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  Prologue




   




  Keevan curled up in the corner of his bedroom, on the floor next to the door. Fearful, frustrated and confused voices echoed from the adjacent stairs, tumbling together into a low mumble he couldn't quite understand. He cradled his right hand with his left, like a mother trying to feed a dying child. The thin scar on the open palm of his right hand, once glistening with silver hues, now decayed into a dull, sickening shade of brown.




  The cold ache in Keevan's chest wasn't from something as vain as the old wound's color, though, brown or silver didn't matter. The loss that sent his seven year old frame scrambling into the fetal position was from the absence of the shared connection once experienced through the faded wound.




  "Kaltor?" Keevan whispered, stroking the wound once again with his left hand. "Are you alright? Did something happen to you? You've always been there for me, on the edge of my mind. What happened this morning? You promised to never abandon me. But, when I awoke, you were just…gone."




  His brief conversations with Kaltor didn't require verbal communication, but rather relied on shared thoughts. But the growing fear welling up inside Keevan's chest pushed on, urging him to try any and every means of regaining his connection with his lost brother.




  "Are you sure you did nothing unusual to the boy? Nothing that might have severed the link to his brother?" The Scholars Guild's representative, Pavrin, pleaded desperately. Keevan could picture the Tri-Being's pale skin, unshaved stubble, hanging robes and wiry frame. "An accidental discharge of elements perhaps? Did he eat an exotic food? Anything?"




  "How would those affect his scar?" Keevan's mother, Masha, demanded. Her voice was thin but sharp, like an arrow. "Keevan fell off a cliff the last time that thing turned on. Whatever its magical properties, they're the type you can't neutralize with a knock on the head or blast of heat. Why can't you just admit-"




  "We haven't done anything that could have affected Keevan's scar like that," Keevan's father, Nariem, insisted. Keevan could picture the blacksmith peeling Masha away from the feeble scholar, calming her with a sincere kiss on the forehead before continuing. "Do the Scholars have any ideas? You've an entire guild dedicated to ancient lore. Tell us what you know."




  "Nariem… It's not that simple."




  "Simple?!" Masha spat back. "Here's a taste of simple for you. The power in that scar has kept Keevan alive countless times. The Harbor Guild postponed assassination attempts, simply on the basis that they're not sure they could take Keevan if my son felt threatened. What's to protect my son now?"




  "Devoted parents," Pavrin offered meekly.




  The conversation halted a moment, filling the kitchen with empty silence and creaking chairs. Someone sipped on a cup of tea before Pavrin continued, "Look, all we have are ancient records of facts hidden among even older myths. Half the trouble is figuring out which tales can be relied upon as 'true' and which were embellished by some scholar trying to impress a local barmaid with an entertaining story."




  "So, you don't know anything that could help us," Masha said with a dangerous growl, although there was a note of defeat in her tone, resignation.




  "Well, we know the scar was a shared connection between Keevan and this 'Kaltor' fellow. Perhaps the power has faded because something happened to this man. All the records agree that bonding scars like these were a means of two-way communication. Therefore, if something didn't happen on our end, something must have befallen this Kaltor."




  Keevan tore himself from his spot by the door, fuming. That couldn't be right. He balled up his little fist and pursed his lips. Falling into the ocean wasn't the only time the scar's power had saved him. Just one month ago, a group of children from the Harbor Guild dragged him into an alley for an 'education'.




  The biggest boy, Merkin, threw his first punch into Keevan's jaw. Even as the pain set in, the flood of power surging from Keevan's scar had felt overwhelming. Keevan's body surged with foreign strength and agility. For a moment, four children managed to pin him down. Then the knowledge flowed into his mind, allowing him to evade blows, lock joints, twist out of their holds and even toss his opponents aside.




  He still savored the memory of the fear in the eyes of the first adults who tried to break up the fight. Most Tri-Beings had a nervous edge to their countenance when they saw his eyes glow, but watching him fight with such power left them all pale with fear. They wondered aloud if every Outlander could fight so, at such a young age, not understanding the nature of Keevan's scar. Masha and Nariem looked relieved when they reached the alley, glancing toward the distant Harbor Guild headquarters with a content grin.




  "Finally, Keevan is safe," They said, taking Keevan in each hand as they skipped home together. "All we have to do now is teach him. Our little man is growing up."




  For a brief, blissful month, his parents never fought. They never watched him in fearful silence, glancing toward the Harbor Guild like doves watching for an alley cat. Masha never cried herself to sleep, or stayed up late with Nariem, discussing ways to dissuade the Harbor Guild from taking pre-emptive action against the only Outlander to ever walk Issamere's streets.




  For a moment, his little magic scar made everything right in his world.




  "It's not fair," Keevan hissed, standing before his bedroom window, "you promised you'd always watch out for me." His fists clenched in confused anger. He gazed up at the sky of torn clouds and the red glow of the rising sun, thinking of the Tri-Being gods. Did Suada's mercy only grant him a month of peace, before removing the power from his scar? Was Beletok's battle lust so great he needed to watch Keevan's family suffer?




  Had Keevan done something to offend Raejin? Was the death god waiting for him, now that the scar's protective power had dimmed? Then again, what could an elementally impotent, seven year old child, really do to anger the lightning god?




  Keevan glanced down at his right fist, punching the palm of his left hand. The solid blow echoed through his forearm, reminding him of the raw power he once enjoyed. Could Pavrin be right? No. Someone with this much power couldn't be beaten or killed. Keevan's seven year old mind found the idea unthinkable.




  "This must be a test." Keevan decided aloud, his desperate mind reaching out for the slightest footing with which to stabilize his hopes and dreams of a happy future. "I just have to bring the power back, somehow."




  He stared out the window a while longer, pressing his nose and hands against the cool, damp glass. Only twenty feet separated him from the street below, the fall from the cliff when he was little had measured at least two hundred. Perhaps he could sneak to the top of the Suadan tower and jump from there? A distance of at least three hundred feet would suffice.




  Keevan glanced over his shoulder toward the muted conversation still echoing from the kitchen downstairs. If he was quick, they'd still be arguing when he got back. He pictured his parents' faces, glowing in pride, as he showed them the rekindled power in his scar. Yes, that must be what the gods wished to teach him. He had to activate the power with something dangerous enough to warrant Kaltor's involvement.




  Quietly, he slipped on his cloak and boots. The sturdy leather and thick wool made him feel like one of the thieves from ancient tales, bold and stealthy heroes stealing weapons from the sleeping hands of the Gods themselves. Once he regained the physical power from his scar, he would indeed feel like a being straight out of the legends.




  Peeking his head around the corner, he noted the close proximity of the dining room table at the bottom of the stairs. They'd surely see him if he tried to sneak out through the front door. For a moment, he considered asking for their help, but quickly dismissed the idea. The presence of his parents would make him feel safe, defeating the purpose of the whole exercise. Besides, Kaltor would save him. He'd promised.




  Instead, Keevan changed course, heading for his parents' bedroom. Their wide, unmade bed lay right under a large window, which looked out over the alley separating their home from Nariem's forge. Climbing across the soft blankets and pillows, he reached the window and undid the latch. Cool morning air crept across his skin, heavy and sluggish as if even the wind had yet to awaken from a peaceful slumber. He shuddered, pulling his cloak tightly around his shoulders as he poked his head out over the window sill.




  There, just under the second story window, a small roof extended over the side door below him. Crawling outside, he clutched the window sill and lowered his legs out into space. His arms trembled with the exertion as he slowly descended and his palms sweat at the momentary thought of a painful landing on the alley floor below. With an effort, he cast such fears aside. Once his connection to Kaltor was restored, he'd never fear heights again. Finally, Keevan's feet dragged against the small roof extending over the bottom story doorway.




  From there, Keevan slid down to the alley floor, where he lost his footing and stumbled to one knee. Pain radiated down his elbow from the graceless landing, forcing him to grit his teeth against the urge to cry out. His eyes moistened with hot tears, but he fought them down. His parents' needed him to be brave and strong. Once the scar's power returned, he'd never hear them cry or watch them twitch in fear, ever again.




  Setting his sights on the Suadan Tower peeking out at him from the distant Harbor District, he hurried out down the sleepy street. Artisans and apprentices alike barely paid him a second glance, their attentions fixed on selling to possible vendors or preparing additional wares to display. Through his elemental vision, the display would be quite beautiful, when a Tri-Being harnessed the elements around him to melt stone and cool metal.




  This time though, Keevan resisted the urge to use his elemental vision. As long as Keevan didn't draw on his Sight Seeker power, making his eyes glow blue, the Tri-Beings wouldn't know his face from any other child's. He couldn't risk an adult taking him home. All of Issamere knew the address of the only Sight Seeker on the continent. The children who would recognize his face, he felt anxious to face, hungry for a chance to regain his connection with Kaltor.




  Keevan skirted passed a wagon loaded with raw ore. The cart horse smelled of sweat and excrement, the driver more so. A few other tangled bands passed, miners hoping to fetch better prices in Issamere than at their little trading outposts. Nariem called them the most honest and hardworking people he'd ever met, but Masha always regarded them with a certain disdain, as if the grime on their skin were bone deep.




  Cutting from one crowd to the next, Keevan caught sight of a familiar face and praised Beletok for his luck. Merkim and two of the boy's friends were wandering the forger's district, waiting outside an artisan's shop. The swelling on Merkim's chin from Keevan's agile kicks had finally abated. The former bullies recognized his face, paled and hurried from the market. Keevan took up pursuit, the taste of the hunt thick on his tongue.




  Merkim and his friend were three years Keevan's senior, and they put their longer strides to good use. Soon, they faded into the crowd. The third boy however, Merkim's younger brother, couldn't coax his short legs to maintain the pace.




  The boy's steps grew more panicked with each passing street, tearing his expensive Etrendi clothes with each hasty collision into man, horse or cart. The boy ran with such fear, looking constantly over his shoulder, he didn't realize he'd turned into an alley until Keevan already blocked his escape.




  "P-p-please don't hurt me!" The boy cried, raising his hands high as if surrendering a military base to enemy occupation. Keevan paused, noticing the boy's tear-streaked face, blood-streaked knees and scuffed hands. With an effort, he recalled the boy's glee when he and Merkim's friends tried to attack Keevan the first time. Then he baled up his fists and charged.




  The boy shrieked, covering his face instinctively. Keevan smacked him in the stomach with all his strength. The boy grunted from the blow, curling up into a defensive ball as he rolled onto the ground, expecting something far worse. Keevan tried to pull the boy's hands from his face, to get in a decent punch, but his smaller opponent's thick arms were already conditioned by the seas of Hiertalia and working on his family's boats.




  After successfully slapping away the third of Keevan's attacks, the boy looked up in bewilderment. Then he caught Keevan's next blow and smiled. For a brief moment, fear tickled at Keevan's senses, warning of impending pain. Yet, Keevan basked in those feelings. This was what he felt last time, before the scar's power protected him. One solid punch to his jaw, and his parents could be at peace. He'd be safe.




  "Looks like you're powerless," Merkim hissed, standing with his cousin at the alley's entrance. During his scuffled, Keevan hadn't noticed Merkim cutting off any possible retreat. Mere feet separated them, and Merkim's little brother already had a hold of Keevan's arm. "Now I'll show you what happens when you mess with the Harbor Guild, Outlander."




  The bustling crowd behind them paid little attention to the proceedings in the alley, though a few homeless Tri-Beings glanced up from their perches against the wall, but they wouldn't interfere in Etrendi business. Everyone knew those insignias on their clothes and Keevan's were only Haustran. Keevan tried to pull his hand free, but the younger boy maintained his grip and rolled, dragging Keevan to the stone ground.




  The rest of the Harbor Guild boys rained down on Keevan like a tide. For a brief moment, Keevan raised his face to meet them, watching Merkim's boot raise, aim and lunge forward. The pain smashed into Keevan's nose, blinding him with fresh blood and flashing stars as his head rang from the blow. No power rushed in. The scar remained inert. No knowledge of fighting blossomed in his mind.




  The attacks rained down on him from every side. The three Etrendi were too young for elemental powers, but their feet and fists were more than sufficient. A particularly nasty blow caught Keevan in the groin, sending him rolling onto his belly in a surge of nausea. He gasped for air. The next caught his face. The third cracked one of Keevan's ribs with an audible snap. He tried to crawl away. To kick back. To block their blows. Everything he tried, failed. They cared little for mercy and his whole being shook from his powerless and weakened state.




  "Enough!" A thick voice bellowed, scattering Merkim and his friends like sheep. Although, one of them managed to stomp on Keevan's left hand as they passed. A distant part of Keevan's mind wondered what could make Etrendi children flee like that, but too much of his body roared at him with pain for such concerns to really matter.




  Tender hands lifted Keevan into the air, but when he tried to open his eyes, Keevan realized with a hiss of pain they were too swollen. The pace was slow and quiet, giving Keevan plenty of time to take stock of his injuries. The kicks to his ribs hurt the most, though the swelling in his face scored a close second place. Oddly enough, his right hand survived the ordeal without a scratch. Keevan felt the scar and tried to cry, only to realize his eyes were too swollen to allow that either.




  "Where do you live, boy?" The man asked. Keevan didn't need eyes to feel the man's thick muscles and calloused skin. This was no Etrendi, simply a very large Tri-Being. A Haustran perhaps.




  "My parents are Nariem and Masha," Keevan managed to mutter, curling up into the fetal position.




  The man paused, hesitating. "You're the Sight Seeker then."




  Keevan nodded weakly, whimpering, "Yes."




  "Not a fight I need to get involved in right now," The man echoed thoughtfully. A few quiet minutes passed as the man carried Keevan through a couple market places and back toward the Forger's District. Keevan could hear the distant clanging of hammers on anvils, as if his old life of frailty were trying to welcome his return, and failing miserably.




  The man lowered Keevan onto the hard, stone roadway. A rough wooden door pressed against Keevan's left side. A heavy knock echoed through the wood. "May the gods grant you better sense than you had today, boy," The man said, his voice fading into the crowd.




  Masha shrieked when she opened the door, sweeping Keevan into her arms, "Nariem, he's hurt! Find Dara!"




  "By Raejin's spear, what happened to him?" Pavrin asked, his thin voice all the frailer at the sight of blood.




  "He's been beaten, you moron." Masha snapped. "Now make yourself useful and fetch me some linens from the cupboard. Outlanders don't heal like we do, they need special care. What happened, Keevan? Who did this to you?"




  "Me," Keevan muttered, gritting his teeth as Masha's gentle touch found his broken rib. "I did this. I tried to find Kaltor. He came when I got in a fight last time. But this time… he didn't. He lied mother. Kaltor didn't lift a finger to help me."




  The next hour passed in a tangled bundle of hot salves, bandages, cool water and poorly answered questions. Dara arrived, her strange flames dulling the pain and inviting Keevan to sleep. But he did not settle into a content slumber. His last thoughts, before the first of many nightmares to come, were not centered on the painful beating. He did not shudder at the memory of Merkim's foot smashing into his face.




  Helplessness seeped into his bones, turning his willpower to glass. He was feeble. He was powerless. He lived by the mercy of the Tri-Being people and only the whims of the Etrendi kept him from death. Even his brother's power had failed him. He was a fool to think he could protect his parents, or even himself.




  All the while, the dull scar mocked him with a simple truth. He was alone. He was helpless.




  He was nothing.




   





  Chapter 1




   




  Eight years later.




   




  "Stay on the balls of your feet, Keevan!" Hadrian roared from across the room. The arms master's thickly muscled shoulders left only the memory of a neck and his chiseled features gave the impression the tough veteran were a statue made flesh. He certainly had the personality of one.




  Sucking in a desperate breath, Keevan ignored the burning sensation in his legs and hopped back a pace. Pain echoed down his arms as his wooden sword collided with Merkim's, his current opponent. The young Tri-Being only stood a few inches taller than Keevan, but his command of water was impressive. Like his single-minded concentration, glaring through those piercing hazel eyes. Merkim's inner serenity was so complete, a thin stream of water flowed in the wake of Merkim's arms as they spared.




  Keevan held his training sword in both hands, careful not to swing too widely and leave himself open for another beating. He learned long ago he lacked the skill to attack effectively. His only hope in a duel such as this was to deflect as many hits as possible. The worst part was knowing the Tri-Being would get through Keevan's defenses eventually. Sometimes, Keevan wondered if Merkim merely pretended Keevan's counters were effective. Such a tactic created an illusion of safety, for Merkim to suddenly cut past with a quick thrust to Keevan's gut.




  Merkim attacked, launching three quick thrusts. Keevan managed to parry the first two but stepped back from the third, landing on the flat of his feet. Merkim sprinted in so fast Keevan stumbled into a failed retreat, the Tri-Being's practice sword a blur of tan, polished wood.




  The air hissed with two quick blows and Keevan found himself lying helpless on the stone floor of the training hall, clutching his stomach, his skull and gasping for air. His head rang from a strike to the temple, despite his padded training helmet. Merkim wasn't known for holding back, even in practice.




  "You alright there, Outlander?" Merkim chuckled, stooping down over Keevan. "It's no wonder your kind has never seen our shores. I'm amazing they'd even try to cross the sea. Fighters as poor as you should stick to their books. Leave the fighting to the real men."




  With a breathless heave of rage, Keevan swung at his gloating opponent's feet. A desperate strike, born of hopeless frustration, not skill. Merkim laughed, hoping over the blow and smacking his training weapon down on Keevan's hands. Biting back a curse, Keevan dropped his sword and scrambled away, clutching both fists to his chest. He could feel the bruises forming through his leather gloves, but at least his hands weren't broken.




  "Merkim!" Hadrian barked. In Keevan's battered state, he hadn't noticed the arms master's approach. "What did I tell you about honoring a fallen opponent? You beat him. Go back to your spot at the head of the line. Now."




  "As you command, Master Hadrian," Merkim offered with a mockingly deep bow. He sauntered off, holding his training sword over his shoulder like a woodman's axe. A few of his friends greeted him, pointing at Keevan as they laughed.




  "I see you ignored my advice," Hadrian grumbled, thick arms folded tersely as he glared down at the wounded Outlander. "You can't move as fast from the flat of your feet. Then you tried to strike in anger, another mistake. I applaud your spirit, boy. Even on the ground after a beating, you don't stop fighting. But, what must I do to teach you even the simplest of techniques?"




  All Keevan could manage in return was a series of grunts, still gasping for air. He flexed his hands open and shut, grimacing against the pain. If he didn't finish the training session, Persuader Madol would certainly find out. Not to mention Bahjal. He wasn't sure which prospect bothered him more.




  "Shall I call a Suadan to tend to your wounds?" Hadrian offered, through gritted teeth. "Oh wait, they wouldn't do you any good, Outlander. By Suada's mercy boy, what are you doing here?"




  "Sorry, Master Hadrian," Keevan managed to sputter. "I'll do better next time."




  "You didn't answer my question," Hadrian replied, his eyes narrowing dangerously. "Why are you putting yourself through this? Go back to your books, make your fortune and live your life."




  For the fifth time that day, Keevan considered giving up. His body ached from hours of training, day in and day out, trying to keep up with beings who drew on the elements when he wielded nothing but his mind. But Bahjal's kidnapping and the subsequent trip through the catacombs left a deep impression on him. He still remembered Kors hauling him away like a sack of trade goods.




  "I can't always rely on others to protect me," Keevan answered, "eventually, a struggle will boil down to me against someone else. When that day comes, I need better weapons than glowing eyes."




  Hadrian sighed, kneeling down next to Keevan. The burly man looked rather like an ox settling down on its hind quarters in order to talk with a mouse. Keevan might have laughed at the image, if his head, torso and arms were not spotted with bruises.




  Hadrien pulled off Keevan's gloves, examining the bruised knuckles with a practiced eye. "Your skills are improving, boy. Faster than most of the students I've trained, to be honest."




  "Doesn't feel like it," Keevan muttered, rubbing his bruised abdomen.




  "Give it time. Soon, you'll be fast enough to hold off Merkim. Just between you and me, I think Merkim suspects this very thing, that's why he's so set on getting his blows in now. As to protecting yourself, there are many ways to ensure one's safety," Hadrian offered evenly, glancing up at the students dueling before them, their training weapons cracking aloud with each impact.




  "Gold can buy body guards and literally constant protection, if you wish," Hadrian continued, "Few boys chose to serve as a Persuader. Most you see here are the third or fourth sons of noble families, who already have sires working in the Temples or overseeing their family interests. I understand a number of guilds have left you open invitations to work with them. Take their money, hire a decent swordsman and live your life. Most boys here would trade Persuadership for that in a heartbeat."




  The students were forming a single line. The student at the head of the line faced the student behind him for a quick series of blows. The first to take a hit retired to the back, while the winner remained to face the next student. Merkim would stay at the head of his line for at least five or six opponents. Most of them couldn't match Merkim's water-borne concentration.




  "I have to know how to defend myself, Master Hadrian," Keevan replied stubbornly, biting back a hiss of pain as Hadrian pressed against a fresh bruise. "Can I at least use my elemental vision in the next spar?"




  Hadrian didn't answer right away, his attention torn between Keevan's battered hands and watching the students spar. Keevan pursed his lips nervously and risked a glance. Blue light flickered from his eyes and he saw the arms master's elemental field reaching out in all directions, strong enough to fill a glass of water, perhaps. As a Rhetan, Hadrian's elemental field only stretched a few yards into the air.




  Etrendi and Haustrans distinguished themselves from the Rhetans with their larger fields and the sheer volume of elements they could summon with their emotions. At his best, Hadrian could do little more than light candles or cast sparks in the air, a fire cry from blasts of fire or bolts of lightning.




  Hadrian glanced at Keevan's eyes and raised a cautionary finger. "That power cost us the Watcher and the Great Crystal. It makes many of the students uncomfortable to be near it. Keep those eyes to yourself," Hadrian advised, handing Keevan back his gloves. "In the last war, I managed to best Haustras and Entrendi alike. I survived by moving and thinking faster than my opponent. I don't think using your ability would aid your agility or your strength. The Entrendi and Haustrans here are under the same restriction."




  "What's the point? I'm not good enough to stop him. And yes, clearly Merkim isn't drawing in any water," Keevan answered wryly.




  Hadrian's casual backhanded slap sent Keevan rolling across the rough stone floor. When he finally ground to a halt, dust covering his tunic and trousers. He couldn't help but wonder how many of Hadrian's victories were due more to his unnatural strength than his skill with a blade.




  Keevan's eyes stung with restrained moisture, his insides churning furiously with various emotions. Somehow, he needed to surpass his training. Masha and Nariem deserved a boy who at the least, could fend for himself, or even protect them if necessary. As his situation stood now, he still felt like the boy picking fights with Etrendi, only to be constantly reminded of his own weakness.




  "Merkim is young and hasn't learned the self-discipline necessary to avoid drawing elements at his emotional whims," Hadrian huffed, rising to his feet. "Just be glad he wasn't angry or scared when he fought you. I doubt you'd fare well against fire or lightning. You are a lot more fragile than us Tri-Beings. Don't forget that. Now, get back in line."




  "Yes, Master," Keevan echoed. He retrieved his wooden practice sword and walked across the hall to the sparring line. Merkim knocked back another student's defenses, slapping him on the shoulder. Then Merkim flashed Keevan a cocky half-smile as Keevan found himself one more person closer to his former opponent, then another, then another.




  "I feel like I'm slated for execution, not training," The student ahead of Keevan grumbled, eyeing Merkim with the same anxiety one might feel when watching a Pogoda threaten to take flight. He stood a head taller than Keevan, but his body comprised of more fat than muscle and he lacked the agility to avoid most blows.




  "I know the feeling," Keevan echoed. "I'm Keevan, by the way."




  "That's what I heard. I'm Urien," The big student offered, shaking Keevan's hand in greeting.




  With that, the last student ahead of them over-lunged and took a nasty crack to the ribs for his trouble. Merkim returned to the center of the room, sword in hand, watching Urien with his cool, inhuman serentiy. Urien bellowed an unconvincing challenge, sparks dancing along his tunic and hair. He tried for a big, two-handed swing, as if his sword were a massive hammer.




  Merkim raised his training sword, as if he were going to block the attack outright. At the last second though, he lowered his weapon. Urien stumbled to one side, trying to stay upright as his momentum headed for the floor. Merkim leapt after him, though to Urien's credit, he did manage to cover his head with one hand. Merkim only manage to slap the big boy's thigh, upper arm and amble belly.




  "Control will beat power every time, Urien," Master Hadrian called from the far wall.




  Keevan tried his best to ignore the sinking sensation in his stomach as he took Urien's place before Merkim. The Etrendi nobleman smiled, twirling his sword artfully as a few of his friends called out their encouragement from further down the line.




  Readying his blade, Keevan stayed on the balls of his feet and tried to remember all of Hadrian's advice over the last month. The second Merkim burst into motion though, the information vanished. His only defenses were the few fighting instincts he'd internalized, and he knew first hand they weren't enough.




  Keevan hopped away, barely avoiding a quick stab meant for his ribs. He shuffled to his left, forcing Merkim to pursue him in wide circle. The students continued their deluge of catcalls and insults but Keevan couldn't hear them, only dodging Merkim's attacks mattered. The Entrendi pressed on, but with a lazy grin as he advanced. The water around his blade faded as his serene concentration was replaced with entertainment.




  Merkim dashed in, his attacks striking at Keevan from random angles. Each of his steps were confident and determined, while Keevan's were light and constantly retreating. Keevan evaded most blows by simply retreating, though he tried to parry a few. Then, as he retreated, he saw Merkim's stance. He was relaxed, standing flat-footed.




  "Hey Merkim, are you going to dance with the Outlander all day?" One student called.




  "Just give me a moment to wear him down," Merkim called back, glancing at the line to his right. "I want to saver th-"




  Keevan charged, throwing his weight behind two slashes of his own. Caught on the flat of his feet, Merkim retreated unsteadily, parrying one blow and ducking past the other. For a brief moment, Keevan felt a rush of victory. But Merkim was in fact spinning into the duck, and his sword emerged into view too fast for Keevan to block. The blow solidly connected with Keevan's stomach, driving him to the ground once again.




  Gasping for air, pain knotting up in his chest, Keevan couldn't quite hear Hadrian's advice. Something about flat feet and swords hanging in front of someone or other. Keevan staggered onto his feet and hobbled over to the end of the line.




  "I think you almost had him that time," Urien offered, patting Keevan on the back. "You alright?"




  "Mafeaf," Keevan answered.




  "Enough," Hadrian ordered, as Merkim finally fell to a quick strike from one of his friends. "Back to the mats. Finish your stretches. We're done for the day. I want you all back here before sunrise tomorrow. We've got a lot to practice."




  Supposedly, stretching out after each training session aided in the muscles' recovery. Keevan couldn't help but notice that in his case, the flexibility exercises seemed to give every bruise and battered muscle extra time to twist and complain.




  "I thought you had him back there," Urien said, taking a spot next to Keevan on the big hay-stuffed mat. In the big boy's case, the flexibility routine was particular difficult. He closed his eyes, stretch his feet out in front of him and tried to touch his toes. This time, he managed to scratch his ankles.




  "I hoped so, he's just so quick," Keevan grumbled, wincing at a sudden pain in his shoulder. He didn't remember getting hit there. Perhaps the irritating bruise was from landing on the ground funny when he rolled?




  "There's always tomorrow," Urien offered, "another chance to even the score."




  "Or to take another beating," Keevan countered glumly.




  "Try to remember how you did on the first day here," Urien suggested, stretching hopelessly toward his toes. "Look at me after all. I can touch my ankles now!"




  "I'm sure that will save your life someday," Keevan muttered, twisting as he stretched his spine. He glanced over at Urien's red face, puffing with exertion as he reached for his toes… in vain. Keevan chuckled. "Thanks for trying to cheer me up."




  "Not an easy feat, some days," Urien added with a grin.




  "Keevan," Hadrian called from the main entrance. "Someone to see you."




  "I'll see you tomorrow, Urien," Keevan offered, hopping to his feet. The day could only get better from here on out. Hopefully.




  "Same to you," Urien replied with a tired smile.




  Keevan gathered his training gear, keeping his gloves on to hide those bruises. His tunic would cover the rest. He stowed his gear in his satchel and headed for the entrance. Hadrian stood by one of the weapons tables, arguing with a couple other staff members from the Persuader's Academy. Keevan couldn't shake the feeling they were arguing about him, for they'd occasionally point his way or sneak a glance in his direction.




  When he saw Bahjal waiting at the open door, all the pains of his training faded away. She'd taken to wearing her Suadan uniform again. The random loops of blue and white fabric were suspended in strands of water as she concentrated on staying calm. They fell a few inches when she saw Keevan, greeting him with a wide smile, her tranquility giving way to excitement.




  "Hey Keeves, I thought you'd want to know right away," Bahjal said. "Nariem finally got that shipment we've been waiting for. We can get started this afternoon. Even Persuader Madol's going to come help," She gave him an extra tight hug.




  Keevan managed to bite back a hiss of pain. He didn't want her to see his bruises, or at least, to know about how many he'd accumulated during this session. "Just give me a second to get my breath back," Keevan insisted, wrapping one arm around her shoulders while the other held his gear aloft.




  "Have a look boys," Merkim called, "It's the Outlander and his traitor woman. How'd he manage to land such a pretty Suadan? I thought they were supposed to be smart."




  The tall Etrendi hefted his bag of gear over one shoulder, cross-stitched with the insignia of the elaborate 'R' of the Radahn family. Two of Merkim's friends followed behind him, sharing the same family symbol on their bags and watching their cousin with equal measures of entertainment and mock bravado.




  "Traitor?" Bahjal asked evenly, "according to who?"




  "My uncle Derone," Merkim hissed, watching them both with venomous eyes. "If you were really loyal to Issamere, you wouldn't have gotten its best Harbor Master in a century, arrested. He was a Suadan too, after all. You're superior."




  Keevan grit his teeth in frustration. Merkim's command of water was formidable indeed if he could dispel his angry feelings at will and concentrate on his sparring so completely. Not for the first time, he felt grateful his emotions didn't show up in a public display of the elements. One of the few perks to an element-less existence.




  "Your uncle shouldn't have tried to attack us before the High Priestess herself," Bahjal countered, water buoying up the loops in her dress. "I hope it's not a habit your family holds in high regard." She glanced at the masters caught up in an intense debate by a weapons table, only a dozen feet away. The instructors looked down on infighting and punished the behavior accordingly.




  Merkim hissed at the challenge, but could only make the air around him bend with fervent heat. Without the controlled environment of the sparring arena, his anger took hold. What little water he could muster bubbled and steamed away. "Don't worry," he muttered, "I learn from my uncle's mistakes. You'll see."




  "Until tomorrow then," Bahjal said curtly, pinching her nose. "Meanwhile, take a bath. You stink." With that, she caught Keevan by the wrist and dragged him out of the training hall. Merkim watched them leave with a predatory gaze.




  "It would seem Nariem's shipment arrived just in time," Bahjal offered, taking Keevan's gloved hand in hers. "You're going to need a few tricks if you ever have to contend with that Suadan. I'm not sure he's completely sane. He's a completely different person when he's got a sword in his hand."




  "You saw us sparring today?" Keevan asked.




  "Of course. I had to see how you were doing," Bahjal answered with a smile. "You've really come a long way since your first day here. You know that, right?"




  "You're the second person to mention that today," Keevan echoed thoughtfully. He grit his teeth, fighting the urge to wince as she affectionately squeezed his bruised hand.




  "It must be true then," Bahjal finished, leading them onto the open street. "Now, let's go see what Nariem's got planned. He and Madol have spent weeks gathering ideas and tricks you can use as a Persuader."




  "Like what?" Keevan asked. After what felt like endless days studying Persuader manuals, learning their procedures and training with Hadrian, time at home only allowed for sleeping and eating. If pressed, Nariem only said there wasn't much sense in discussing the matter until the necessary supplies arrived anyway.




  "I don't want to spoil the surprise," Bahjal said with a mischievous smile. "But I will say this. It involves Danica. Boom."




   




  Chapter 2




   




  "I get the feeling you met Merkim before you started sparring together," Bahjal said as they walked out of the Persuader's Academy. The building's tall, granite towers were low and thick, remnants of the earlier days of Issamere where Guilds and Towers were less united and Issamere was more prone to internal conflicts. Beletok's bearded face was carved above each entryway, marking the Persuaders training there as vessels of the fire god's search for justice.




  Keevan resisted the urge to peek into the elemental plane when they reached the main courtyard. Here, Tri-Beings of every description milled about together. Merchants, traders and craftsman parked their carts in long lines, aiming to draw in a combat oriented crowd with their assortments of weapons and armor.




  This was one of the few places in Issamere where Etrendi, Haustran and Rhetans alike associated with each other. From Keevan's elemental perspective, seeing so many fields of varying intensities interacting with each other presented an interesting sight. As the arms master Hadrian proved that soldiering did not necessarily require a strong connection to the elements, many a muscle-bound Rhetan shouldered their way into the headquarters, hoping to find an apprenticeship.




  While beautiful, the sight also made Keevan feel unusually small by comparison. Here soldiers and former blacksmith's alike, combat experienced men and women, sought the Malik's favor to join the Persuaders. Somehow, thin and wiry Keevan had already managed to gain entry.




  Whether or not he'd survive the training… his bruised body and battered muscles groaned ominously on that subject.




  "You did well in there," Bahjal offered, the linen loops from her Suadan robe waving in step with her as she walked. She trailed a few inches of water along behind her, keeping them suspended until they hung easily over her shoulders. The elemental manipulation marked her as a skilled Suadan Etrendi, handling water with ease. The very sight still unnerved Keevan to no end. His closest friend posed as an elementally weak Rhetan for years, without him ever noticing her true strength.




  "Not sure I'd call it 'well', to be honest," Keevan grumbled, rubbing his shoulder. Merkim's blows fell so hard, Keevan sometimes wondered if his leather pads had fallen off and he just hadn't noticed.




  "Try to consider where you were a month ago," Bahjal said, taking his hand in hers. Despite the gallon of water floating after her, her hands were still dry, warm and soft. The callouses she developed pretending to be a Rhetan were quickly fading. Keevan felt like the friend he'd loved for years was slowly falling away, one layer at a time, with each passing day. But would the person he found at her core be someone he could trust as dearly as the Bahjal he knew a few short months ago?




  Shrugging away the doubts, he squeezed Bahjal's hand and turned his mind toward her train of thought. "I suppose you have a point," He relented. "Master Hadrian had me working straw filled dummies for the first week, that felt more humiliating."




  "I bet Persuader Madol spoke with him, to speed up your training," Bahjal said, tapping her chin thoughtfully. "You're already at a bit of a disadvantage, because a lot of Persuaders are trained from a younger age than you."




  "You wouldn't know that by looking around here," Keevan countered, pointing at the shuffling crowd they skirted around. "It looks like all kinds want to be Persuaders these days."




  "Don't forget, this is where the Malik's palace guards and the Arnadi house's men train as well," Bahjal corrected him. "They aren't all here to be Persuaders. But you're right, many start out as soldiers or guards. You're a special case is all."




  "You know, I gave up an endless supply of gold for these," Keevan chuckled, rolling up his shirt sleeve to show her a fresh bruise across his bicep, already purpling. "You think I made a mistake? Most of my body insists I did."




  "I think people who constantly rely on others for their defense, leave themselves vulnerable," Bahjal said, guiding Keevan passed a pair of burly guards arguing over a bag of coins. "Money and influence have a way of drying up when you least expect it, but what is yours in your mind remains with you always. Combat training is a great example."




  The guards' argument faded into a mild conversation as she neared, the moisture of her elemental field touching the soldiers' cloud-like frames. They didn't realize the water around Bahjal was calming them down, neutralizing the anger behind their argument.




  Keevan felt a familiar twinge of jealousy. She was so strong and subtle in her command of water that others nearby didn't realize she was influencing them. Then again, he envied the lowest Rhet who could light a candle by heating his fingertips. They left the marketplace and turned toward the Forger's District. The soldiers' voices rose in anger as Bahjal walked away, taking her calming influence with her.




  As the smells of Issamere shifted from oiled leather to smoking coals, anticipation nibbled away at Keevan's imagination. What manner of tools did Madol and Nariem have in store for him? Without the ability to command elements on his own, his options seemed rather limited, but the enthusiasm in Nariem's eyes when he hinted at their 'project' suggested otherwise. Keevan's anticipation only grew when Bahjal turned them away from his home, guiding them deeper into the Forger's District.




  "Aren't we going to my father's shop?" Keevan asked.




  "Madol decided Nariem's shop wasn't a good fit for this 'project' of theirs," Bahjal said with a sly smile. "Something about it being too cramped and public."




  "Public?" Keevan echoed, arching an eyebrow in confusion. "It's behind closed doors, and closed windows. What would people be able to see anyway?"




  "Dunno, yet," Bahjal groaned. "They've been torturing me about it all week. Nariem seemed awfully proud of himself."




  "So, where are we going then?" Keevan pried.




  "We're almost there," Bahjal said with a sly grin.




  "Not much of an answer," Keevan grumbled, rolling his eyes as he relented.




  Bahjal led them off a main street to a smaller road, lined with brick houses and slate tile roofs. Since most of the residents worked in the nearby forges, this neighborhood was nearly empty during the day. A thin trickle of Rhetans occupied one such road, all heading east, toward the markets to purchase the day's supply of food. Many Rhetans lived day-to-day off the proceeds of their labor, since the Haustrans were the ones elementally capable of earning a larger salary.




  "How are things among the Rhets?" Keevan asked, after they passed a pair of twins, about eight years old. Fresh thread patched together old seems in a number of places and the sunken flesh behind their eyes suggested whatever foods they were about to purchase wouldn't be enough to stave off hunger. They watched Keevan with cautious eyes before slipping past him wordlessly.




  "Honestly, they're getting worse." Bahjal said, glancing warily from side to side as she spoke. That action alone gave Keevan pause. He glanced back at the passing Rhetans again, noting that the twins he'd noticed earlier were not exceptions to the norm. The Rhetans were never wealthy, by any means, but their temperaments and diets were generally healthy.




  "What happened?" Keevan persisted, squeezing Bahjal's hand insistently. "Between training and studying to work with the Persuaders, I only have time to go home, eat a late dinner and sleep. If you can convince Hadrian or Madol to leave me some time to socialize, I'm in."




  "It turns out, the Great Crystal served as a sort of dam, keeping much of the harsh weather outside of Issamere, and the farms further inland." Bahjal said, licking her lips uneasily.




  "The Great Crystal I broke, dealing with Kors," Keevan said. He leaned against a nearby wall and watched the Rhetans pass, each group as destitute as the last, if not more so. "What happened to the farms?"




  "There was a flood," Bahjal confessed, glancing up at the grey clouds in the sky. "The worst in decades. Usually, if it rains that much, they dispatch Suadans to deflect the worst it. The local priests did their best, but the storm was so sudden and intense, a large portion of this year's crops were destroyed."




  "Then, why is this the first I've heard of it?" Keevan asked, his gaze never breaking from the tide of hunger and desperation. A different kind of flood. Sure, a few too many of the meals at the academy involved soup and dried fruit, but no one ever mentioned famine. No wonder she wanted to keep their conversation from prying ears. The damage to the Great Crystal was his doing.




  "The Etrendi and some of the Haustrans are still eating well, because they bought up all the grains and storable food the moment the Great Crystal fell. One of the scholars realized what would happen and spread the word, among the Etrendi at least." Bahjal explained, rubbing her temples. "They realized what was coming before the Rhetans did. Now a large portion of Issamere is just struggling to eat."




  "So the Etrendi are hording all the food," Keevan surmised.




  "They were," Bahjal admitted, pursing her lips. "But there's been widespread thievery. Sometimes whole stores are destroyed in the fighting. Even the Etrendi are running out of food, unless Malik Morgra can get a handle on it all."




  "Then there's the elemental field issue," Keevan grumbled, folding his arms as he slid to the ground, dragging his back against the wall's roughly cut bricks. "The Great Crystal controlled the amount of moisture in the city at a given time. When the Malik wanted them calm, he could add more. Bored, add less. Now he can't regulate their emotions."




  "There have been more fights and arrests lately." Bahjal confirmed, tapping her thumb against each finger as she counted silently. "I wouldn't be surprised if some people were getting desperate enough to prefer incarceration. At least they'd get two helpings of gruel each day. Some Rhets don't even have that. Once the price of fresh food went up, a lot of businesses couldn't afford to hire as many Rhets."




  "Because of me," Keevan finished, massaging his temples. "Are any of the Guilds working to help the Rhetans? Maybe there's something I can do to help the farmers."




  "Unless you suddenly developed the power to command the growing season to change, I don't think you'd have much success." Bahjal said grimly, "Plus, announcing yourself as the Sight Seeker in a crowd of Rhets would attract unwanted attention. By unwanted, I mean potentially violent."




  She knelt down next to him, wrapping her arms around his chest and resting her head on his shoulder. One of the linen loops in her hair tickled his ear. She smelled like lavender and honey, while after his recent training, his scent resembled a battered workhorse. She didn't seem to mind, though.




  "So, flashing my eyes while I'm out and about wouldn't be a safe idea then, huh?" Keevan asked.




  "Was it ever?" Bahjal countered.




  "Not really, although in the past it was more dangerous to use my power in front of the Etrendi, the Rhetans didn't mind so much." Keevan admitted, "Now it's all backward. Everything is backward, even you."




  "What's that supposed to mean?" Bahjal said, her tender hug stiffening around him. Her tone carried a dangerous edge of warning, like a freshly sharpened blade.




  "You were always my Rhetan friend," Keevan said, raising his hands defensively. He meant to nullify her temper, but the gesture broke her hug, so Bahjal backed away. She rested on her haunches like a feral cat, a posture more akin to the Rhetan Keevan grew up with, than the Suadan worshipper she now portrayed. "I thought you understood my limitations because you didn't have much elemental power of your own."




  "And now that I'm an Etrendi, I'm what exactly? Part of the problem? Untrustworthy? I don't understand you as well?" Bahjal challenged, pointing an incriminating finger in Keevan's face. "You should be glad your closest friend happens to have enough elemental power to cover your back. The Rhetan you miss so much wouldn't have stood a chance against anyone else."




  "I knew who she was and what she wanted," Keevan countered, feeling a month's worth of tainted frustrations bubbling over. "For all I know, the years that I knew you were a lie. You could have been just following orders, doing the Malik's bidding the entire time. Our friendship's was just a-"




  "Just the most important thing in my life," Bahjal cut off, hoping to her feet. "I chose to work among the Rhets because I didn't have a better option, short of joining Kors. I chose to serve the Malik because he's the best leader Issamere has seen in two centuries. I'm your friend because I trust you. I've seen you grow up and I've seen your curiosity and compassion grow over the last few years. For the love of the elements, I watched you hurl my brother from the Suadan Tower."




  Keevan paled at those words, his temper vanishing in a flickering memory of Kors tumbling end-over-end out the Temple window. "I'm sorry about that. Truly. I wish there had been another way. They never did find a body. Perhaps he survived."




  Bahjal paused a moment at those words, sighing in relent. "I don't know what I want for Kors. If he's dead, then Issamere and you are safe. If he's not, there's no chance of reconnecting with him. We grew up together. I miss who he was before the war claimed our parents."




  "You don't mention him much," Keevan said carefully.




  "He chose Zerik. I chose Malik Morgra. There's not much else to tell," Bahjal said evenly.




  "Well, why don't we see what Nariem has planned for me," Keevan suggested. "We'll worry about the rest later."
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