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  Prologue




   




  Thick wisps of evening fog oozed through the streets of Issamere like ethereal tentacles, clearly visible from Nariem's perch atop his home in the Forger's district. The whole street bustled with apprentices, messengers, merchants and carts of supplies, but Nariem did not even hear them. The ceramic cup of honey ale in his hand lay forgotten. His attentions were wholly fixed on his son, two stories below.




  Soon, they would try to kill him.




  Keevan sat at a small table outside their home, savoring a bite of roast duck with a content smile. His unkempt hair and mud-speckled skin gave him an untamed appearance as he tore another bite of meat free with his teeth. Nariem chuckled, his adopted son was a vast store of surprises. You wouldn't think this street urchin of a boy, at only fifteen, could speak three languages and retained nearly every fact he ever read.




  If only those gifts could save him. But among the Children of the Sky, the ability to command the elements reigned supreme. If you could draw water to your hair at a mere thought, or summon fire to your hand in a spurt of rage, the city's leaders would welcome you into their good graces. Even the legless beggar on the distant street corner wielded some elemental powers. Nariem's son though, true to his Outlander heritage, carried absolutely none.




  Keevan glanced towards the apprentices across the street, his brown eyes taking on a light blue glow as he watched them gather an order of fresh tools. As a Sight Seeker, his eyes could shift from one plane of vision to another, a power only Outlanders possessed. Unfortunately for Keevan and for reasons unknown, he could only see one--the elemental plane. He couldn't command any of the elements therein, only see them.




  "What do you see, my son?" Nariem wondered aloud, scratching his thick beard. "The heat of the forges surely, connected to the smithies by their anger. The moisture in the air as well, drawn by the focus of the apprentices. Maybe you even see traces of electricity from the fear among the newest members, afraid of their next mistake."




  Nariem sighed, looking up at the city around him. "I would trade all of that and your eyes, if you could only light a candle with your fingers. A blind Tri-Being with some elemental powers would have a place here, albeit as a beggar. But you can't harness the elements, only see them. How are Masha and I to help you? It's so hard to tell what you're feeling with only your facial expressions to go on. Even the lowborns bring some elements into the mix, showing their feelings in sparks or glowing heat."




  The passerby who noticed Keevan's eyes slowed their steps, smithies paused at their work, and a young messenger lost his footing at the unexpected distraction. Nariem watched through gritted teeth as the smithies and forgers looked back on Keevan with glowing red hands as their anger stirred. Nariem saw similar expressions in the eyes of the passerby. They just weren't powerful enough for their anger to yield such visible effects.




  Their reactions weren't lost on Keevan, who lowered his gaze and let his eyes return to their usual dull brown. He rubbed his arms as if touched by an unexpected chill, suddenly appearing smaller and more fragile. A few of the larger apprentices halted their work, watching Keevan like alley cats anxious to pounce on a lingering rat. They glanced up and saw Nariem watching, then returned to their duties, fuming.




  "If only I were always here to protect you," Nariem sighed. The people's hate was not so much the fault of the people themselves as it was the product of years of anti-Outlander propaganda. The Harbor Guild worked tirelessly to keep Outlanders from the knowledge of Issamere's existence.




  For countless generations, every Outlander ship the Harbor Guild encountered was met with flame and lightning. Then, the Scholars of Issamere commandeered a single vessel and returned with an Outlander child, Keevan. The sole survivor of a fierce storm, the academics of Issamere didn't have the heart to kill so vulnerable and potentially useful a creature. The Malik agreed with them. The child lived.




  For fifteen years, Nariem and Masha raised him. They kept him close, taught him various languages, history, and what trade skills he could manage without elemental powers of his own. But those blissful days of youth were drawing to an end, and Nariem couldn't bring himself to tell his son just yet. Surely, it was no great sin to leave his son with one more evening of hope?




  Footsteps behind him drew a scowl to Nariem's lips. The steps were old, dragging against the stone. Small bells chirped from the folds of her dress as she approached from the rear stair case.




  "Varta," Nariem hissed, keeping his back to her. He squeezed the handle of his cup so hard it shattered, sprinkling a passerby below with broken fragments and sticky ale. The hair on his arms stood on end, sparks of electricity flying between them, but he didn't care about the Suadan Priestess seeing his fear. He turned and faced her with a nervous gulp. "I assume the Council has spoken?"




  "After a fashion," Varta admitted. The years, like some farmer’s plow, had dug deep wrinkles into her withered face. She walked with the slow, deliberate pace of someone whose body couldn't quite keep up anymore, but her eyes shined with awareness and clarity. Dozens of small brass bells hung from the hems of her dress, announcing her arrival and her rank for all to hear.




  Though her face was expressionless, Nariem could feel the heat radiating from her. He chuckled. As a Suadan Priestess, her command of water was unparalleled, but fire still occasionally betrayed the anger she sought to hide. He relaxed a bit, leaning against the waist-high wall lining his roof. "They've decided against killing him, then? The Harbor Guild couldn't gather enough support."




  "For now," Varta mussed, walking to the edge of the roof and looking down on Keevan herself. "The Malik wishes to find some use for the boy. His Scholars keep insisting Keevan's potential outweighs the risks of keeping him alive."




  "Potential for what?"




  "Wish I knew," Varta grumbled. "Then this farce would make more sense."




  "He's just a boy and powerless besides," Nariem offered carefully, suddenly feeling out of place and vulnerable. It was no accident Varta arrived now, while Masha was still out. Fencing with words and sorting out motivations was Masha's gift, not his. Give him a piece of slag to hammer away at, or leather to shape and he felt in control. Here, dealing with a Suadan Priestess, he felt anything but 'in control.'




  "Powerless?" Varta said, cackling suddenly. Her bells tinkled in the air as she trembled with laugher. A sharp, wicked sound that rang in his ears. "There are many kinds of power, Nariem. The boy mere existence instills fear in people."




  "The Harbor Guild instills an illogical fear of Outlanders in the people," Nariem countered, raising a finger of caution. "That is the only reason they remain on the council, they have no other real purpose. You are just like them, terrified of my son. Yet, my boy had nothing to do with your son's failure against the Outlanders at the Undying Storm. I'm sorry he lost his ship and his rank, but you best leave my boy out of your vendetta. He's done no one wrong in all his years here."




  Varta plowed ahead as if she'd not heard him at all. "Some are asking if the Malik is putting the city at risk, keeping an Outlander in our streets instead of in a stone cell. What if he seeks to return to his kind, or bring them here? What if his powers develop more fully? Some see it as foolishness, others a sign of weakness. Only a select few see it as a strength."




  "One of those few is the Malik himself," Nariem sighed in relief, rubbing the fatigue from his eyes. "The man commands all of Issamere. I'd say his word is good enough to guarantee Keevan's safety."




  "That is not what the Malik offered this morning," Varta said, folding her arms like some ancient sentinel, dealing out righteous judgment. Her wide, leathery grin gave Nariem the impression she meant to swallow him whole. Or, his hope at least.




  Nariem shuddered, feeling the hair on his arms rise again. "Speak plainly, Priestess. What did the council decide?"




  Varta smiled. "The boy will be Ranked, like any other child of Issamere."




  Nariem's enthusiasm flickered and failed. He grit his teeth, standing a head taller than the wizened second in Suada's Temple. "What fool's errand is this?" He challenged. "Those Rankings are for Tri-Beings, Varta. They decide a person's rank based on their elemental abilities."




  "-and Keevan has none," Varta finished. Though she stood resolute, a few sparks flickered across her hair and she took in Nariem's thick frame, muscles hard-pressed in years of labor and ham-sized hands the size of her head.




  "They'll mark him as something below a lowborn," Nariem said, "like a dog you give table scraps out of pity."




  "But he'll be a live dog, for now. Perhaps a scribe, or a money-changer, or a singer even," Varta added with a shrug, feigning innocence. "One day though, The Malik will grow bored of him, and no one would cry over a dead dog. The city is full of them."




  "Have a care, Varta," Nariem growled, lowering his arms. Anger surged through his veins, illuminating his hands with a blood red glow. His skin sang with pain, but the thought of Keevan dead at his feet buried all else. He longed to put his son's enemies in their place--their family crypts.




  "Nariem…" The Priestess said uneasily, taking a step back. Her bells chimed softly, as if echoing her own doubts. "You're close to burning out your hands. A handless smithy can't help his son. Can't even command fire effectively. Calm down"




  "Consider this a reminder, Varta," Nariem seethed, reaching forward. The air around him warped with gathered heat. "Smithies are some of the strongest fire-commanders you'll ever find. If you threaten my boy ever again…"




  "You'll what?" Varta spat a laugh, recovering a hint of her courage. She grinned wickedly. "You'll kill me? The council would imprison your entire family for touching a Suadan Priestess, no matter Masha's friends."




  Nariem glanced at the wall, thinking of Keevan sitting at his meal. The Priestess was right. This was why Masha was so much better at politics than he. What would she do in his shoes? What would Masha say? He glanced down at his glowing hands and back at Varta, grinning. Marrying a Suadan had its advantages.




  "No, Priestess, you misunderstand. I wouldn't kill you," Nariem admitted, flexing and opening his hands. "But I would take your head in my hands and scorch you to the bone. A maimed head impedes control of water, just as a deformed hand prevents control of fire."




  "I…I…I…" Varta stuttered, her skin paling visibly.




  "Wounding a Priestess would earn me a month in the dungeons, nothing more," Nariem admitted with a grin. "But if I did enough damage, your control of water would never be the same. Suada forgive me, but I daresay only scribes, money changers or singers at a grotessery would accept your services."




  Varta gulped, side stepping until the rear stairs lay directly behind her. With an exit near at hand, her courage flared up again. "You dare threaten me? I'm second only to the High Priestess."




  "You threatened my son first," Nariem chuckled, his arms finally dimming as he reigned in his rage. Masha's mind was surprisingly devious and not for the first time he felt glad he'd listened to her venting her frustrations. "Now, get off my roof. My son and I have work to do."




  Varta fled like morning dew before the rising son. Nariem's anger faded into an ever-present anxiety as he heard her bells die away into the distance. He returned to his spot on the wall, looking down on Keevan. The boy smiled lazily, his eyes closed, as he soaked in the heat of the setting sun.




  "They mean to starve you, my son," Nariem muttered, trying to envision how their conversation would go. Keevan smiled at some wayward thought, causing Nariem's heart to ache. Once Keevan learned the truth, safety and peace would be just a memory.




  "They mean to cut you off from this city's powerful and elite," Nariem said, testing the words on his tongue. "They will sweep you into the darkest corner they can find and leave you in a hole until they've proved your uselessness to the Malik and come for you," Sparks danced along his hair and down his back, birthing another rush of anger and heat into his hands.




  "We have to show this city what you can do, and soon," Nariem decided. He controlled the temperature this time, steadying his breathing and his heart rate as he did in the forge. Varta was right about one thing, burning out a limb wouldn't help his son at all. Hunger gnawed at him now, a side effect of pushing his elemental abilities so far.




  "I know you haven't realized what you're capable of yet, my son. They haven't either," Nariem muttered, glancing from one hurrying Tri-Being to the next. Rhetans, lowborns in tattered wool and linens hurried south towards their homes on the city's outskirts. Haldrans, midborns like Nariem, closed up their shops and locked their doors.




  "I wish we could teach you, but we're no Sight Seekers. You have to find the will to pursue this path on your own. You must learn fast, if you are to survive, but then the Harbor Guild may try killing you out right. An impotent Outlander they will leave untouched, for a time," Nariem sighed, staring westwards toward the Harbor District and the Suadan Temple. "But one like you… they'd happily kill for caution's sake alone."




  With a groan of frustration he turned away from the wall. He paced back and forth, running his fingers through his hair. There were no safe answers. No simple solution could spare his only son. Leaving his child powerless would only stall the inevitable end, Varta had the right of that one as well.




  Keevan's only other choice was a risky one. They had to find a way to make his Sight valuable, immensely so, and soon. All of Keevan's life however, his peers taught him to restrain his Sight and try to blend in. It would take something captivating and beautiful, something irresistible, to set Keevan on the path of self-discovery.




  A passing thought caught hold in Nariem's mind. He snapped his fingers in gleeful realization and hurried down the rear staircase. The stone steps thudded against his sore feet, tired from the day at the forge, but he felt none of his fatigue. It was an expensive plan. The item would cost six months of Nariem's wages and set back his plans on expanding his forge, but such an item was rare enough to warrant attention. Yes, perhaps such a mystery would prompt Keevan to pursue his powers more aggressively.




  "Master Blacksmith, is Keevan home?" a trim girl asked when he reached the foot of the stair. Her mud-smeared clothing and disheveled hair deceptively hid her bright eyes, always aware and watching. She held her hands behind her back innocently, peering up at him with an imploring expression. "We were to play kick-the-stone, but I was delayed."




  "Keevan hasn't played kick-the-stone since he was seven years old," Nariem chuckled, examining her the way he studied at a piece of raw iron. Of all Keevan's peers, she remained his only true friend. Though only a Rhetan and elementally weak, she was fiercely loyal. Also, one did not survive on the streets of Issamere without a certain amount of speed, wit and an understanding of people.




  "I don't care about whatever mischief you're in, Bahjal," Nariem offered carefully, folding his thick arms around his burly chest. His arm hair stood on end, but he managed to reign in his fear before sparks manifested. His list of allies was a short one indeed. Regardless, Keevan's life depended on them. "But, I need your help with something. Keevan's in trouble and he doesn't know it yet."




  The street Rhet sighed, glancing over her shoulder. The tip of the Harbor Guild's Headquarters glittered at them in the distance, peeking up above the Etrendi district's walls. "We're lucky they let him alone this long. How can I help?"




  Nariem gulped, trying to rein in his anxiety. The Harbor Guild numbered in the hundreds and made their living killing Outlanders. He was only a blacksmith, armed with a hammer, a loyal wife and a street urchin. If they got wind of Keevan's true worth before the Malik did, or captured the boy himself… Nariem shuddered at the thought.




  "We have to prove to the Malik, that Keevan's worth keeping," Nariem said, his heart racing in his chest. He wrung his clammy hands. His stomach twisted in sudden nausea. He was an artisan, not a warrior. Leaning in close, he whispered in her ear. "Before the Harbor Guild catches wind of it and kills everyone involved."




  Bahjal laughed, a bright, cheerful sound. With a wide smile she whispered back, "It's about time. The streets of Issamere are awful boring these days. I could use a challenge. What do you need from me?"




   




   




   




  Chapter 1




  





  A creaking door and the scent of smoke pulled Keevan from sleep's warm embrace. He rolled over, facing the door, still curled up in a ball. Bleary eyed, he switched to his sight seeker vision. The glowing blue light from his eyes illuminated his bedroom door and revealed the approaching Tri-Being as a white cloud of energy, tied to the moisture on the far window and the heat in the air. "That you, Dad?"




  "You awake son?" Nariem asked, his tone warm and apologetic. There was something amiss in his voice, a husky, worn sounds like leather strained to the point of breaking.




  "Apparently," Keevan grumbled, sitting up in bed and rubbing his eyes. "What's wrong?"




  "Problem with an order. It's due in a couple hours. You mind?"




  "I thought you finished earlier today?" His elemental vision prevented Keevan from seeing his father's facial expression. He withdrew his power, only to plunge the room into darkness again. He sighed in frustration, re-igniting his eyes with blue energy.




  "Something came up. Last minute changes," Nariem said. Through the elemental plane, Keevan could see low levels of electricity flowing through his father like a small river of fear. Keevan's stomach sank nervously. Something was very wrong. Nariem's anger radiated around him, pulling at the heat in both air and stone. "Come along. We need to talk."




  "Uh, alright," Keevan answered nervously. He glanced out the rain-streaked window and shuddered from a sudden chill. A half-dozen thin strands of energy connected the moisture on the window to the fields on nearby Tri-Beings in their district, but Nariem's were by far the strongest thanks to his proximity to the window.




  "You sure it won't wait till morning?" Keevan asked.




  "I've waited years, son. I won't wait any longer. It's time, before your mother can convince me to change my mind," Nariem insisted. The electricity around him spiked audibly, sparking through his hair like an insect scurrying for cover.




  "I'll be right down," Keevan promised with a fervent nod.




  "Thanks. Need a light?" Nariem asked, holding a small flame out from his off-hand, pointing at the empty candle next to Keevan. His cloudy white arm protruded out from under his tunic. Keevan restrained his elemental vision for a moment, finally able to take in Nariem's appearance. In the yellow light rising from the blacksmith's fingertips, Nariem looked more like a sculpture than a person, one covered in soot and grime. His sunken eyes and weary voice attested to his growing fatigue. "This order's getting me so frustrated… the anger makes commanding flame easier."




  "It's alright, Dad," Keevan said, with a sigh. Tri-Beings could use the elements so effortlessly. Throw in a spike of concentration, anger or fear and the elements responded. Not like his power, so dull and weak. All he could really do was light his way in the dark. His eyes flickered blue as he stretched, gathering his energies. "I'll manage on my own."




  "I'd expect nothing less. Meet you out there then."




  "Alright."




  Nariem's heavy boots thumped down the steps to the forge's side door, drawing a chuckle from Keevan. For all his father's attempts at stealth, the thick muscles of a blacksmith were useless in any situation requiring subtly. If Masha weren't so exhausted from her days deliberating with the Council, she'd have woken instantly.




  Those attributes made Nariem's marriage with a Suadan woman like Masha all the more unlikely. Etrendi didn't marry below their station, but Masha chose Nariem regardless. Somehow, they made the union work. Granted, if Keevan's marks with his tutor suffered for lack of sleep, Masha would turn the full weight of her ire on both of them.




  Slipping from his warm covers, Keevan gritted his teeth against the chilly air and drew on his Sight Seeker power. It felt like looking through a clear blue stone, because his glowing eyes bathed his bedroom in blue light, illuminating the leather trousers and tunic hanging from a hook against the wall. Only elementally bound creatures, like Tri-Beings, appeared as white clouds to his elemental vision. He saw the rest of the world normally, with a bluish tint. It also gave the elements themselves a subtle glow.




  Rubbing his arms against the cold, he pulled on a pair of linen trousers and tunic over his smallclothes. The odor of sweat and granules of various ores tickled his neck and arms. He glanced at the window, meaning to look out over the street, but instead his power illuminated the elements there.




  Softer colors covered the surfaces of the glass, substances he could only see through the elemental plane. The moisture of glowing blue dew dribbled down the glass, condensation formed from the early morning cold outside. The inside layer of glass shimmered a slight red with an ever-present heat as the warmth inside the house faded into the cold outside.




  With a dejected sigh, Keevan stroked the window, feeling a drop of water run down his finger. Rubbing the liquid between his thumb and fingertip, he watched the moisture glow briefly, as particles broke away into the air, slowly evaporating. That was the extent of his power, to see what the Tri-Beings could instinctively command.




  The narrow scar lining the inside of his right palm winked at him as he closed his fist. It was a thin wound, left over from his infancy, before his adoption or his earliest memory. Another empty mystery he once thought could grant answers about his origins or even protection from harm. But it no longer glowed. His brother no longer spoke through it. Only a thin brown line remained.




  He felt like the afterthought of the Gods. The Tri-Beings could accomplish amazing things in their anger, fear and concentration. The best blacksmiths required no forge to heat their ores, using their rage instead. Some whispered the Harbor Guild Captains could command the tides and currents of the oceans. Raejins, masters of lightning, was a name few could whisper without cringing.




  Then there was Keevan Stratagar, who could only sit idly by, watch it all happen in glowing majesty. Even helping Nariem in the forge, Keevan's thin arms and wiry frame wouldn't lift a hammer or handle the tongs. He'd merely watch and help his father stay focused. He sighed, flicking the remaining water from his fingers.




  Somewhere, beyond Issamere, the sea, the Harbor Guild and the Undying Storm, lay an entire continent full of his kind. The Tri-Beings called them Outlanders, but what did they call themselves? Did they worship the Tri-Beings' Gods of the Sky? Did their Sight Seekers' powers progress at all, or stay locked in one plane like Keevan's? The ancient legends, as well as the Harbor Guild's present day reports, suggested not. But if that were the case, what remained for Keevan? Why didn't his power advance like those of his kin?




  Shrugging away old jealousies and a wave of loneliness, Keevan grabbed his wool cap and cloak, heading down the stairs. He hugged the right side of the steps, avoiding three creaky boards at the middle, for his sleeping mother's sake. Despite its detraction from his studies, Masha would never forbid him from working the forge with Nariem. Well, at reasonable hours. It was the only time when Keevan's powers served any real purpose. Outside the house, his ability merely singled him out of the crowd as an easy target for anyone with a hatred for Outlanders. There were many of those.




  Thick, musty air wrapped around Keevan as he slipped into the forge. A glowing furnace against the far wall buried all else in shadow. The red and orange light etched around Nariem's chiseled features, lengthening the bags under his eyes and leaving the impression of an old God, hard at work. Keevan used his power to illuminate both shadows and element as he navigated through the maze of twisted metal, broken tools and barrels of raw material strewn across the floor.




  Nariem glared at a glowing, triangle shaped piece of ore, sitting in a bed of hot coals before him. The blacksmith's cloud-like body flickered with strands of heat, connecting his spirit to the surrounding warmth of the tools he used and the furnace itself. He worked the billows absently with his off-hand. When he saw his son, his concentration momentarily broke, the air-borne moisture around him receding in response.




  Keevan felt a swell of pride, watching his father work. Few blacksmiths could work so long without anger consuming them, yet after hours of labor, he only glittered with red flicks of annoyance. Red and orange hues connected Nariem to his project, pulsing in tune with Nariem's heart, with an intensity to match his growing irritation.




  "I used to wonder why you never hired someone to watch this place during the night," Keevan admitted, pulling over a chair so he sat alongside his father.




  "Are you saying I'm in here too much?" Nariem echoed, returning his attention to the trinket before him. "Despite Masha's political connections, I do bear the primary weight of feeding this family."




  "That's not what I meant," Keevan offered neutrally. He'd overheard enough of his parents' arguments to recognize when a comment struck too close to home. "Trying to navigate that back room is a mess. You have a lot of broken tools back there. I'd imaging if a robber tried it, he'd wind up tangled in wire and bleeding from a dozen cuts after the first step."




  "It does offer some added protection from burglars," Nariem smiled wickedly. "You remember the street urchin who tried to steel my mallet last month? One of her friends challenged her to steal it, apparently. She didn't get far."




  Keevan winced. "I honestly didn't think Bahj would try. Something about proving a point, she said." He opened his elemental vision, bathing half the forge in blue light as he took in the glowing coals and the strands of energy connecting their heat to Nariem's will.




  "If she had parents, I would have sent her home with a sore buttocks from my coal shovel. But I've never seen a more loyal friend, in truth. I didn't have the heart to punish her so severely." Nariem chuckled, glancing towards the handle protruding from a bucket on his right.




  The strands of heat connecting him to the smoldering ore flickered with his brief lack of concentration. He sighed. "You know, your mother didn't like you running the streets with Rhet children. The wealthy and Etrendi alike think them below our station. You as well."




  "Half this city is terrified of me. The other half stares at me like a rabid animal they should put down," Keevan muttered, hugging himself despite the muggy heat. "That includes the wealthy. Bahj is the only friend I have. I'm not giving that up. Why should I care what they think?"




  "Because the powerful decide your fate, Keevan," Nariem sighed, setting his tools aside. The elements surrounding him shifted. Suddenly, water coated the blacksmith's skin as effectively as any Suada's, so total was his concentration. Not a glimmer of heat flickered around him. But there, around his heart, a continuous stream of electricity surged.




  "Dad, what's happened?" Keevan asked, sitting up in his chair. "What's wrong?"




  "The council has reached a decision, about you," Nariem said, cloudy-white fists clenched in anger. Heat surged from the forge, into his hands. "They're going to put you into the Rankings, with the other Tri-Beings your age."




  "Really?" Keevan asked, perking up in sudden delight and relief. "Belenok's fury dad, you scared me. This is great news! It means they'll finally treat me as one of you, right? A tri-being. I've always wanted to fit in, now I…" He trailed off, watching the heat fade from his father's limbs. Suddenly, goose bumps covered Keevan’s arms and he shuddered. Their breaths spilled out in white plumes of steam as Nariem's icy despair leeched into the air around them.




  "What's really going on?" Keevan asked, rubbing his biceps for warmth. "Get it off your chest and warm this place back up again."




  "A full ranking includes a Tri-Being's elemental abilities, Keevan. To decide if a person deserves to live as a Rhetan, Haldran or Etrendi," Nariem admitted. Taking his son by the shoulder, he pulled him over to the forge. The hot coals still coughed up some welcome heat, but Keevan could see the thick icy blue strands of energy around Nariem's head, driving the heat from his vicinity.




  The truth of Nariem's words sank into Keevan's mind. "Oh. I get it. Even Rhets have some elemental command. Bahjal's skilled enough with water to heal light wounds. What happens if a Tri-Being has no elemental powers?"




  "Then they aren't recognized as members of Issamere," Nariem said numbly. "Not many places will employ such a person, and fewer would not choose even a Rhet over an… an…"




  "Outlander," Keevan finished, pulling his chair closer to the forge. He plumped down on it, with his face buried in his knees and hands wrapped around his legs. He slid the chair away from Nariem, hugging the opposite side of the forge. The flickering coals drove away most of the cold. "But, I've grown up as a Tri-Being. Here with you and mom. I've never made trouble or even spoken ill against the Malik, or Issamere. Doesn't that count for something?"




  "More than you realize," Nariem admitted, turning his attention back to the triangular chuck of metal nestled in the glowing coals. The icy chill in the air slowly faded as Nariem regained control of his emotions. "The Malik has kept you in the city for years now. The Harbor Guild at the least, wanted you…exiled."




  "You mean killed," Keevan answered glumly. "Like the people I sailed with when the Scholars Guild 'rescued' me."




  "You figured that out as well," Nariem echoed, resting his weight on the side of the forge. "When?"




  "It wasn't hard, once I thought about it," Keevan said, his voice ratcheted up an octave while he fought back tears. Moisture glistened in his glowing blue eyes but none managed to escape. "There had to be other survivors, if a baby made it through the storm. But I'm sure the Harbor Guild wouldn't have stood for saving anyone else."




  "They didn't stand for saving you," Nariem reminded him. "If the Scholars guild wasn't in charge of the expedition, the Malik himself giving the orders, you wouldn't be alive today."




  "And now the Malik himself is condemning me to the Rankings," Keevan grumbled, rubbing his eyes. "Why do they fear Outlanders so? If we're so horrible, why did they save me?"




  "They fear Outlanders because you reproduce much faster than we Tri-Beings, especially the Etrendi. At the most, we have two or three children in a lifetime. Some Outlander women give birth to six or even more," Nariem's anger broke for a moment, the heat around him dissipating and turning cold for brief moment.




  Keevan glanced up at his father, remembering Masha's barren womb. "You're jealous of the Outlanders."




  "I suppose I am, in that respect," Nariem answered, suddenly looking a good deal more tired, wrinkled and worn, like a pair of good boots worked past their prime. "But if the Outlanders attacked, it would only be a matter of attrition. So the Harbor Guild keeps us secret. The Outlanders must fear our waters terribly, for none of their ships sail our seas and live."




  "Why keep me alive at all, then?" Keevan repeated.




  "The Malik has some plan for you, though only he and the Scholars Guild know the details of it. But I'm sure it first hangs on you bringing some value to the city, using your unique perspective to help us find things we've missed or even save us from what we can't see," Nariem grew a bit more cheerful at those words, turning his full attentions back to the forge. It glowed with renewed heat.




  "My unique perspective," Keevan echoed, watching the forge surge with new heat according to Nariem's will. Keevan moved his chair back to its place alongside his father, now that the cold was no longer an issue. The blacksmith directed most of the room's moisture into a barrel on his right, while siphoning all the surrounding heat into the triangular object half-buried in the coals.




  This was a common trick among blacksmiths. When focusing on a task always brought water into your surroundings, it made dealing with fire particularly difficult. One had to circumvent the liquid or contain it somehow, less it gather around the object of your concentration and quell the heat prematurely.




  Taking a pair of tongs from the bucket of tools, Nariem fished the triangular chunk of metal from his forge. It was a spear head, with little teeth along both edges of the blade. "You know what this is?"




  Keevan pursed his lips, studying the way heat surged and blossomed within the metal confines, bidden by Nariem's carefully controlled anger. Iron and steel merely accepted heat, but this metal seemed almost… hungry. A thrill of surprise raced through his heart. "That's Danica, isn't it? I've never seen it up close before."




  "Yes," Nariem agreed, grinning in satisfaction. "I thought it might look different to your elemental vision than steel. That's a start. I was hoping to buy a Repulsor orb, but they're too rare to find on short notice. They actually repel elements and if they come in contact with Danica like this, they'll tear apart the grains."




  "Repulsor orbs?" Keevan asked, curiosity gnawing at him. "Do they have an elemental field, like Tri-Beings?"




  "I believe so," Nariem said, scratching his head. "They are relics from the ancient times. We can't duplicate them. Repulsion is strictly a Sight Seeker power, how they could fuse that into stone is beyond me. Anyway, I'm glad you can recognize Danica while looking through the elemental plane. You know that we Tri-Beings can't tell if a weapon is Danica-forged, but for the blacksmith's mark or actually wielding it? A dozen spears could lean against the wall, one Danica-forged, and we could never know it by the look of it, alone."




  "It doesn't have a unique sheen to it when it's done, or something?" Keevan asked.




  "Sometimes, but depending on how the smithy forges it, there are ways to give the metal a steel-like, iron or even a bronze appearance. Danica is very malleable, in both its look and power. This piece will amplify the heat of its user, once I'm done with it," Nariem said, holding the spearhead up as he stared into its glowing core. "Others enhance water or lightning. If you can mold them right. That's where I need your help."




  "My help?" Keevan asked, befuddled. He stared at Nariem as if his father were holding an exotic animal and asking about breeding practices. "How am I supposed to help?"




  "The metal, like wood, has a grain to it. Unlike wood though, raw Danica's grain is always tangled at first, like a balled up spider web," Nariem reached up to the roof and tapped a thick beam above them, its grain clear to see in the orange light. "We need to straighten out the grains. Once they all run the same direction, a Tri-Being can add heat to one end, in order to spew ten times as much heat from the other."




  "That sounds pretty dangerous," Keevan added, intrigued. A fresh canteen hung from the wall, he pulled it free and set it at the foot of the forge. His constant thirst was a novelty among most Tri-Beings, who could solve such concerns with a thought and an inhaled breath. "How much is a good Danica spearhead worth?"




  "Enough to cover our cost of living for a full season," Nariem grunted with an eager smile. "Including all my shop's expenses. The Malik and his generals control all Danica production. One of their artisans is behind on an order, so last night I swung by and offered to help."




  "You said this morning you needed this done in a few hours," Keevan recalled, pulling his cloak off. He could already feel the thirst coming on in this heat, beads of sweat drizzling down his brow, neck and back. "How long does one of these usually take?"




  "One month, by a skilled artisan," Nariem said, chuckling at the look on Keevan's face. "They have to beat out and fold the metal hundreds of times to work out the grains. But I think with your help, we can do it faster. Much faster."




  "How?" Asked Keevan, backing away so fast he stumbled over the chair. Anxiety strangled his mind. A season's worth of wages? Was Nariem really betting so much on Keevan's input? Keevan felt both pleased by Nariem's faith in him, but terrified at the obvious flaw in his logic. "I can't work the elements. I can't even light a candle without help."




  "Just tell me what you see," Nariem ordered, putting the spearhead back in the fire.




  "It glows, big deal," Keevan said dismissively, relinquishing the elemental plane for a moment. Sometimes, he needed to see the man's face to tell if he were jesting or serious. The sinking feeling in Keevan's stomach worsened when he saw Nariem's intent eyes. The man meant every word. "This thing takes a month to make and you promised it in a matter of hours? Are you insane?"




  "No, just trusting," Nariem said softly, the heat around him wavered a moment, shifting back to ice as his breath left his lips in cold puffs of steam. White ice gathered on the edges of his sleeves and tunic like grey hair on an aged head. "Your mother and I have thought long and hard about this, Keevan. We think there's more you can do with your vision, if you're patient and watchful."




  "What makes you so sure?" Keevan challenged. They couldn't just put such pressure on him and expect results, it wasn't fair. The entire city was just like them, demanding more than he could give and punishing him accordingly. "It sounds to me like the city's already set on the fact I'll rank below a lowborn. They’re going to set me on a shelf somewhere until I'm forgotten, then the Harbor Guild can do as they like with me."




  "You have two choices, boy," Nariem hissed, slapping the side of the forge with his hot pincers. Keevan slipped instinctively into the elemental plane, just in time to see heat blossom about Nariem, steam rising from the edges of his clothing once kissed by frost. Sparks of metal flew through the air, cast off from Nariem's pincers, throwing up a momentary spider web of energy connecting Nariem to the fading bits of heat. "You can roll over and give up, or we can find a way for you to use that sight of yours. All I'm asking is that you try."




  Keevan took in a sharp intake of breath, catching on the memory of all those sparks floating in the air, and Nariem's command tying him to every single one. He looked back at the spearhead, peaking up at him from the forge's toothy maw of coals. There was something there, illusive, just outside his thoughts. Something important he hadn't put together yet. "Alright, Father. I'll try. But that's all I can promise."




  "Very well," Nariem agreed. "Can you see the grains in the spearhead? Look closely…"




  Keevan leaned over the forge, until the heat baked his face to the point of pain. The spearhead glowed, flickered and thrived with heat like something alive. Strands of energy reached out from Nariem hands and stomach, tickling the heat in the metal like a dozen fingers.




  "Take your time," Nariem insisted, claiming Keevan's chair.




  "Walk over there," Keevan said, pointing to the opposite end of the forge.




  Nariem rolled his eyes and got back to his feet. "You couldn't have looked a little longer? I was getting some rest."




  "Your elemental field shifts when you move. Walk over there," Keevan repeated.




  Nariem did so with a chuckle and a knowing smile. Keevan watched the Tri-Being's field of elemental control shift as he moved. Nariem's strands of energy didn't reach out more than a dozen feet in any direction, another sign of his midborn parentage. Masha's extended five times as far.




  "Walk back," Keevan said. As Nariem walked around the forge again, he watched Nariem's field dance over the coals, changing its positioning as if they were live limbs constantly adjusting their grip on the elements with each adjustment in angle. But where the spearhead lay, the field's touch remained the same. Nariem's strands of energy were fixed to the same spots on the metal regardless of where Nariem stood, like ropes staked into the ground.




  "Entry points," Keevan whispered, feeling a shudder of elation creep through his chest. Which meant that the hottest points on the spearhead not connected to Nariem's field were where the heat was exiting the metal. If you lined up those points together, then they could amplify each other's heat and …there, they'd have it. All the heat would enter and one end and exit through the other.




  "What do you see?" Nariem asked excitedly. He stood alongside Keevan, staring down at the spearhead, as if half expecting the metal to get up and dance.




  "Hand me that poker," Keevan said. Holding the metal claw over the spearhead, he pointed. "These are the four major places where the metal is accepting your heat. Here, here and here are where it's leaving the spearhead."




  Nariem stared in shock for a moment, then bellowed a laugh and slapped Keevan on the shoulder. The blow knocked Keevan back a step but the joy of his discovery swallowed up the pain. "Ho-HO! Did I not tell you? That's amazing! No Tri-Being in Hiertalia could have seen that. Let’s get to work, son. I think we're onto something here."




  It was still painstaking work. The thick, muggy air felt like a mattress of heat wrapped around his face. Searing pieces of metal sometimes broke free, with each blow on the anvil, burning leather or skin on contact. Even the steam from the cooling barrel threatened to scorch Keevan's exposed flesh if he stood too close. Still, opening the windows would cool the forge off too much and make it all that more difficult for Nariem to maintain his heat-inducing temper.




  Nariem heated the metal, hammered it out over the anvil and cooled the spear head again and again. Getting the grains to line up was particularly nasty, for sometimes entry and exit points lay side by side. Moving them to opposite ends of the spearhead took some clever work on Nariem's part. Once he was forced to heat only half the spearhead to a malleable level, and leave the rest at a normal temperature. The water barrel overflowed from so much concentration.




  Keevan kept detailed track of those points. His tunic, brow, neck, arms and breeches were slick with sweat. He eased his thirst with the canteen at his side. Nariem's command of water was sufficient to pull mouthfuls up from the cooling barrel as well as into Keevan's canteen. Since Nariem siphoned all the heat he could into the spearhead, he didn't sweat at all.




  Soon the entry and exit points were lined up, though the resulting jumble looked ugly, twisted and misshapen. Once the Danica grains were aligned though, reclaiming its spear-tipped shape was the easy part. Then they only needed to sear the metal and purify the Danica with the greatest heat Nariem could manage.




  "Most who fear you are connected to the Harbor Guild. They spend so much time protecting our shores from discovery, they still haven't gotten used to the idea of a Sight Seeker living among us. I’m not sure they ever will," Nariem admitted, focusing more heat into the spearhead than the coals alone could provide, outmatched by his righteous anger. He hammered the metal back into its triangular shape, paying careful attention to the edges of the blade to keep them serrated.




  "What about Issamere as a whole? Will they ever accept me?" Keevan asked nervously, abandoning his elemental vision. He stared into the glowing metal in the furnace, unwilling to see the look on his father's face at the question. He immediately regretted asking, when Nariem's heat faded into a sudden, icy chill of sadness. The twisted spearhead turned a dull, cool grey. The coals even flickered feebly, like a living thing clinging to life. Keevan met his father's eyes then, lips pursed guilty for slowing their work.




  Nariem's grime-covered face was streaked with moisture now, he quickly rubbed the tears aside. "Son," he said, "You've already won over your mother and me, a few of our friends as well. You be true to your heart and treat others with respect and kindness. This city will open its arms to you. It is a privilege that is earned though, and not one easily given. Whatever happens at the Ranking, you must promise me you will do your best. Don't give up."




  "I promise, dad," Keevan agreed. He donned his elemental vision as well, turning Nariem's tear-streaked face into a cloudy white blur. He sheepishly returned his attention to the twisted Danica before them. "I think this last one will do it. The grains are lined up. You just have to sear it."




  Keevan gave his father a one-armed hug. It was an eerie sensation, touching a person while using his Sight Seeker vision. Nariem's field shifted under Keevan's touch, his father's appreciation for Keevan burning away his sorrow. Warm gratitude bubbled up in Keevan's chest as well. He wasn't useless, at the least, he could guarantee Nariem's success as an artisan. He could also influence his father's emotions and through those, his elements. What other ways could his elemental vision serve?




  A thin but steady stream of ideas tickled at his mind. How much more could he see, understand and do than the Tri-Beings? As long as he had Tri-Beings to work though, at least… He yearned to share this with Bahjal, his Rhetan friend, but the warm light of dawn already peeked through the windows. Little time remained to finish the order.




  "Start at the base and think about our last trip to the mines," Keevan whispered, letting Nariem fully bury his senses in the spear head. "Remember the trouble you had with that Pagoda nest under the bridge? That was annoying, wasn't it?"




  "Indeed," Nariem echoed bitterly. His red anger gathered at the weapon's base, they had to harmonize the metal with escalating temperatures building toward the spear's tip. In essence, instructing the Danica. "Annoying lizards. Couldn't catch them if the Gods themselves ordered it. Had to poison their water supply, without losing our own. Tricky business."




  To Keevan's elemental vision, he saw thousands of strands of fire and water energy link Nariem to the spearhead's base. Just the memories of those hated lizards strengthened the heat around him. The red, bitter glow of irritation mixed with heavy moisture associated with purpose. Tri-Beings were emotions and a tangled weave of varying elemental counterparts.




  "Got it," Nariem sighed in tired relief, holding up the shiny, red spearhead. "Now to merge the fibers and make sure it amplifies."




  Without another word, the heat around Nariem shot into the spear with startling speed, without any help from Keevan. It burned so brightly, Keevan had to cover his eyes. He felt a blast of white hot air lick the sweat from his skin and ruffle his hair as Nariem fired an enhanced blast of heat from the spear head, into their chimney.




  "See, son?" Nariem said, dipping the spearhead into his barrel of water. It steamed and hissed like a creature possessed, before he pulled the cool metal free. "Together, there's so much more we can accomplish. That's what we need to show Issamere, before the Harbor Guild can have their way. Somehow, we have to show them all."




  Keevan grinned widely, until a stray thought caught his attention. He hesitated a moment, then with a nervous gulp. He considered watching his father's reaction in the elemental plane, but he wanted to see Nariem's face when his father answered. "Dad, do you mind if I ask you a personal question?"




  "Of course, you can," Nariem said sleepily, pulling a roll of oiled leather from a shelf, one of the safest ways of transporting Danica. "Just get the window open first, I hate this much steam. Makes the anger linger."




  Hurrying to the nearby wall, Keevan unlocked the windows and relinquished the elemental plane. The change in temperature struck like a physical blow as a stiff dawn breeze cut into the smithy. Despite the sunlight, without the glowing elements of red and yellow and blue, the shop reverted to its usual shades of black, grey and the dull brown of worn leather. Nariem sighed contently as the cool air touched his skin, wrapping the weapon in the boiled leather. "Thank you. Steam does not bring any pleasant emotions to my mind."




  "I could guess as much," Keevan said, wiping the sweat from his forehead with his sleeve. The motion left the back of his hand streaked with grime. Flecks of coal, smoke and bits of metal colored his clothes and skin ebony.




  "Dad, every time we work with fire, you never need me to suggest a memory for that last emotion. When you commanded pure rage like you did on the tip of the spear, what were you thinking about?" Nariem wordlessly wrapped the leather parcel, tying it shut in a triangle shaped bundle. He stared at his son for a moment, as if measuring something only he could see. Keevan shifted uncomfortably against the cold breeze and the intense inspection, tightly hugging himself.




  "Your mother and I were traveling with the Scholar's Guild when they found you. We'd received troubling news the day we rescued you from the sea," Nariem paused, taking a deep breath, pulling a chair over to the window. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, savoring the cool air.




  "You've always known Masha cannot conceive children. That's what made finding you such a gift," He craned his neck to one side and the other, stretching out stiff muscles as he spoke. His stomach rumbled in hunger but he sat resolute, determined to answer his son's question before satiating his own hunger.




  "Yes, you've mentioned it," Keevan echoed, pulling up a chair of his own, but setting it close to the still-lit furnace. It took Nariem and Masha years to understand their son's inability to combine emotions and elemental movement. Needs like warmth for survival, not just anger, were strange thoughts to all Tri-Beings. Like needing to drink water every day. He was glad to talk with Nariem so personally outside the elemental plane. He liked to see people's physical faces when they spoke to him.




  "What we haven't told anyone, is we know who made her barren," Nariem said, jaw clenched in a sudden rage so massive even the open window couldn't absorb it fast enough. Thin flames peeked out from under his fingernails. "He was banished from this city fifteen years ago for crimes against Issamere, no one's heard of him since."




  "Who?" Keevan pried, leaning forwards. His heart beat so fiercely he could feel the blood push through his ears with each pulse.




  "Touric, Masha's brother," Nariem said, spitting the name as if it were profane. "He didn't think your mother's choice in marrying a Haldran blacksmith was good enough. When he couldn't convince her to change her mind, he took steps to keep her unable to conceive a child of an 'impure' bloodline. He used a rare toxin we didn't find until it was too late."




  "He was exiled for trying to dethrone the Malik, right?" Keevan asked, recalling the histories he'd studied as a child. "He tried to take over the Suadan Temple and then the palace. It was a bloody uprising. He had a lot of followers.




  "Yes."




  Dawn's yellow glow peeked in through the window, making Nariem look another decade older and a touch more haunted. The people of Issamere bustled about outside, setting up their shops or riding by with heavy wagons loaded with goods.




  "The Etrendi are nothing like the Rhets you spend your time with," Nariem warned, raising a finger in caution, speaking through clenched teeth. "They hold their bloodlines, their power, their wealth and their reputations above all else. You find a way to feed any of those and they'll keep you, until you lose your usefulness. Remember that."




  "I will." Keevan said sincerely. "I'm sorry if that question was intrusive."




  Nariem bellowed a hearty laugh. "You are a Sight Seeker my boy, the only one on all of Hiertalia. The very nature of your power is to see what others can't, to meddle, in essence. But I appreciate your tact. You will be a force to be reckoned within the next few years."




  "Hardly," Keevan sighed. "I know you well, father. The only way I can manipulate the elements is literally, through you. I can't do that with other Tri-Beings, not without knowing them just as personally."




  "You are fifteen now, my son," Nariem said, a hopeful flicker sparkling in his eyes. He reached up and tapped a thin scar on Keevan's scalp, peeking out from under his unkempt hair. "Who knows, perhaps this year your powers will progress beyond sight alone."




  "Perhaps," Keevan said with a wistful grin. Inwardly though, he recalled that many scars serve only to cover what can't be healed any further.




  After what Nariem just shared however, Keevan wasn't going to argue with his father's optimism. Hope was a great emotion to center a Tri-Being on. It didn't carry any heavy elements with it, just a soft, warm glow Keevan would see if he bothered to use his Sight Seeker vision.




  Lightning cut through the early dawn outside, splitting the cloudless sky and stroking their ears with a distant boom. Nariem stood, peeking out the window. "That's odd. Only the lightning Temple is permitted to use a blast like that within the city, but Raejins don't live in that district." Another flash, closer this time, accompanied the sudden excitement of a dozen distant voices.




  "You there, Bahjal," Nariem called, waving out the window, "What's going on?" Keevan's friend, one of the street Rhets, appeared at the window. Her smile lit up when she saw Keevan inside. Her short brown hair was cut into two small ponytails, tied at hasty angles from her head. Smudged dirt lined her face like cheap war paint. Droplets of water trailed after her, so strong was her Rhetan focus on the situation at hand.
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