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      PROLOGUE


      THE STORM


      Amatu sai sessitu amar.


      We are who we choose to be.


      - Almari Family Motto

    


      CHAPTER ONE


      20 Soltyde, 633 C.I.


      The weather was calmer than I had expected today. I suppose that only added to the joy that I felt as I reached the age of majority along with my dear brother, Aegras. And yet, I do not think that any amount of preparation would render us perfectly ready for a meeting with the King and Queen of Callista. Apparently, Mother and Father had both placed the First Minister in their debts for a time and this was how things were made even once more.


      “Now, remember that you must make three curtsies once you enter the Throne Room,” Mother said, proper as she always is. “I have some business to attend to while your father takes you to the palace.”


      My twin is the silent one of the family, which was reflected in his incredible sense of calm as we passed two members of the Royal Rifles and entered the palace. I wondered why he seemed to be in such a state while my nerves had gotten the better of me, but the accursed telepath caught wind of my curiosity.


      What is it this time? He followed Father as we whisked through one room and the next.


      Are your nerves as quivery as mine, brother?


      Not quite. We have been in places like this before. You should relax your mind.


      Aegras has a way of finding the correct words at the right time, as the herald had just announced our arrival. For a moment, I found it odd that my father was exempt from making curtsies to the Royal House, but I suppose that he earned the right as a Captain and now it was our turn to do the same.


      “We would like to wish you a happy birthday, Helisah and Aegras,” the King said with a smile. He and the Queen fixed their gazes upon us even as they sat upon their thrones.


      “Thank you, Your Majesties,” we replied in unison.


      “It is joyous for us to hear news of such great potential in our nation, especially those who come from a family of acclaimed service,” the Queen said, shifting her piercing gaze between us. “For we tire of war and politics, from time to time.”


      “We are glad to have helped,” I blushed. Perhaps in some ways, I am still a child at heart.


      “And you can assist us even more before we feast tonight. What are you going to study in our college, Aegras?”


      “Sorcery, Your Majesty. I hope to serve as my father does.”


      “The power that governs our world is entrusted only to those few who can use it justly. Tell us, do you plan to do the same due to your telepathic connection, Helisah?” the King asked.


      I told His Majesty that I wished to engineer marvels, which was deemed to be a noble profession in the eyes of the King. I suppose that the approval of His Majesty could not compare to the shock that we felt when he gave us a gift of one hundred silver pieces each. What feats had my family wrought that could earn such favor?


      ● ● ●


      The feast that followed could be considered the most natural of highs, but I am thankful to the mercenaries that tutored us at a young age because Aegras had other plans. The many dalliances that he has had outside of Elven-kind are typical of a young, crazed Callistan, but three people at once requires a little more discretion, to say the least.


      I merely settled for one that night in the form of a young human Lieutenant of the Guard. He appeared so utterly bored by the proceedings that charming him was an easy feat. Luckily, the telepathic blockade had worked at the time and none of our own proceedings were ever known to anyone else.


      I never knew the name of the man, but I also had never felt more alive than I did when we crashed into the nearest bedroom. I am truly thankful that the otherwise noisy party did not interfere with our affairs, for I am not sure that the honor of our family could hold up against two new adults who would apparently need to learn the meaning of privacy.


      And yet, I am still not sure if dear Aegras is correct. Is becoming that crazed with primal desire a virtue that is at the core of ourselves, as he believes? Is it a place of utter madness? Is it somewhere in between those two states?


      I have the feeling that I must dedicate a bit of time in the future to solving this riddle. I never deny myself the answers that I seek and I see no reason to do so now, especially when Mother and Father have given me a set of new journals to record my misadventures in.


      I shall have to make a note to purchase a packet of the incense that burned on the bedside. It was an intoxicating aroma of crushed cinnamon and flowers that I will not forget any time soon.


      ● ● ●


      21 Soltyde, 633 C.I.


      I must return to my books after my one day break, but I am not one to mind. Most of the free people of the world have been instilled with a love of learning from a young age, even if such a love may be taken in many different directions over the ages. I think that intelligence has more to do with applying knowledge, rather than spouting facts like a walking encyclopedia.


      Several quadratics await me now.


      ● ● ●


      22 Soltyde, 633 C.I.


      Life in the city can be such a bore sometimes, but I think I should be grateful to be safe here as opposed to out in the wild, where none save the Royal Army and colonial expeditions dare to venture. One would think that the Dalarians would raise a storm about this matter due to their claims on certain lands, but it is said that their Republic operates on the Koronet and concerns itself with little else.


      Mother actually took me to the Dalarian homeland for a meeting with her friends at a time before I began to write. The only details that I could remember were the frigid cold of the deep winter and forests as far as the eye could see. If there had been anything else, I would have remembered it or made friends from there along the way, would I not?


      ● ● ●


      23 Soltyde, 633 C.I.


      It was brutally cold today and the cruel touch of nature was only made worse by the defense drills that the military ran in the city. The threats outside our door may be as fearsome as the wild drakes, but I do not think that corralling civilians into shelters will make a difference when a rival army is blasting at the walls. However, our Fiean allies are the only people that would be capable of such an attack and they have no reason to violate the peace pact that had been crafted after their revolution. The odds of them turning on us are about the same as if I ventured into the forest and encountered a walrus that could tell jokes.


      ● ● ●


      24 Soltyde, 633 C.I.


      As expected, no one had died in the previous night. Agosia has returned to normal and the impulse to do business has been picking up as of late. The New Year of our Independence is fast approaching and another celebration cannot hurt. To that end, our royal family is building up a grand lights show in the fields outside of the city to attract more tourists. Father mentioned that the outer walls need repairs, and the First Minister promised that tax revenue from the upcoming parties will go toward them.


      I believe that I know what our Queen meant now. Most of the details of governance can bore you if you sit with them for too long. After a time, I think that I might need any distraction that may find a way to cross my path.


      ● ● ●


      25 Soltyde, 633 C.I.


      It appears as if the young Lieutenant that I shared a bed with has found me again in the market today. We ran into each other by happenstance in the bakery and an initially awkward conversation became an invitation to engage in a liaison once again. He took the opportunity to introduce himself as Khal. In spite of his initial bumble, he displayed an incredible confidence that I would continue to feel with his every word and movement. I must admit that his assertive nature and the thought that we should embark on a physical relationship was oddly intriguing.


      I must admit that I am not certain about whether or not I have damaged my chance with Khal by asking him about his potential engagement in multiple relationships. The way his face contorted when I questioned him betrayed that he did not engage in such behavior. Is it not the unofficial creed of the Guard to fight and fuck as many people as possible?


      I must quiz my dear Aegras on this. I hate to admit my faults, but he is more experienced in these matters than I am.


      ● ● ●


      26 Soltyde, 633 C.I.


      Well, it appears that the advice of my dear brother has paid off in my favor, if you could call bitter beer and sexualized card games the definition of the term. At the very least, Khal did not deny me what I felt on that first night and I have to applaud him for that.


      I feel that I am inclined to see the good Lieutenant once more in the next few days. How could I dare pass up an offer to go and hear from musicians with a soldier such as he? It would besmirch the honor of my country!


      ● ● ●


      27 Soltyde, 633 C.I.


      I think that the chicken that was prepared for Khal and I ended up not agreeing with me. Thankfully, the medicine that Aegras retrieved quickly eased my pain. However, it seems that medicine and even magic cannot restore the regulated motions of the body just yet, as I spent much of today dry-heaving and barely able to keep down any food.


      I suppose that I shall feel better tomorrow.


      ● ● ●


      28 Soltyde, 633 C.I.


      It is quite odd that a brief sickness can make me appreciate the times when I am at the fullest strength. The great resistance that Elves possess against bacteria is a remarkable factor in the near immortality of our race. The sicknesses that can kill us are usually so lethal that they burn out before spreading beyond our control. That is not to say that we cannot die of other causes. Even the great Elven Kings and Queens of Callista can die in battle.


      Namalie of Arduth was a hero of mine when I was a child for this very reason, and I am constantly reminded of her when I see illness around me. She had gained great renown as the Mother of Medicine. I remember when she had come to our school and regaled us with tales of the horrors of the age before Callista and the Fiean Republic were founded all those years ago. It is such a shame that she died shortly after that lecture.


      I understood from the moment that I heard the news that if ever I had to sacrifice myself, it should be to save another.


      ● ● ●


      29 Soltyde, 633 C.I.


      Khal was called away on a drill with his soldiers today, and I cannot help but feel torn between a sense of understanding and a sense of selfishness. It is such a good feeling to spend time with someone new, but I also cannot hold a grudge against someone who is expected to do their duty.


      After all, what if I were in his shoes? I would definitely feel hurt and unwelcome if I had to spend time putting food on the table while others mocked and berated me for doing what I must. I forgave Mother and Father for that very same problem year after year since they had made every effort to be there for Aegras and me.


      Absence helps one to reflect on their lives even better than usual, I suppose.


      ● ● ●


      30 Soltyde, 633 C.I.


      One day until the new year of our Independence and I am overcome with a desire to see the new lights show that our King and Queen have ordered. Indeed, it seems that others shared the enthusiasm of the residents of our capital, as the city swarmed with tourists and grandstanders from kilometers around. Father was tasked with watching the main gates of the city for a long while, only to be relieved by the safe return of Khal before the sun had set. My liaison was oddly silent about what had happened outside of the city, but it is better for everyone that these men and women could come home to their families on such a prestigious eve.


      ● ● ●


      3 Hafelda, 634 C.I.


      They are gone. All of them. Dead on the day of birth.


      The openness of our Independence Day masked the movement of legendary monsters that had arisen from the great beyond. It all began as the Royal Light Show commenced outside of the city, revealing an approaching army of uncountable number. The behavior of the Horde betrayed their true origins. It was the resurgence of the Telurian Empire, which was once thought to be just a legendary collection of foes that were used to frighten gullible people.


      We thought that we were safe inside the walls of the city and under the protection of a Guard of Elves, Dwarves and Humans, but it only took a few short hours before we were proven wrong. Aegras was present when the worst events had happened, relaying the hysteria to me as so many began to flee into the city. An insider had killed multiple guards and opened the Southern gate, much to the bewilderment of the defending army, but it was not just any traitor.


      It was my Khal. The impossible man had doomed thousands to their deaths. For all my contemplation over his actions, I could not comprehend why he would commit such a vile act. Did he seek money? Power? The resolution of a blood feud?


      Aegras put him down like a hog and quickly fled the area as a blood thirsty horde began to swarm into the city. Our own people tried to form a wall of gun fire, but the battle had quickly turned into a slaughter.


      Meet at the fountain. He cast his thoughts out to all who would listen. With time, two of his friends made it. I could still smell the stench of a thousand corpses as we met in a panic.


      “We need to leave,” one of them screamed in fear. “They are killing everyone! We have to go!”


      What about Mother and Father?! I shot to Aegras, failing to realize that he had begun to tremble in the face of the death and misery that rose all around us. A nearby explosion and several rising fires solicited a scream from us all, forcing Aegras to lead us away before the worst could happen. He remembered that Father had described a series of catacombs underneath the city that lead out into the wild. We had knives and sidearms, so it was better to face a bear than to end up dead in a city that was falling apart.


      Aegras and I took the lead as our makeshift group moved deeper into the city. We were a bit removed from the fires and enemy projectiles, but the screams of the wounded and dying torture me even now. I cannot remove them from my mind.


      And then, I saw him. A flash from the eyes of a cruel and merciless killer. Father and Mother gathered a few brave beings together to make a stand, but the monster had easily cast them aside before he drove a dagger into the skull of Father.


      And the voice. That horrible voice penetrated my mind as Father began to scream, soliciting a wail of my own as a part of his pain coursed through me.


      I sense that you are nearby, son and daughter of the Almari bloodline. I will soon come for you both.


      Thrakoth. That dark name was once only uttered in stories and legends, but his appearance in our home had been all too real as the monster cast Father aside like he was a piece of waste.


      When we regained control of our own senses, Aegras and I found ourselves huddled against the wall of a nearby home. The friends of my brother were nowhere to be found, but matters were made even worse when a horde of Telurians spotted us. I wish I had known what to do at the time because they did not appear to want to kill us and be done. They wanted to send us to our graves slowly and painfully.


      Luckily, that moment is also when the assassins came for us. Aegras and I stuck our fingers in our ears reflexively as a blast of arms rang out from above and many of the enemy began to fall to the earth. The shrouded figures then leaped off of several of the nearby buildings and stabbed the rest. I shall say with no uncertainty that we owe them our lives because of their prowess and efficiency in battle.


      Why us? My family is respected, but we are not a special group of beings. Apparently, the Lord of the Telurians had known of our identities, yet we found protection from a source that I could not have foreseen. Our continuance through those dark hours threw guilt and conflict into the deepest recesses of my mind. We lived while so many others have died.


      Little was said as the assassins led Aegras and I through the sewers and out into the wild. As we drew ever closer to safety, we would witness the Royal Citadel as it began to crumble. That single act would be of further detriment to our morale, but we were forced to move onward in the face of such a dark punishment.


      ● ● ●

    


      CHAPTER TWO

6 Hafelda, 634 C.I.

The rush into the wild neared an end today and I have learned much about the supply network of these assassins. I dare not discuss much of it here, but most of the past five days was spent rushing between small caches of supplies in the forest and small towns. In the confusion of running from my burning home, I could not be certain of whether we were dodging Callistan or Telurian patrols, as our movements were erratic and not based on any particular time of day. One of the assassins explained that the level of trust that they had for outsiders in these dark hours was low and that they also did not want to fail in their mission to protect Aegras and me.

I feel that I must ask again. Why us? What did we do to deserve this?

● ● ●

7 Hafelda, 634 C.I.

It appears that the forward scouts of our tiny party have found what they were looking for. They were taking us across the border into the Fiean Republic and splitting us up. Aegras would go to the sorcerers of their group, while I would go to the main hideout. As their briefing progressed and they remained blissfully unaware of my eavesdropping, they also brought news of the outside world.

Agosia was not the only city that had fallen to the Telurians. A sizable portion of the Callistan military was besieged across every piece of what remained of our territory. Even though my people and her allies ruled the seas, it made no real difference to the people trapped in engagements hundreds of kilometers inland. Only a few choice coastal fortifications held out against the storm at hand, as whatever armies that attempted to besiege those estates were crushed under the might of a Callistan ship of the line.

That is a comforting thought. At this time, I will take all of the good news that I may get.

● ● ●

8 Hafelda, 634 C.I.

It was hard to say farewell to Aegras today, but some part of me knew that our training had to take priority over familial bonds for a time if we were to have revenge on the Telurians. My dear fellow telepath would still remain in my mind across hundreds of kilometers anyway, so it is not as if we were losing one another in the first place.

The assassins took me to a cabin nestled along a particularly pristine beach. It was fairly inconspicuous to all but the keenest of observers, especially since more assassins had secured the cabin and the surrounding wilderness. It was truly a sight to see.

In a departure from what I had seen so far, the leader of these assassins was not an elf, but a man. Upon first glance, he did not appear much different in stature than me, but he was far more dignified by age and expertise. A dozen years of scars had been strewn across his face. I presume that these wounds of war may also be found on the rest of his body, but I shall not pry my host for stories until he is willing.

“I am Melir. Melir Advardin,” he said, outstretching a hand with a fatherly smile. Although I had never heard of the name before, it appeared that he wanted to be comforting first and a killer later, so I took his hand out of respect.

“Helisah Almari,” I replied. “It is good to make your acquaintance.”

“Oh, we already are acquainted. I remember you from when I visited your mother and father and you began to write in those journals of yours.”

Before I could ask him what he knew about my family, he ushered me to a nearby chair and told me to sit down. I complied once more, as it seemed like Mister Advardin had already read my mind.

“Tell me. What do you know about your mother and father?” he asked, taking a seat across from me.

I told him the pieces of my family history that it seems a mere child would be familiar with. Father was a Captain. Mother was a Scholar and a Sorcerer. What more could there be than that?

“Before your mother had settled down and bore you and your brother, she was an excellent spy,” he remarked, leaning back in his chair. “I can only assume that her efforts to sabotage the Telurians have failed.”

He looked like he was on the verge of crying for a moment there, but was it due to losing someone he knew or someone he loved? I could not be certain.

“And so, should the worst happen, your father and mother requested that I get you out. Now, what is it you would ask of me?” he said.

“These Telurians. They took everything from me and I want to fight back!” I said, letting my anger take hold as I remembered the screams and smells all over again.

“You wish to join the Raiders?”

At the very least, I now have a formal name for these assassins. It was one that was not even uttered in legends or tales, but I suppose that such writings would defeat the meaning and purpose of a secret organization.

“Yes,” I told him, pushing my rage back under control.

“Then your training will commence tomorrow morning. Be ready for it.”

At that moment, the face of a father figure was gone and the face of a cold man was left in place. He led me to my room and shut the door. It is here that I shall remain for the night.

I must rest now, for I feel that enduring tomorrow will not be such an easy feat.

● ● ●

9 Hafelda, 634 C.I.

The blast of cold water that greeted me in the morning proved my assertions were correct. A pair of Raiders were in the room and on my ass, snapping at me to get my thoroughly soaked body out of my thoroughly soaked cot and rise to greet the accursed weather outside. A torrential downpour pounded the ground outside and I was told that I was going to be training in ten minutes. They pushed me to gather up my new uniform, which was a customized version of what would be given to a Callistan Officer, and told me to get dressed in front of them, make my bed and eliminate my bodily waste before they kicked me out of the room.

I found myself seated in front of Melir after I scrounged together an order of fruit, cooked oats and meat from who knows where. He was as silent as could be, merely checking his pocket watch with one hand while counting down the minutes that I had to eat on the other. At the time, I was amazed at how I felt like I ate like a glutton, but I think that might have been the result of the regimented atmosphere.

With a minute to spare, the Raiders that had greeted me earlier in the morning returned to see that their Master had raised his thumb in approval. They ushered me up and out into the rain, quickly checking the light armament that they had donned before joining me.

“You will start running,” the younger one, Fennigan, said. “I will tell you when to stop. Do you understand?”

I nodded and quickly broke out into the downpour and the Raiders followed. My opening day was uneventful and boring in its focus on physical fitness, but little did I know what would greet me when the rain lifted and the sun shone once more.

● ● ●

My new overlords took me up to the cliff side overlooking the hideout and forced me to continue to strengthen my muscles. My entire body ached under the strain of constant exertion, but I struggled through the pain. For if I could not handle the pain of building myself up, how in the world could I ever face down Thrakoth and his hordes?

The exercises of this day were merely a dress rehearsal for the main event. My exhausted body was easy pickings for the Raiders to bind by the wrists and legs. Fennigan and his elder, Erudan, pulled me to my feet and dragged me to the edge of the cliff. I choked back a bit of fright as I observed the waves crashing against the sand. It was a terror that the Raiders had immediately sensed.

“How are you ever going to have your revenge if you fear Mother Nature herself?” Erudan whispered, mocking my squeamishness. “Are you a coward or are you going to fight?”

They were right. If I am going to survive this storm, then I would have to become fearless.

And so I did.

● ● ●

10 Hafelda, 634 C.I.

More physical training. More exercises. More everything. I managed to struggle through the soreness of my muscles and Erudan and Fennigan issued me a dagger. I think that they will throw me out into the wild at
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