and studied it with a sigh of disgust. It was dull along the edges, so he couldn't slash with it. The point was still sharp, but there was no way he could reach Master Whirlwind from his cloud to stab her. He couldn't do anything except watch Sprite fight alone while sitting helplessly on his little cloud. Keir gripped the knife anyway, glad for the comfort of the handle in his hands.

He bit his lip again, the copper taste of blood an ominous addition to the battle. At the same time, Sprite swooped low to avoid what looked like a series of wildly rotating cyclones. Three of the cyclones touched the water and began to grow in size and speed. Sprite dodged close to the water, spinning away from each cyclone as it approached.

Master Whirlwind flew low to the water, too, in order to keep Sprite in sight. She was sitting on a small cloud—or something that could've been considered a cloud if it had been the only wisp in an otherwise unmarred blue sky. She smiled wide and wild, and her eyes flashed with eager aggression.

She was one of the scariest things Keir had ever seen. Master Whirlwind was even scarier that King Ferim had been when Keir had watched Prince Edan's back after they cornered King Ferim in his bathing chambers. Prince Egan and Kindle had been dealing with the guards. King Ferim had also been lost to madness, but it was a calculating one of death and destruction. Master Whirlwind's madness was vacant. There seemed to be no purpose to her fight except the fight itself, and that was more frightening.

It appeared that Master Whirlwind had forgotten Keir in her intense focus on Sprite, and it was an advantage Keir didn't know how to use. If Keir acted and failed, he could put Sprite into more peril when Sprite had to split his attention between surviving and saving Keir. However, doing nothing wasn't an option, either. Keir had to save Sprite.

Keir had no magical powers. He wasn't as good with a knife as with a sword, but he was passable. Besides, fighting an Air Master while standing on a cloud was stupid. She'd never get close enough for his tiny weapon to have any effect.

Unless… Keir looked down at the knife in his hand, weighing its balance. He had an impossible idea, but it was also the only one he'd had so far.

The knife's balance was good. Keir didn't skimp when it came to training. He knew that how well he trained affected how well he did in battle, and using the best weapons for both helped to ensure that excellence. The knife, while dull, was a good one, but he had only one shot to use it.

Master Whirlwind needed to come closer. She was too far away for an accurate shot. Which didn't take into account the violently shifting winds or the fact that she could probably bat his attack away like a kitten with a piece of string. Keir shifted his grip on the knife and waited as the battle shifted nearer, then further, and then finally came close again.

Sprite still tried evading her attacks, but at some point the amount of cyclones spinning around him had grown to six. She was using her sudden, hurricane-strength blasts of air to toss Sprite towards one of the cyclones. Master Whirlwind kept missing, but every time Sprite managed to dodge or deflect an attack, she brought him just a little closer. It wouldn’t be long before Sprite couldn’t dodge and was tossed into one of those churning masses. Keir didn't want to know how badly Sprite would get chewed up before he could struggle free again.

Keir didn't have the time to wait for the ebb and flow of the battle to turn in his favor again. He had to make his move now, before it was too late.

Master Whirlwind was just outside the distance Keir could accurately throw and she wasn't drifting any closer. Keir waited for a cyclone to pass between them before drawing his arm back and letting the knife fly free with a yell of desperation. He couldn't imagine any way it would land; the wind would blow it off-course or his aim was off, he was sure of it. He aimed for her right eye: even when he missed, the knife flying by her head might still distract her for long enough that Sprite could get the upper hand.

As if it were being protected, the knife flew straight and true without a single wobble in the wildly-twisting air. Keir couldn't take his eyes off of it, but he wanted to glare over at Sprite for splitting his attention at such a dangerous time. His aim had been off; the knife wouldn't land in Master Whirlwind's eye, Keir realized.

Only a few milliseconds passed after the knife had left Keir's fingers, yet he felt like an anxious age had come and gone. As gravity took its toll on the knife, he didn't dare blink, didn't dare hope.

He didn't hear the meaty thunk when the knife imbedded itself in Master Whirlwind's right shoulder, but his brain supplied the sound anyway. He heard her scream, first echoed in the swirling wind and then from her actual mouth as the wind died away. Her hand shook as she reached up to touch the knife; it came away bloody.

Suddenly, Sprite's leg passed in front of Keir and obscured his vision. He felt the familiar paw and claws circle around him before he was lifted off his cloud. Sprite turned away from Master Whirlwind and flew with as much speed as he could muster towards the Monastery.

Before they got too far away, Keir looked back and saw Master Whirlwind's body slowly sinking towards the water on her wisp of a cloud. Maybe she would die, maybe not. It didn't matter. Claire would call him hard-hearted, but he preferred to consider himself war-practical. He cared about only two things: Sprite had escaped relatively unscathed, and Keir had lived to see another day.

That was all that mattered, so he pushed aside the memory of how helpless he'd felt during the fighting and focused on the potential battle ahead. After all, they had no guarantee that the Oracle would be welcoming. He hadn't wanted to spook Sprite with that idea earlier, but it was true. Perhaps the Oracle was calling Sprite back to punish him for abandoning her. Keir didn't have a knife any longer, but there still had to be a way to keep Sprite safe, no matter what the Oracle wanted.

Keir would make sure of that, even at the cost of his own life.
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Not long after they finally escaped Master Whirlwind, land finally came into view. It took Keir a while to figure out what the darker smudge on an already dark horizon was, but eventually he could make out twinkling lights from windows and the ships' bows. As they sped closer, more details slowly came into view. Soon, he made out a decently-sized town curled around a wide harbor. No doubt it was where Captain Temmy would have dropped anchor, had their voyage gone as planned.

The town started at the water's edge and grew up the mountain a few hundred yards before ending abruptly. Keir thought he saw thick forest after the houses and shops ended, but he couldn't be sure without more light illuminating the area.

Sprite flew directly toward a point high on the mountain where Keir saw a large blaze in a fire pit that lit up a stone-tiled courtyard. Three people waited close to the carved archway that led into the mountain. Sprite swooped slowly around in a circle before finally coming down to land. He released Keir first before flying off.

If Keir had not been intimately familiar with Sprite flitting around as a breeze, he might have thought Sprite had run off. Certainly, the three people slowly approaching Keir appeared to think so. The woman in the center of their group looked around anxiously, as though she might catch another glimpse of Sprite. Her white, flyaway hair gave her away as a member of the Air Caste.

The man on her right also had white hair, but his wizened face and bent-over back most likely meant he belonged to a different Caste. The third man had brown hair and cinnamon-brown skin and could only belong to the Earth Caste. Unlike the other two, he was smiling.

It was the older man who stepped forward first. "Welcome to the Oracle's Monastery, Keir Duard. She has been expecting you. I am Elder Flame."

"The one Kindle is so eager to get letters from!" Keir exclaimed without thinking. Sprite hid behind Keir's left shoulder and Keir felt Sprite's shift as if he were giggling at Keir's loose mouth. Admittedly, it had been a while since Keir had eaten or slept, his body still ached from his fall, and the stress was absolutely taking its toll.

Elder Flame smiled briefly at Keir's words, his eyes bright with unfeigned happiness, but he didn't let Keir distract him. "This is Master Hurricane, the current leader of the Air Caste while their Dragon is away." He gestured to the woman standing next to him. She was too busy scanning the skies for another glimpse of Sprite to acknowledge his words. He continued, "And the Dragon of Earth has joined us as well."

The Dragon of Earth appeared to be the only one not fooled by Sprite's vanishing act, but he only smiled sadly, looking at the area just past Keir's left shoulder. The smile held understanding of the unpleasant history, and, given Sprite's stories, Keir thought the Earth Dragon might be trying to commiserate with Sprite without giving away Sprite's hiding spot.

"Please call me Golem," the Dragon of Earth murmured politely. Keir wasn't certain whether Golem was speaking to Keir or Sprite.

"I have been instructed to show you to a place to rest. The Oracle wishes to speak to you in the morning," Elder Flame finished with a welcoming gesture towards the entrance to the Monastery.

"Where is he?" Master Hurricane asked sharply before Keir could take a step in Elder Flame's direction. "Call him back! Now!"

Keir made sure his brain was working before his mouth opened this time. The last thing he wanted was another Air Master going crazy over Sprite by trying to kill them all.

"The Oracle called me here, and the Dragon of Air ensured her demands were met. With his duty discharged, he is free to return to his own pursuits," he said. "I doubt he will appear here right now even if I were to call him. He hates the Monastery for some reason."

He strode past her without stopping to see if his words had any impact and entered the Monastery behind Elder Flame. Keir could feel Sprite floating as close to Keir's shoulder as he could get. He could tell that Sprite was worried and scared, but was also unwilling to leave Keir alone in the Monastery.

The rough hallway had been carved from the stone of the mountain, and it was beautiful. Care had clearly gone into every inch. The walls were smooth, with small carvings decorating corners and along the ceiling. It should have been pitch dark inside, since there weren't any windows, but torches were spaced evenly along the walls; they didn't smoke or sputter. The fire burned brightly enough to illuminate the Monastery as if daylight were able to reach so far underground. Keir couldn't see any fuel source, but he assumed the Fire Caste had taken care of it.

It took a while to reach the room he had been given. They traveled upwards for most of the trip, climbing slopes and staircases. They passed doors and other hallways, but continued on a fairly straight path into the crown of the mountain. Despite his apparent age, Elder Flame didn't have any trouble with the journey. As exhausted as he was, Keir lagged slightly behind. His legs really hurt, and his yawns obscured his vision. In order to keep up, he dug deep for the reserves he had last used during the final push against King Ferim.

Finally, they reached a long hallway without any other doors or connecting hallways. The left side of the hall was the usual solid stone interspersed with torches, but the right side of the hall had openings carved beautifully into the stone. Keir could see the stars and feel the wind on his face. He could also see just how small the trees looked below. They were extremely high up the mountain.

Sprite flitted out the window, weaving happily in and out of the open spaces as he followed Keir to the end of the hall. Keir approached the large, closed double doors and couldn't help stopping to marvel over the careful cutouts in the wood. There were cyclones and hurricanes, gusts of air somehow depicted in perfect detail, despite their otherwise formless shapes. A door as ornate as this one could only belong to someone high in the Air Caste. Someone like Sprite.

"The Oracle bid me to place you here," Elder Flame commented idly as he pushed the doors open. His eyes slid slightly to the right where Sprite was still dancing in the wind currents. He wasn't as ignorant of Sprite's presence as Keir had thought, but then, he wouldn't have been Kindle's mentor if he weren't someone powerful and important.

It was interesting that only Master Hurricane hadn't noticed Sprite. Keir made a mental note to ask about that in the morning.

"A bath and fresh clothes have been set out," Elder Flame said. "Someone will be here in the morning to guide you to the Oracle. Have a good night." He bowed politely, an action that Keir quickly copied, before turning and leaving. Elder Flame closed the doors behind him.

"This was my home," Sprite said softly. Keir turned from looking around at the well-appointed sitting room in which they had been left to look at Sprite, who had resumed his half-human, half-air form. He drifted over to one of the doors set into the wall, opening it to reveal a bedroom. "I loved this room. It's so high, and there's so much air."

Keir followed Sprite into the bedroom. The bed was pushed to the left side of the room and a set of drawers sat close by; the entire right and back walls were missing. Instead, Keir gazed as far as he could see at open air; without a railing, he could easily fall thousands of feet down the mountain. Pillars held up the roof without blocking the view or the breeze. In the distance, he saw glittering stars over the ocean's endless expanse.

"Then, this room became my prison," Sprite continued haltingly, his voice tight. Keir tore himself away from the spectacular view and walked quickly to Sprite's side. He wrapped an arm around Sprite's shoulder and pulled him close for a hug.

"I won't let that happen this time," Keir promised. "Don't think about it right now. Let's take a bath and get some sleep. We'll see what the Oracle has to say in the morning." Keir felt Sprite's head nod against his chest. He held on tightly for a few more moments, enjoying Sprite in his arms, before finally pulling away. Keir opened the door set into the wall by the bed, revealing a bathroom with a steaming tub of water set in the middle. Keir stripped quickly, desperate to feel clean again. He tossed his smelly and sweat-stained clothing to the side and gratefully slipped into the water.

He scrubbed himself down multiple times. When he was finally clean, Sprite brought him a pair of loose sleeping pants and led the way to the bed. Keir climbed under the covers and couldn't stop a moan as he sank into the soft mattress. He was weak, he decided, if he had grown so used to comfort that a few hours sleeping in a pirate's brig and unconscious on a cramped cloud was so deeply uncomfortable. He used to sleep on rocks and sticks for nights on end! He should have been able to handle a few days without a soft mattress. Then again, he had worked damned hard to earn the soft beds and creature comforts he had gotten so used to, which wasn't a weakness at all.

Despite his internal reprimand, he found himself drifting off to sleep. Distantly, he felt Sprite climb into bed, too, and the covers as they were tucked gently under his chin. Moments later, he knew no more.

*~*~*

Keir had been intimate with men before. Thanks to his few, brief encounters, he knew the feeling of holding a lover in his arms, their chests moving with their sleeping breaths and their legs entangled under the covers. Still, he never had a lover for any real length of time and therefore couldn't consider himself to be entirely familiar with the feeling. It was decidedly odd to have his arms wrapped around a man, to feel the man's sleeping breath puffing on his chest, and yet not feel anything tangled with his own legs.

It took a few moments for Keir's brain to register why, and his eyes popped open to confirm his thoughts. Sprite slept in Keir's arms: his head rested on Keir's shoulder and one arm thrown across Keir's chest. Aside from the oddity of Sprite's absent legs, it was the most pleasant awakening that Keir could ever remember having.

He hated for it to end, but duty pricked his conscious. The sooner they could deal with the Oracle's needs, the sooner Keir could enjoy Sprite's company without distractions. It still took him a few minutes to unlock his arms and slide out from beneath Sprite, who rolled over and curled deeper into the warm blankets with an adorable snuffling noise. Keir couldn't help smiling as he searched for clothing.

The sun was high in the sky, probably just past noon and starting its slow drift back down to the horizon, if Keir's guess about where east was located was correct. Morning had come and gone, but Keir had needed the sleep and apparently, so had Sprite.

Actually, Keir didn't know where or how Sprite had slept back in Altnoia. He couldn't think of any times he'd accidentally sat on an errant gust of air slumbering in his room. Sprite must have snuck off to nap, which couldn't have been comfortable. The Oracle could wait until Sprite had slept all he needed, Keir decided. He would enjoy the view, both of the scenery and of Sprite sleeping, for as long as Sprite needed. Duty shouldn't wait for Keir's laziness, but it could wait for Sprite.

Keir sat on the end of the bed as the sun slowly moved across the sky. Pinks and brilliant purples were just beginning to appear when someone knocked on the bedroom door. Though the knock had been gentle, Sprite jumped in surprise, suddenly awake at the sound. For a brief moment, he froze under the covers. Then, his body vanished and an extra gust of air blew across the room to Keir's side.

"Yes?" Keir called. Sprite might have slept through until the next morning, Keir knew, and Keir would have let him. He wasn't certain whether the knock was a good or bad thing. It meant Keir and Sprite would finally be able to answer the Oracle's call, but it also made Keir angry for disturbing Sprite's rest. He kept his voice carefully neutral until he knew which emotion would win.

The door opened and the Dragon of Earth walked into the room. "I have come to bring you to the Oracle, where dinner is being arranged, but I wanted to speak with you both first."

"What about?" Keir asked. He felt Sprite huddling uncertainly against Keir's side. Keir couldn't help wishing Sprite were corporeal, so he could hold him close in comfort.

"One of the reasons I returned to the Monastery was to stop the negative and damaging mentality that has poisoned so many. I have heard some of what you had to endure, Air, while I was in hiding, and I never want anyone to go through that again. My partner Marl had to go through the opposite. He was ostracized because he was weak, but being weak wasn't any better for him than for you at the top. I personally dealt with the Masters and the rest of the Earth Caste, who were tormenting Marl, and have been trying to get the other Castes to fix their problems as well." He paused and bitterly shook his head. "Unfortunately, the only other Caste that is on board is the Fire Caste, thanks to Elder Flame's strict leadership. With your help, we can add the Air Caste to our list of triumphs. The entire Monastery needs you to stay and fight."

"Did the Oracle put you up to this?" Keir asked sharply. He could feel Sprite hesitating uncertainly as if he weren't sure how to answer. Keir had no doubt that Sprite wanted to help, but it could be a trap.

"She wouldn't dare," Golem scoffed. "She's done enough damage to my life. No, this is entirely my idea."

The air shifted slightly at Keir's side and Sprite resumed his half-form. "I won't be forced to stay here," he insisted sharply. He glared at Golem as he spoke, as if the strength of his gaze would ferret out any ill intention.

"Come and go as you like," Golem replied easily. "Just be here often enough to help set your Caste back on the right path."

Sprite continued to glare for a long moment, but Keir could tell he was thinking. He could always change his mind later, and if the situation continued to be so horrible, he didn't have to actually return.

"I'll stay with you the entire time," Keir offered, hoping that would help Sprite make his decision.

"You have to return home, though," Sprite said, sounding unsure and somewhat sad, as if he expected Keir to leave him behind. "You can't just stay away for months." 

Keir grinned at him.  "I think the Kings wouldn't mind.  They'll torment me later for it, but they won't gain say my decision. Besides, I'm sure if I'm needed at home, the Oracle will give me plenty of warning, so I can get back in time." 

"Fine," Sprite sighed. He turned to Golem and said, "call me Sprite if we're going to be working together."

"Call me Golem," Golem replied with a smile. "Let me bring you to the Oracle now. We can speak later about what you need to do."

He led the way out of the bedroom and back into the long halls of the Monastery. The walk was a long one, but it gave Keir plenty of time to analyze Golem's offer and to worry about what the Oracle might want. Sprite floated along at Keir's side, still in his half-form. Eventually, they reached another large doorway, where four Masters, one from each of the Castes, were on guard. They all gaped at Sprite, even the Air Master, but they opened the door quickly enough.

Golem and Master Flame remained with the Masters outside. Sprite and Keir walked into the large sitting room alone. Three closed doors stood along the walls, and a low table surrounded by plush pillows sat in the center of the room.

Two women already sat at the table. The older woman was from the Water Caste; Keir could tell. He hadn't believed the rumors that Water Caste members had blue hair, but hers was long and flowing, like water skipping down a stream. The other woman looked ordinary in comparison until Keir saw her eyes. They were colorless and seemed to reflect thousands of years of experience.

"Oracle. Master Healer Aqueous," Sprite said with a polite bow. Keir bowed, too, but he couldn't help looking hopefully at the healer. The Oracle was omniscient, which meant she must know about Sprite's bleeding leg.

"Dragon of Air," the Oracle said formally. "Welcome back to the Monastery. Will you please allow Master Healer Aqueous to see to your leg?"

Sprite grimaced, but he didn't argue. Keir didn't think he would ever argue with the Oracle. He floated over to the table and sank down on the floor next to Master Healer Aqueous. When his legs appeared he was sitting with his bad leg close to the healer. Blood immediately gushed from Sprite's wound. Master Healer Aqueous looked surprised at the injury, but she reached into the bag at her side and got to work.

"Did you drag me all the way here just for this?" Sprite asked through gritted teeth as his pants were cut away and his wound prodded.

"Of course not," the Oracle replied. "It's a side benefit, but I think you'll appreciate having your entire body fully functioning, given your budding relationship with Captain Keir Duard." She winked at Keir, but both men were more interested in what the healer was doing than on the sensual nuances surrounding the Oracle's speech.

"The bleeding will stop once the stitches are in," Master Healer Aqueous added. "If you give your leg a few weeks to heal properly, you'll forget it was ever injured." She pulled out needle and thread from her bag.

"So what's the main reason, then?" Sprite asked. Keir sat down on Sprite's uninjured side and took Sprite's hand in his. Sprite immediately squeezed tightly, unable to help whimpering in pain as the healer worked.

The Oracle was quiet for a long moment, as if she were carefully considering her words before sharing them.

"Had Keir Duard not traveled to the Monastery and therefore not been accosted by pirates, the Dragon of Air would never have revealed himself. In one month's time, Claire Duard would have introduced a man to Keir whose company Keir would eventually find he enjoyed enough to fall in love with. The man would have been interesting enough to take Keir's mind off of his mysterious, but inhuman, apparition for good. Sprite would have faded into distant memory and the Dragon of Air would drift away on winds of abandonment and desolation. He would have spent the rest of his life alone and sad. The Air Caste itself would have fallen completely into madness without their Dragon to guide them.

"I couldn't allow that to happen, so I orchestrated a way to force the Dragon of Air to reveal himself to the one he loved. You will be happier now than with the man to whom your sister would have introduced you, Keir Duard, and so will the Dragon of Air, and therefore, the Air Caste as well."

Master Healer Aqueous finished her stitching and began packing the area with thick pads that she secured with bandages wrapped tightly around Sprite's thigh.

"Please allow the wound to heal, Dragon," she said, ducking her head shyly now that the work was done. "If you allow your body to embrace the Air, the wound will remain in stasis and never heal."

"But it hurts," Sprite whimpered. He didn't bother hiding his tears, and he clung desperately to Keir as though Keir might disappear at any moment.

Master Healer Aqueous's lips lifted in a small smile. "A little pain for now means no pain in the future. I will provide some anesthetic to help numb the area—"

Whatever else she had planned on saying was lost when someone banged heavily on the door. The Oracle rose quickly from her seat and hurried over, pulling one of the double doors open to allow the Master of Earth stationed there to explain why he had interrupted.

"Sorry, Oracle," he said with a quick bow, "but—"

"Master Whirlwind was cruelly attacked! I know the healer is in there and I know she's helping the bastard who did this to my Master!" Gust's voice was shrill and panicked, but that didn't stop her from throwing open the other door and stomping into the Oracle's chambers. The Masters guarding the Oracle moved to restrain her, and Golem and Master Flame also hurried forward to stop her.

Gust carried the unconscious and bleeding body of Master Whirlwind in her arms, although Keir was fairly certain there were small breezes helping Gust hold her heavy burden. She stomped forward, past the Oracle and heading towards Master Healer Aqueous, Keir, and Sprite.

"You dare enter the Oracle's chambers uninvited?" Golem boomed, his voice echoing off the rock walls surrounding them. Gust ignored him and focused on Sprite.

"You!" she screeched. "You are the one who tried to kill my Master!"

"Leave at once!" Master Flame snarled. Sparks of fire bloomed around Gust, a warning before the inferno that would stop her permanently.

"It's my Caste and therefore, my problem," Keir heard Sprite murmur under his breath, as if he were giving himself a pep talk. The air around the room felt heavy, like the air before a terrible storm struck, and Keir's ears popped.

Gust shrieked as the breezes abandoned her and she was forced to take on the full weight of Master Whirlwind's unconscious body. It stopped her forward progress, but her crazed glare at Keir and Sprite remained.

"Master Whirlwind isn't just your Master. She is a member of the Air Caste, which means she is beholden to all those in her Caste. She should be helping them serve the Oracle, not catering to your every selfish need. Apparently, you and she have forgotten that." Sprite tried to sound formal, and Keir was admittedly surprised at his relative success.

Both Gust and the Master of Air guarding the door recoiled under Sprite's onslaught, but Keir stood close enough to see Sprite's shoulders trembling. Keir knew Sprite wanted to be the gentle breeze that cooled a person on a hot day, not the tornado that destroyed. This was hard for Sprite, but it was something he was going to have to learn to endure if he wanted to help Golem with putting the Air Caste back to rights.

"Master Whirlwind lost control of the last of the currents of air that supplied her sanity when she attacked me," Sprite continued, "but her control has clearly been fraying for years if she allowed you to believe you could act so heinously."

"I stripped the Masters who had fallen so low of their powers," Golem interjected helpfully. Keir approved of Golem's attempt to help, because it was clear Sprite was making this up as he went.

Sprite thought for a moment, ignoring Gust's disbelieving screech. "I don’t think I should strip their powers for just a mixed-up ideology. However, Master Whirlwind attacked me."

The air crackled with energy, as if a lightning storm rolled in overhead. The air around Sprite shimmered as great wings of air burst from his back, sending gales of wind through the room. Everyone standing was forced back a few steps. Keir was glad he was already sitting.

"Her insanity makes her unstable and having any control over a Caste makes her dangerous," Sprite continued. "As her punishment—and as her salvation—Master Whirlwind is stripped of her powers. She may find a new home outside of the Monastery."

Sprite took a deep breath and turned his attention to the younger woman. "Gust, I do not believe you are so far gone that you would attack someone; however, your actions today against the Oracle are grievous. I temporarily strip you of your powers as punishment. Should you prove your repentance and understanding of your wrongs, I will reinstate you."

"That goes for everyone in the Air Caste," he added, raising his voice so that it boomed through the Oracle's sitting room and echoed out into the hallways. His voice crackled with lightning, although no bolts fell, and swept through the Monastery with the power of the worst of hurricanes. "Learn to respect your Caste and those within it, or you will suffer the same fate as Gust."

The wind slowly died down and Sprite's dragon wings faded away. He sank back to the ground with a whimper, no doubt suddenly feeling how much pressure he'd been putting on his bad leg.

Keir reached up and pulled Sprite to his side protectively. Sprite buried his face in Keir's shirt.

"I had to," Sprite whimpered. "It's the only way for them to learn."

Keir looked at Gust, who had let Master Whirlwind's body drop to the ground when she fell to her knees in shock. Keir wasn't certain she was breathing. Master Healer Aqueous tentatively approached the women, and Keir turned away to focus on Sprite trembling in his arms.

"It's okay," Keir whispered back. "You had to do it. It's better to act than hide in fear. Remember, my sword might not be effective here, but I was going to try using it anyway? This was you using your sword." He felt Sprite nod against his chest.

"Keir Duard is correct," the Oracle gently agreed. "Had you not acted so harshly, your intent would have been questioned and tested by those in the Air Caste too blinded by their power to see otherwise. I'm afraid you will have to make similar decisions in the future, but it will help in the long run.

"Remember, mountains of Earth stymie the wind, but Air's persistence eventually carves the Earth into fantastic shapes," she said. "The Dragon of Air can do no less for the hard-headed Caste members."

"Yes, Oracle," Sprite murmured.

"Stay until your leg is fully healed," she instructed, moving closer to Gust and Master Whirlwind. "That will be enough time to begin cleaning the air. You may return to Altnoia afterwards. You may have two homes—one in Altnoia and one here in the Monastery—and both you may forge with Keir."

Reminded of home, Keir jumped guiltily. "I need to contact Admiral Needham before the entire Navy is sent searching for me."

The Oracle smiled, her all-knowing eyes swirling slightly in her face. "A letter arrived in Admiral Needham's hands just hours before Captain Temmy's ship docked. All is well; do not fear."

She turned, ordering the Masters guarding her to help Master Healer Aqueous deal with the intruders. Keir left her to it and instead focused on Sprite.

Sprite's trembling slowed as he came to terms with what he had needed to do. Feeling guilt over what was necessary wouldn't help in the long run. If Keir felt guilt over killing the soldiers whose only crime had been continuing their paid positions at the castle while King Ferim was in power, then Kings Edan and Egan would never have regained the throne. Sacrifices had to be made, and Sprite had the difficult task of deciding what those were. Keir would help Sprite as much as he was able.

However, with the immediate enemy vanquished and Sprite in his arms, Keir didn't want to think about the future. He wanted to think about the present and everything it meant for him.

"All is well," he repeated, looking down at the white hair pressed against his chest. It was all that he could see of Sprite's head, but he could feel Sprite's face pressed against him and the warmth of Sprite's body mingling with his own. Keir would suffer through whatever future travails they encountered if it meant he got to hold Sprite like this as often as he liked. It was worth it.

Finally, Sprite pulled away from Keir enough to look up into his face. Sprite's eyes lit up with a smile like the dawn blooming after a dark night.

"All is well," Sprite echoed, tilting his head upward for a kiss.
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Keir woke from sleep to the sound of the bedroom door opening, but the rustle of skirts told him who had come invading: Claire, again. From the angle of the sun against his eyelids, Keir guessed it was still fairly early in the morning. He hadn't gotten to sleep until late, thanks to the warm body pressed close to his under the covers. They both could have used a few more hours. He didn't have to return to his duties as Captain until the afternoon shift.

As clarity returned, so did memory. Specifically, the reason why he had been up so late. It wasn't a reason he wanted Claire to be scarred by.

"Claire, if you pull my covers off, you're going to see far more of me than I think you really want to," Keir rumbled, his voice hoarse from sleep. Sprite jumped slightly next to him, startled awake.

"Oh, and why's that?" Claire grumped, clearly upset that she had missed the opportunity to torment Keir again.

"We're naked," Sprite replied softly.

Claire gasped, and Keir heard the clatter of her heeled shoes on the floor as she quickly stumbled to a halt.

"You've got someone in your bed with you?" She giggled loudly. "Oh, I can't wait to tell the Kings that's why you're late to your morning debriefing."

Keir pushed the covers back far enough that he could glare at Claire. "What morning debriefing?" he asked.

"The one you have in a half hour. Get dressed and meet them in the parlor for breakfast."

With a flounce and a flare of her skirts, she spun and left the room. Keir waited a few seconds to make sure she was really gone before groaning and throwing back the covers fully.

"Damned brats," he grumbled. "I'll have to get them back somehow."

"I could blow them off a parapet," Sprite replied. He didn't move from his warm cocoon in the mattress.

"And then Kindle will burn us both to a crisp," Keir replied with a laugh. "I suppose I should go talk to them." They had only been back at the castle twenty-four hours, so he should've expected their summons.

"And I should formally introduce myself to the Dragon of Fire," Sprite replied with a sigh. He rolled over and plastered himself to Keir's chest, his chin pressed against Keir's breastbone. "But, I want a kiss first," he insisted.

Keir smiled and obliged.

*~*~*

"Three dragons in Altnoia. Perhaps we should relocate the Monastery?" Elder Flame joked. He was smiling and relaxed, enjoying his weekly tea with the Oracle.

She returned his smile. "No need for that. It is an unfortunate fact of this generation. My predecessors focused on defeating King Ferim's corrupt evil before it had a chance to spread across the entire world. They knew it would cost the Monastery, but they also knew that I would do everything in my power to help the Monastery and the Castes recover once King Ferim's pervasive ideals were vanquished."

Elder Flame took a sip of tea before replying. "So, the next generation of Dragons will choose the Monastery as their home?"

The Oracle shrugged. "That is up to them. Future Dragons of Fire will have a connection with the Kings and Queens of Altnoia for the next few hundred years. Besides, Dragons take quests to keep the world safe. In the past, they only made their homes in the Monastery when those deeds were completed; the same will be true in the future."

"And the Dragon of Water?" Elder Flame asked slowly, as if he wasn't sure it was a question he should be asking.

A frown marred the Oracle's face. "That future is still unstable and murky. There are too many years and convergences of fate that must occur first before a potential solution might become viable. This generation's Dragon of Water might be lost. We may have to wait for the next one to be tested to begin the healing process."

The tea suddenly tasted sour in Elder Flame's mouth. "Is there nothing we can do?"

The Oracle slowly shook her head. "I don't know yet. There are still too many years before even the faintest solution becomes a possibility. I work to ensure that solution does not fade, but that is all I can do for the moment."

"It is better than nothing," Elder Flame agreed with a sigh. Then he squared his shoulders. "Let's speak about happier things. I heard that the Altnoian Kings' surrogate mother is entering her second trimester. Kindle is both terrified and excited at the prospect."

"Yes, twins again, although theirs will not be a shared throne. Only the elder will be interested in ruling. The younger…" she paused thoughtfully, lost in internal prophecy.

"The younger will travel," she finished cryptically. Though she didn't elaborate, her fleeting smile as the vision faded told Elder Flame that the future remained positive.

"Should be interesting," Elder Flame murmured as he returned to his cooling tea. A touch of Fire brought it back to steaming temperature.

"Oh, yes," the Oracle agreed readily, returning to her own tea. "I have no doubt of that."

Fin


The Oracle will continue in The Oracle's Current

Lichen always knew he was going to test into the Earth Caste.  It was his dream—a dream that's shattered when he walks out of the testing chamber with the brown hair of Earth and the blue Eyes of water, mark of the Ether Caste. Unable to handle being both cherished and abhorred, Lichen leaves.

He is drawn back to the Monastery when tragedy strikes, though he knows he won't be of much use. The Oracle, however, has an important quest for him and Lichen can hardly refuse—even if success of his mission means death.
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