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To my daughter, my favorite artist, Eszter.

You tell wonderful stories with your brush and inspire me with your paintings to let my inner vision carry me to Fantasyland.
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​Prologue by Loran
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I’m Loran, the Táltos (shaman) of the Hunor clan that still exists hidden in every country with its strict hierarchy, deadly rules and traditions. Although every event and everything is written by Hunors with the ancient writing, called Rovasiras, is registered in the Collective Memory, my job is to create a detailed file of every gifted clan member whose fate is to preserve the traditions and keep the clan intact.

The Ancestors’ Secrets file is an important historical document and now available to every clan member who reached adulthood. This file contains diary entries by the Chosen One and by those who are close to her as well as those who chose to oppose her and try to stop her.

When I started putting the file together, there were gaps in the events, and I had to talk to people in order to place the puzzles pieces together. It’s amazing how some of their time bending ability could bring the present and past together. Reading the diaries, I felt like I was walking on the lush steppes with the ancestors, traveled with the gypsy caravan in the fourteenth century or visited a long dead King.

The Ancestors’ Secrets file includes three parts. Prelude is a glimpse into what will come in Turmoil and Destiny, as the present and past events are interwoven in the complex story of the most important members of a secret society. A lot of ancient tribal secrets must be unveiled, and the puzzle pieces must find their place before the Chosen One discovers what fate has in store for her.
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​Mora’s Fury
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Mora closed her eyes and began searching the complicated network of the Collective Memory, in her mind. She murmured under her breath, “The Elders took everything I valued in life from me, but they never found out I could read every word that is written by every gifted Hunor after they reach maturity. When they use the ancient letters given to them by the Ancestors and they mention the meaning of the flowers, their lives are open books for me.”

Mora’s prune-like face lit up, “Good girl, Adel. You are the servant of the Leaders and can’t talk to anyone about this, but you just wrote in your diary that the Elders are planning a meeting. Oh, I see. One of them is about to take her last breath, and they need to choose her successor. Hmm... could I use it to my advantage? We’ll see. There is another interesting sentence here; you are worried about your mistress, Csenge. She seems distant and unhappy. Let’s see what our Leader has been writing...” she scoured Csenge’s desk in her mind.

“What?!” Mora shouted angrily when she read Csenge’s note in her calendar, “The Chosen One, Ilona, is coming of age today.” Mora was furious, “I can get into the minds of those who are related to me, but I can’t get into the Elders’ meeting or see the Chosen One. I curse you Ancestors for taking away my powers, and I curse you for tearing me away from the arms of my beloved, Joland. We’ll be together again one day, my love. I’ll find a way, somehow...”

In her fury, Mora clawed a hole in her soft comforter, but then, she started seeing an unfamiliar handwriting in her mind. Someone, unknown to her was writing a diary with the ancient Hunor letters. Mora’s rage calmed instantly as she rejoiced, “Ilona’s diary! She must be the Chosen One that Csenge wrote about.”

In her mind’s eye, the ancient Hunor letters appeared as Ilona wrote them in her diary. Dear diary, I’m supposed to keep a detailed journal from now on...

Mora grinned, “Write my little princess and keep writing. I want to know everything about you.”
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​Longing
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Ilona’s Diary
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Dear diary,

Today is September 19, the morning of my twenty-ninth birthday. I will remember this important chapter in my life by the beautiful flower of the camellia that Elza placed in my room last night. In the flower language of my ancestors, the camellia represents longing, a persistent and unfulfilled strong desire or need. Elza had sensed my true feelings, as usual.
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I’m supposed to keep a detailed journal from now on, so let me write about the peculiar and disturbing dream I had last night. My usual dreams are always jumbled, unconnected images and feelings, but this dream was different. The clarity of it was uncanny, and it played out like a movie in my mind.

In the dream, I was about four or five, with pigtails, wearing a white ruffled dress. We were in a grocery store. I was happily hopping and singing while holding onto my mother’s hand. She smiled at me, and I felt her warmth and affection. She was a beautiful woman. Her lustrous dark reddish hair flowed to her mid-back and her deep-blue eyes promised love and security. I admired her and wanted to be with her all the time. To my childish disappointment, she was busy for the biggest part of every day, but when she could spend the entire day with me, I enjoyed every moment of our time together. I chattered away, glad she paid attention to me, only to me.

In my dream, I was telling her a silly story I’d made up when I saw an old woman fall in the middle of the aisle. I tore my hand from mother’s grasp and ran over to the woman. She cried out in pain, lying on the floor with her leg bent in a revolting angle.

I sensed my mother behind me, “Momma. She is broken! I want to fix her.” I looked up, hoping for her approval.

“All right, sweet pea. Put your hands on her. Don’t be afraid.” I heard my mother’s velvety voice and felt her hand on my shoulder. As I touched the woman’s hip, strange warmth started emanating from my fingers and a serene, satisfied feeling washed over me as I watched the woman’s leg straightening back to normal. She stood up, smiled and walked away.

I looked at my mom. She smiled, but her expression grew serious, “You will come to great powers, honey, but don’t let it change you. When you find your Destiny Box, it will guide you.”

The dream faded, and I startled myself awake. My room was dark. The digital clock on my nightstand just blinked to two a.m. “What a strange dream,” I whispered quietly as I fluffed my pillow, pulled the comforter up to my chin and immediately fell back asleep.

The sun woke me up again around seven. It snuck like little fingers through the lace curtains, tickling my nose. I sneezed, yawned, and stretched under the fluffy cover. It was a beautiful Sunday morning. The air smelled spicy with the aroma of ripened fruits. I didn’t have to get up early because I had taken the day off. The birthday girl should enjoy the luxury of sleeping late. I thought to myself as I recalled my dream, wondering how it might have continued.

I rolled onto my side trying to find a comfortable position and go back to sleep, but I couldn’t. I tossed and turned for a while, and then I realized that a vague, nagging memory in the deep recesses of my mind was trying to surface, but I couldn’t pry it up close enough to remember.

I felt a strange yearning and excitement inside. This was a new feeling to me. I usually kept my emotions well under control. I tried to hush it, urging it to leave me alone and let me savor the lazy morning, but I couldn’t. It became pressing, strong, and I had this odd feeling that I might be able to wipe away all diseases with a touch as I had done in my dream. I wish it could be that easy... I toyed with the strange idea. I am a doctor, and for me, the need to heal people shouldn’t be strange. However, this feeling was different from merely diagnosing an illness and writing a prescription. It was magical and far-fetched, and I knew it was impossible, but the strange thoughts kept swirling in my head.

To divert my attention, I thought about what Elza told me the night before, “Your twenty-ninth birthday will be a turning point in your life. In order to move on, you have to reflect on who you are and what you have achieved in your life.”

So, diary, let me tell you a little about who I am. I work in the Emergency Room at a small hospital. I love my job and I am very passionate about diagnosing illnesses and treating my patients. Every person is a new challenge. As long as I can remember I wanted to be a doctor, just like my mother before me. In my professional life, I feel satisfied.

My personal life? It’s different. Growing up in a Hunor family and following the strict rules and keeping peculiar traditions was not always easy. We are the descendants of an ancient race. The secrets, we are not allowed to find out until we reach a certain age, had always bothered me, but other than that, my childhood was happy. Because of the secrecy, I never found out why, but when I was young, people I met had a strange expression when they saw me for the first time. They stared at the birthmark on my face, turned to my mother and asked, “Is it true? Is she the one?” Mom would hush them and send me to my room, or she’d quickly change the subject. I remember sometimes they’d start to get down on their knees, and then Mom would give them a sharp look. When I asked what they were doing, she’d simply reply, “Oh, she just has a cramp in her leg,” or “He dropped his ring.” Some of them masked their movements; others merely looked confused and walked away. I knew there was more to it, but also knew that I would not get a straight answer from mom. Although I suspected that it was about the birthmark on my face, I could never be sure because only a few people had the peculiar reaction when they saw me and stared at the left lower corner of my eye before they started acting strangely. The light patch on my skin is barely visible, but it has always drawn people’s attention. After a few episodes mom covered my birthmark with makeup, I guessed to avoid the annoying stares.
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I sighed, turned on my side and must have fallen back to sleep. In my short dream, we were celebrating my ninth birthday. My mother was smiling and leaned toward me. “Remember, little one, twenty years from now will be a turning point in your life. You will become an adult and you will find out about your heritage and...”

“But Mo-o-m, I’m only nine.” I cut her off angrily, eyeing the gifts on the table. “Can I open my presents? Please?” I whined, tugging at her dress.

“Okay, go, but let me show you something first,” she insisted. I was eager to find out what was in the big silver-wrapped box, so I just nodded. Mom pulled something small and shiny from her pocket. “Remember, you have to wear this necklace when you turn twenty-nine. It’s crucial, don’t forget! Even if I can’t be there, you must find this necklace and wear it on your twenty-ninth birthday. This is part of your heritage.”

I was angry that she held me back but quickly turned toward the table loaded with presents. From the corner of my eye, I noticed a small, gold medallion hanging on a dark string between her extended fingers. It was just a necklace; it had no meaning to me. “Yes, mother, I will remember.” I assured her but thought, why is she showing this to me now? I turned and ran because my mind was already on the bike I was hoping to get.

I woke from the short sleep feeling disturbed by the dream and realized that there was something important my mother wanted to tell me, but my nine-year-old self just didn’t care what she said. The silly girl was eager to open presents. I wish I’d paid more attention. She had mentioned the importance of my heritage, but I couldn’t remember anything else. It must have been significant; her message was trying to emerge from the fog filling my brain, somewhere from my subconscious memory.

Sitting on the bed I tried every method I knew of to recall what happened back then. While waiting for the flashback to click, I tried to picture Mom in different places. I tried to visualize us in my old room, and I recalled other birthdays when I was a child, but it was no use. She never repeated that sentence, and she never had a chance to give me the necklace. She didn’t live to celebrate the turning point in my life. “Oh Momma, you promised to give me that necklace today. I miss you so much!” I sobbed softly into my pillow.

Going back to sleep again became impossible, and the nagging feeling returned with full force. It started to annoy me, and I knew it would haunt me unless I tried to relax and stop obsessing about it. I threw the covers off and walked barefoot to the bathroom.

Ema, Elza’s daughter, and I switched rooms a few days back, and because I still wasn’t used to sleeping in my new room, I took a wrong turn in the hall and opened the linen closet door. “What a dope,” I mumbled and oriented myself toward the bathroom.

During my shower, the nagging feelings grew stronger and stronger. By the time I’d finished drying my hair, my nerves were on edge. I tried to get control of my emotions and to go about my day as usual. I went downstairs, trying to make my swirling thoughts quiet down, telling myself just to enjoy the day.

I found, Elza, in the kitchen, making breakfast.  Her long auburn hair was pulled into a tight bun and she wore a gray uniform with a crisp white apron pressed and wrinkle-free. I always hated that disgracing uniform because I thought of her as a favorite aunt, but she insisted on wearing it. She ended our countless arguments over it every time by saying, “I am your housekeeper. I like who I am and that’s that.” Although Elza is officially my “housekeeper”, I always thought of her as family. She came to live with us after my mother met her in the hospital. Elza lost her husband in an unfortunate car accident. She was pregnant and alone, so my mom offered her to stay with us. Her husband had never been a financial genius and left her in debt, so after Ema had been born, Elza refused to stay with us as a guest and asked mom to hire her. After my parents passed away and I was left without family, I begged her not to leave me.

Elza lifted her hand for a special greeting that my ancestors used for centuries. When we greet each other, we raise our arm, turn our hand palms facing toward us, and we touch our inner wrists together where we all have a birthmark that everyone from the Hunor bloodline is born with. The ancient symbol means uniting opposite forces and creating unanimity.
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The mere touch connects us in a way that only older Hunors can fully feel, but the younger ones get a taste of the effect as well. We feel a belonging and a genetically encoded bond. We can also read each other’s emotions clearly, but there are times when we don’t want to share them. We can mask our feelings with loud and focused thoughts, or if the emotions are strong enough not to be hidden easily, then we do not greet each other with a touch, keeping our feelings to ourselves. I cannot help but notice that when older Hunors meet they hold the ancient touch for a while, their expressions change rapidly as if exchanging not only emotions but information and thoughts as well. I cannot feel that bond yet, but I remember the enormous change my parents, Elza, and Rua went through after their fortieth birthdays. Unfortunately, my parents were taken shortly after that.

After a brief touch, during which Elza masked her feelings, she quickly pulled her hand away not letting me read her. Although she surprised me, and it bothered me that she was trying to hide her feelings, I respected her wish.

I was affected by the emotional rejection by Elza more than I could tolerate. I just hoped that after prayer and breakfast everything would return to normal.

Rua shuffled through the back door and after a quick greeting, Elza handed him a mug filled with freshly brewed coffee.

Rua was the groundskeeper, over-all fixer and beloved uncle of my family since I can remember. We often take him for granted, like old, comfortable furniture. He fell off a horse when he was younger. His injuries were so extensive that he lost the use of his right arm. His left leg is shorter than the other and he walks with a limp and a shuffle. He has always been there, and I could not imagine life without him being in it.

I heard Ema skipping down the stairs, singing. I have always loved Elza’s daughter, sensitive and mysterious Ema, as a sister. Physically, both of us have the Hunor look, with high cheekbones and piercing blue eyes. The only distinction is that Ema has softer features, leaner muscles, and long slender fingers.

After a brief greeting, we gathered in the living room to begin our usual Morning Prayer. The role of leading the ceremony had fallen on my shoulders after my mother had died. Elza insisted on continuing the Hunor tradition, so I obliged to please her.

When Elza took her place between Ema and Rua, I knew she still didn’t want to touch me. What is she hiding? I wondered.

We held hands, making a circle, and I clearly felt their emotions. Ema’s were clear and simple, as always. When she’s happy, she shines with bliss, yet her sadness shows with equal intensity. Although I felt the thorn from her early past deeply set in, she masked it well, but overall, she was happy and excited. However, I could never put my finger on Rua’s repressed emotions. He had made a sacrifice a long time ago, but I couldn’t find out what it was, and it had puzzled me since I was very young.

I lit the sacred candles infused with herbs and then placed them in a silver candleholder on a small round table. The ancient wooden male and female figurines holding hands stood between the candles. They were delicately carved with the beloved Turul bird with a crown on its head and a sword in its talons. The Falcon held widely stretched wings over the figurines as if protecting them.

The statues had been in my family for centuries. They were small and had a deep, warm brown color. The rich, shiny brown hue came from the hot herbal tea Elza poured over the statues every morning, as my ancestors had done for generations. Beside the statues was an ancient, dark leather-bound book. Its permanent place was on the prayer table, and every Hunor family had one.

I had leafed through our book many times. The first few pages remained empty to me, but the rest of the book contained my ancestor’s names and achievements, written in ancient handwriting. When I asked mom about the empty pages she’d reply, “The Book will reveal all its secrets to you, but only when you reach the age of maturity.” I wondered if I were ready; I was entering Hunor adulthood after all, so I made a mental note to check the book the next day, after prayer time.

Elza wrapped the ceremonial shawl around my shoulders as I took a deep breath and placed my hands on the Book of the Ancestors and traced the Tree of Life carved into it with my fingertips. I opened the book and began the prayer by reading the Hunor writing, carved into the inside cover of the sacred book.
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Mother and Father leading in unity,

Protected by the Turul for eternity,

Guide my soul and keep my body healthy.

Test my courage and try my patience,

Let me prove I have endurance.

Let compassion always guide me,

Make me wise to help the needy,

Free my mind of fear and worry.

Challenge me on my daily journey,

And give me the strength to prove I’m worthy.
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Closing my eyes, I held my hands in silence over the table for a minute and embraced the serene feeling I always had while saying the prayer. Warm energy flooded my insides, and I experienced a deep connection to something powerful, majestic and welcoming.

I was still a little angry with Elza for not letting me read her feelings. She was murmuring under her breath, as she did every morning. It was a low, rhythmic humming sound, but I did recognize some of the ancient Hunor words. She refused to give me an explanation whenever I asked her about it, but I’d seen her doing the strange whispering, at Morning Prayer, ever since she came to live with us.
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As a child, because of the secrecy, I did not understand what Elza was doing and I was determined to find out. I’d planned to look around in her room, hoping to find something that would prove my childish suspicions that she was a witch. I had waited a long time before my chance arrived. My parents invited people over one evening and they forbade me to go downstairs, but I could not stay in my room for long. I tiptoed through the hall and peeked between the rails on top of the winding staircase. That’s when I saw a large group of people sitting quietly in the middle of the living-room carpet in a circle, holding hands with their eyes closed. I slipped into Elza’s room and quickly closed the door behind me.

On the top of her dresser, I found a cherry red leather book with Hunor writings. I assumed it was her spell book. It said, “Property of Elza, The Seer.” Of course, everyone had warned me not to touch private property, but that just made me more intrigued. My heart was drumming so loud I could hardly breathe and came close to chickening out, but my curiosity was much stronger than my fear, and I didn’t want to miss my long-awaited opportunity. I stared at the book, wringing my trembling fingers. With my mouth as dry as parchment, I mustered all my courage and lifted a badly shaking hand to the corner of the book. As soon as I touched the cover, the book shuddered and started vibrating gently, as if the lifeless leather had come to life. Suddenly, a strong electrical shock coursed through me, scaring me half to death. I dropped my hand to my side and backed away from the dresser. My fingers were numb and tingly, and I wanted to scream, but the dark cloud of punishment hanging in the air made me control the urge. The fear allowed me to move fast. I was out of her room in seconds, and I never again tried to touch her book again. The Hunor writing on the book had said Seer, yet I still had no idea what it meant. I had never known her to perform any evil deeds, so that’s why I decided she must be a good witch.
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As soon as Elza grew quiet, Ema’s eyes lit up with excitement and turned to me, “I have so much to do today, Ilona. Thank you for helping and not being mad at me for making you work on your birthday. And thank you for asking Bela to help.”

“Don’t be silly. We’re happy for you and happy to help.”

Elza served breakfast, but Ema just stuffed a slice of toast into her mouth as she was rushing up to her studio to get ready for her art show. Rua, after finishing, excused himself to go and prepare the truck for Ema’s paintings, and Elza began cleaning up the remains of breakfast.
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Dear diary, I never talked to anyone about this, but you’re a diary, it’s your job to keep secrets, so here it goes. I’ve been in love with Bela since I can remember. As children, we were almost inseparable. We shared everything, including the punishments after we got into trouble and later, in high school, everyone assumed we were dating, but it was far from the truth. Bela grew up to be a very handsome, muscular and tall teenager, with wavy blond hair. He was such a gentle giant. Girls drooled over him, giggling excitedly when he was around. He was always polite, friendly, and never pushy. To my utter disappointment, he didn’t see me as a potential girlfriend. In his mind, I was the best friend, but it seemed that he did not think of me as a desirable female. I fantasized about him touching and kissing me as a boyfriend would. Although it was natural for us to hold hands and give each other a peck on the cheek, I wanted more. I wanted romantic walks, whispers, and steamy kisses like I saw in movies or read about in books. My fantasies fell into the abyss time after time.

I tried, in my own shy and childish way, to be coy with him, and I attempted to flirt with him halfheartedly, but I was afraid he would laugh. Well, that’s what he did. I followed the advice I read about in one of the sweet and innocent love stories written for teenage girls. The main character in the book looked up at the boy of her dreams through her eyelashes, and he instantly fell in love with her. I tried the same technique, but Bela looked at me concerned, instead of getting the message. The big dumbbell asked me if there was something in my eye, and when I fessed up, he laughed nervously and avoided me all day. He was totally oblivious to all my desperate and childish attempts at seduction.

When we were still in high school, for a short time, in my attempts to find an explanation for his lack of romantic interest in me, I fantasized about him liking boys. I soon discovered he preferred girls, and I sadly noted many of them. He did like girls, just didn’t want me as a girlfriend, only as a best friend. He’d had so many fleeting relationships, and even though he’d introduced me to every girl he dated, I couldn’t keep up with their names. From the time we were teenagers, their faces were blurred since his relationships didn’t last long enough to make an impression.

In college, we rented an apartment together. Once, when we were sitting on the sofa in our barely-lit living room, listening to music, I finally mustered up enough courage to ask him what I meant to him. I wanted desperately to hear something that would give me hope, and I waited with baited breath for his reply.  “You are the solid base in life, my confidante, and best friend, but I must confess, I often fantasized about holding your hand, kissing you, and even making love to you.” 

My heart sped up as he continued his response. “But when I fantasized about you, I always lost the intimate and cozy feeling we share when I thought of you as a friend. I don’t want to lose our friendship. I cherish it too much, and my life would be empty without the special bond between us.” 

Just freaking fantastic! I thought, feeling like a deflated and discarded balloon.

I buried my feelings deep within and allowed myself only to feel love for him within the boundaries of friendship, but I did not allow myself to hope. He stood by me, no matter what took place in my life. He was my pillar, and I was his. I forced myself to think of him only as a friend, and at the very least, I had a firm and lasting friendship.

Dear Diary, it feels great sharing my thoughts with you. Elza was right, I need to write a journal, so see you a little later. 
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​Mora’s Castle

[image: ]




[image: image]

Mora mumbled on her breath, “That’s right, little girl. Keep writing.” Her prune-like lips curled into a cruel smile. Her castle was well hidden from prying eyes, deep in the woods on the mountainside. Nobody knew about its existence, only Zelda, her trusted servant throughout the centuries.

Mora didn’t allow anyone to see her in her miserable state, old and wrinkled. Her mind control ability helped her to make even Zelda see her in her youthful glory as she knew her so long ago, but she couldn’t completely conceal her body’s present state of old and wrinkled. The image of her old body shown in Zelda’s mind through the youthful picture Mora projected.

The soft humming of her rotating, air-filled mattress relaxed her and protected her withered body from developing bedsores.

The Royals and Elders were furious when they found out many centuries ago that Joland had shared the gift of eternal life with her and gave her the power to keep her body young. The Elders separated them, but they couldn’t make them mortal again. She has lived so many lifetimes, alone, because Joland was exiled to a timeline in the distant past. As his punishment, he couldn’t move forward in time with her. The Elders succeeded in taking away the ability to rejuvenate her body, which became bones with wasted muscles and shriveled skin. Although her withered body was useless, the power of her mind allowed her to reach the remotest part of the world and beyond.

Mora prepared to channel her beloved, Joland, through time. Creating the connection between two dimensions would make her mentally exhausted for days, but she had to share the good news with Joland. She closed her eyes, began taking slow, deep breaths and concentrated her energy to break through the barrier between timelines with the power of her mind. She never let Joland see a mental image of her, old and withered. Therefore, she put a youthful picture of herself up as a shield. She only let Joland see her, as she was when they met, a beautiful, young woman in her glory. When she finally broke through the barrier of time, she saw Joland in her mind’s eye. He was resting in his tent.

She reached out to him, “My love, can you feel me?”

Startled, he sat up on his cot, “Yes! I can feel you and see you. My beautiful Mora, I miss you so!”

“I have good news, my love, finally our time has come. I know who the Chosen One is. She was born in this timeline as it was foretold.”

His answer came instantly, “Your good news is most welcomed, my love. I’ve been waiting for this moment for centuries.”

Mora’s dried-up body trembled with satisfaction. “She’s following the traditions, which will give me a chance to stop her. When she comes to her full powers, she could interfere and make sure the child is born in your time, the fifth century.”

“We cannot let that happen. When the foretold date passes, and the child has not been born, the future as we know it will change, and we could be united again. Then, my love, we will rule the world together.”

“I’ve been waiting for this day for so long. I have trained the twins well. They will help me.”

“Our future together will be worth the sacrifices you have made.”

“We have both made sacrifices. They couldn’t take away the gift you shared with me, to be able to live forever.”

“We will be together again. I promise!”

“We will, darling. I’m losing contact, but I will channel you again when I have more news.”

“Love you forever.”

The connection between them faded. Mora was mentally exhausted but smiled with satisfaction. She opened her eyes and whispered, “We were meant for each other and we could have been happy together. They will pay dearly for separating us.”
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​Dreadful Thoughts
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Ilona’s Diary
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Dear Diary,

After breakfast and Prayer, the dreadful thoughts started to affect me more than I could handle. I stood up, tried to shake the sad mood and act normal by walking to the sink where Elza was busy washing the dishes. Pretending first, and then getting caught up in a cheerful mood, usually worked to shake my dire feelings. It was easy for me to fool others and, eventually, I could fool myself to some degree. My pathetic attempt at acting cheerfully was to grab Elza to dance with me to the “Good Morning Starshine” tune on the radio. I tried to touch her hand, again, but she politely pulled away. 

“Look who just got her good mood back? The birthday girl!” Elza exclaimed slapping my hands away.

She smiled, although the look in her eyes puzzled me, and her refusal to touch hands for the third time offended me. She looked at me and, for a fleeting second, I had a feeling she was searching for some change in me. Moreover, I thought she was expecting something from me. She blinked and shook her head a little as if she had closed a discussion in her mind. After a few seconds, she was back to normal—loving and steady. It would be so easy to find out what’s bothering her. I thought. If I could only touch her hand, just for a second...

Elza, tried to divert my attention by asking, “Ilona, you never talk about your blood relatives. Don’t you think it’s time to forgive them?”

“Perhaps, but it’s not easy. It hurt me deeply what my uncle did. I didn’t understand why he never visited us when I was a child. My parents avoided the subject, but I overheard you and Rua talking about it. You said, my uncle never forgave my father for marrying my mother, and I never found out what it was that made him object to their marriage. In fact, I have seen him maybe three or four times in my entire life. He had two children whom I know of, but I never met his wife.”

“I remember when he came to your parents’ funeral. Soon after discovering that you were of legal age and your parent’s sole beneficiary, he didn’t even stay for the service.”

“Yes, I was sad, and he seemed infuriated after the lawyer read the will. Those emotions did not allow us to communicate. Later, I never thought about inviting him to visit, and he seemed to have forgotten about me completely. Sadly, I don’t have any memory of him that would make me miss him, even though he is my only living relative. Perhaps I should have called him, but being stupidly stubborn, I did not.”

“You should give him a call sometimes. He might have changed, and his children are grown by now. Perhaps they would like to meet you and keep in touch.”

“I’ll think about it.”

Gypsy, my bear-sized St. Bernard, snapped me out of the sad mood as he stormed through the custom-made doggy door. He plowed into my legs with such force that it made me lose my footing, “Whoa!” I managed to yelp before plopping onto the floor, on my backside. “Ouch... Gypsy, you’re like a bulldozer.”

He wagged his tail happily, pinned me down and licked me all over my face. I could not escape his overwhelming display of love, as he was too strong. 

Mirci Catchmousky, our Maine Coon cat, puffed her long hair and hissed at Gypsy from her perch on a low windowsill. Gypsy trotted over to the cat - giving me time to stand up - and gave her a sloppy lick too. It almost knocked the silver-haired cat off the windowsill. Mirci swatted at Gypsy’s head, which made him jump back. He gave out a low, throaty growl. Although I didn’t see any blood, the cat’s sharp claws must have slashed him a little. Gypsy turned, and with a powerful swish of his tail, sent Mirci flying. She knocked over the garbage can and ran from the kitchen, hissing.

“Yes!” I heard Elza’s muted yell and caught her doing a victory dance from the corner of my eye. I looked at her indignantly, and she quickly wiped the grin off her face. Elza had never been fond of my free-spirited cat. She fed her well and adequately cared for her, but Gypsy had always been her favorite.

Gypsy tried to knock me off my feet again, but Elza rescued me by pushing the pail-sized bowl close to him, with her foot. The sound of the metal bowl sliding on the ceramic tile got his attention as Elza poured his breakfast into the bowl, and he started wolfing it down. I cleaned up at the sink, wiping the slobber off my face.

Elza turned to me, “Is Bela coming to help Ema?”

“Last week he said he would help us. I’ll call him a little later, he likes to sleep in.” I informed while I doodled on the countertop with my wet fingers. The dream I had was still bothering me, and I wanted to talk to Elza about it, but I didn’t know how to bring it up.

Elza snapped me out of my thoughts. “He’s been moping around for days,” she said, giving me a half glance.

The idea of talking about my dream immediately took second place in priority. “What’s wrong?” I asked Elza, concerned. “I haven’t talked to him since Friday. He seemed to be fine then.”

“He called while you were working but made me swear not to tell you. He said he’d wait until you had a day off.” Elza offered shrugging her shoulders.

I glanced at her, and again; the fleeting expectation filled her eyes. She turned away and her anticipation pressed on my mind, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. I grabbed the phone and dialed Bela. He answered on the first ring as if he were awaiting my call.

“What’s wrong? I demanded an answer. Elza said you made her swear not to tell me while I was working.”

“Nothing, love, honestly. It’s just a little writer’s block. My publisher is bugging me to finish the book, but I don’t have a single idea in my head. I need your help, but I didn’t want to bother you when you were working,” he confessed, “and I haven’t seen you for days. I missed you.” 

“Oh, you big dope, you should have called me,” I complained, twisting the phone cord between my fingers.

“You said the opening is tomorrow, so I thought we could talk when I came over to help Ema.”

“Thanks for remembering it. Yes, we can talk after we get everything done.”

“I’ll be there in half an hour.” He abruptly hung up on me, without waiting for my reply. 

He forgot my birthday! He’d never forgotten before. I felt sadness creeping up on me and I slowly replaced the phone. I went upstairs, changing into my favorite lounging outfit, faded jeans and soft T-Shirt. By the time I was done, I’d heard the familiar sound of Bela’s sports car pulling up to my driveway and I went out to the porch to greet him. He got out of his car, holding Tui, his chocolate Chihuahua. She was yapping excitedly and squirmed in his hands. Gypsy trotted over, and when Bela put Tui down, he licked her from head to tail with one sweep of his huge tongue. Tui growled at him halfheartedly, not appreciating the unexpected bath, but forgave him quickly and reached up to touch her tiny nose to Gypsy’s, that was almost as large as her whole head. She yapped hello to Gypsy and he gave her a low, throaty rumble. The pair vanished into the backyard, Tui in the lead.

Bela hugged me, “Happy birthday to my bestest friend.”

“You didn’t forget!”

“Nope, and you can’t open your present yet.” His mischievous smile prepared me for what was coming, “And remember, you’re always going to be older than me,”

“Yeah, exactly thirty days older!” I blushed.

I couldn’t help it; I had to punch him on the shoulder. He laughed and dove into the back seat of his car and emerged with his laptop and a poorly wrapped package. He put his laptop in the van and carried the box inside as we walked into the kitchen, holding hands, to have coffee and wait for Ema to get ready.
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​Freedom
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Zoltan’s Diary
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Hey, Diary,

Today is September 19, and I’m starting a starting a new life. I chose freedom and it gives me the power to act, speak or think without externally, or in my case, internally imposed restraints.

[image: image]

I know that this “write in your journal everyday business” is going to be a drag, but I can’t say no to my mother. She’s very strict about keeping traditions, and every time we talk, since my birthday a month ago, she nags, “Write your journal every day, because if you don’t, I’ll find out!”

After a couple of weeks, I lost my patience and snapped at her angrily, “Yes mother. I do write it but stop badgering me already. I’m not your little boy anymore.”

“I know son, but I want to make sure you don’t ignore our customs.”

“Mom, I promise I’ll write every day, but please don’t ask me anymore.”

“Alright then. Thank you.”

She stopped nagging me after that, but by now I’m so used to writing about my everyday life that I kind of enjoy it. It’s almost like talking to a shrink without a person prompting you to open up, ask questions and draw conclusions.

So, finally, today, I’m moving to a new town to start a new life. I lived in the city long enough and created a lifestyle there, which I loathed. I needed a new beginning. I was longing for something stable and peaceful. Everyone expected me to be the way I have always been­—shallow, leading the fast life. Despite the line of lovers, I was lonely, burned out and cynical. I got to the point where I needed a change, a breath of fresh air, and I needed space after a choking concrete jungle.

A few days ago, I reached the breaking point, opened a map and looked at the northeast side. I ran my fingers through the row of towns, looking for something close, but not too close to my hometown of Red Hook. I wanted to find a town with a hospital, somewhere in the mountains and near the river.

I stopped at Hudson on the map, went online and found the hospital’s website. On a whim, I filled out an application for an ER physician spot. The director called me an hour later, and after a long conversation, he offered me a position. He even hooked me up with a real estate agent to find an apartment. It was a smooth process; I resigned from my job, subleased my apartment in Manhattan, arranged for movers and called my parents, who were very surprised, but happy.
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​Mora’s Discovery
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Mora was daydreaming about the time when she was a young girl. Life was hard and uncertain for a while with the constant fights between the clans. Her mother cried night after night, trying to keep her hungry children silent in the caves where they were hiding. After the clan wars had ended and her father returned home, her family and the tribe settled into a simple, quiet and sheltered lifestyle, in the Carpathian Basin.

Mora dreamed of a better, exciting life. As she listened to the legends and stories told by the shaman, her mind wandered. The shaman told them about the Gods who lived among the people a long time ago. Before they returned to the stars, they gave special powers to their children to stay and help the people. She also heard whispers about the nobles and their unique powers, but never met anyone, except a Healer. Her mother took her to the old woman when she fell ill. Although the woman healed her with her concoctions and incantations, Mora didn’t think it was anything special. She kept wishing for magical powers such as turning invisible or at least being able to command others to do her chores. When she became an adult, she got her wish, but it was different than what she was dreaming about as a child. She discovered that she could enter the bodies and minds of animals. She could perceive what they saw and felt, along with being able to control their actions with her mind. She was excited but didn’t know the purpose of her ability, or how to use it.

When she asked her father about it, he became anxious. “I don’t understand why you were given this power. Nobody in our family is gifted. This ability should not be taken lightly or used foolishly. If those with evil intentions found out, they could force you to use your gift to control others and gain power. Wait until we can determine how to use it to help our people. Until then, I forbid you to tell anyone about this.”

She obeyed and didn’t tell anyone, but only because her father didn’t forbid her to use her powers, she started practicing in secret. She was afraid to test her ability on humans, so she practiced only on animals, but often fantasized about killing Altona, the chief’s wife, who made her life miserable. She always watched Mora closely because she sensed cruelty and great ambition in her and wanted to break her strong will before she could hurt anyone. She always kept Mora close to her as if she was her servant.

Mora often complained about it to her father, but his answer was always the same, “She’s the leader of the clan. Obey her.”

Feelings of bitterness and resentment tortured Mora day after day, and when she couldn’t take it anymore, she ran into the woods or up to the mountain slopes. There she found and entered a predator’s body and mind, thus being able to use the animal’s body, she stalked and killed small prey. The cruel act gave her a certain satisfaction, which allowed her to face Altona’s scrutiny for a while. Her only escape was when she imagined killing Altona, but she knew she had to wait.

One day, Altona ordered her to fetch water from the nearby spring. Altona rarely left the village, but on that day decided to take a walk, and while Mora hauled the heavy wooden buckets, Altona stopped to pick wildflowers on the field, close to the trickling spring. Mora noticed that nobody else was around and realized that it was her only chance to take her revenge. She put the buckets down, and closing her eyes, searching the area for a large predator. She found a huge mountain lion nearby, sleeping. She concentrated hard, and slowly entered the animal’s mind and body. When she had full control of the magnificent animal, she made the lioness run and pounce on Altona, who bent down to pick a flower.

The lioness knocked Altona to the ground, ready to mercilessly rip her throat and chest open. Suddenly, Mora’s body shuddered. She fell to the ground and her consciousness was ripped from the lion’s body. She opened her eyes with terror flowing through her. She saw a huge tiger standing over the lion’s body she possessed just seconds ago. The blood of the lion was dripping from the tiger’s mouth and chin as she lifted her head and looked at Mora with piercing eyes. The huge tiger growled and kicked her body into full speed with its hind legs, toward Mora. She screamed in fright and tried to run, but her legs wouldn’t move.

Mora watched in horror as suddenly, the tiger’s body went limp in mid-air and dropped to the ground like a rag doll. As it lay there, unmoving, a slow change occurred. The tiger’s body took on the shape of Altona’s form. Mora whimpered and fell back, confused and frightened. She didn’t understand what was happening.

She was confused and felt shivers crawling up her spine, sensing that someone was watching her. She searched the area and next to a tree she saw a stranger. He was staring at her with his piercing, blue eyes, a handsome man in his early thirties, long black hair flowing down his back.

He smiled, “She’s dead. I couldn’t let her kill you, I saw what you did, and I am impressed,”

The blood froze in her veins as he continued, “Don’t worry, I will not tell anyone. I like a girl who is ruthless and not afraid to do what she wants. I despise weak people with their stupid morals.”

She relaxed a little and walked closer to Altona’s and the lion’s body. The stranger left his hiding place and stood on the other side of the dead bodies.

Mora looked up at the man and said with trembling lips, “Thank you for saving me.”

“Sure, it was my pleasure. I assume she did something to make you mad enough to kill her.”

Mora coldly looked down on Altona’s body and confessed, “Yes. She’s been tormenting me all my life, but this was the first time I used my ability for revenge. I played with my powers before, but I hate it when the animals always die after I leave them. Too bad, this was a beautiful lion. Did I imagine it, or did Altona really take the shape of the tiger?” She asked the stranger.

“She did. She was from the chameleon bloodline. She had the ability to change her shape, and that was the reason I came to this village, to take her powers.”

“How can you do that?”

“I’ll tell you later, but first, let me ask you something. Have you tried to take control of people yet?”

“No, when I found out that the animals I possess die afterward, I was afraid that if I try to enter someone, and the person dies, the others would find out about my ability.”

“You have the potential. My name is Joland, the Law Keeper, by the way.”

“I’m merely a low-status girl, Mora, the third daughter of a hunter.”

[image: image]

Mora came out of her dreamy state and cried out loud, “Why? Why did they have separated us?”

Her nurse rushed into the room and frantically looked around, “Is everything all right ma’am? Did you call me?”

“I’m fine. Leave!”

“Yes, ma’am.” She retreated, closing the door behind her.

Her anger subsiding, Mora continued her monologue in a subdued voice, “They will pay! But, for now, I have to gather every bit of information I could use for my revenge. Let me see what they’re writing about. Oh, so that’s where the Seer is hiding. She has written about every boring detail, but she never mentioned whose housekeeper she was. Damn this crippled body and the constrictions they installed in my mind. Hah! The Chosen is in love with Bela, the mutt, now that’s ironic. His mother was excommunicated from the tribe for breaking the law. He’s useless to me but let me see what Zoltan is doing. At first, he refused to write in his diary, but his mother made it sure that he does now. This is interesting! He decided to move to the town where the Chosen One works, which means that I can use him. Finally, my chance to change the future arrived. They must meet, and he has to get close enough to her, and then I will make him kill her, whenever I see fit.”

Mora, using her mind, channeled her daughter, “I need your talent. I will have you taken to Hudson by one of my Time Benders. The boy is moving into his new place, and coincidentally, the Chosen One will be there today too. Her name is Ilona. Make sure you have the right girl before you have them notice each other. It must be a strong attraction; I want them to connect and become inseparable. You know what? Tonight, plant hatred in his mind in his dream but don’t activate it yet. I want to prepare him for the time when I want her to be killed. I will send your brother as well, tomorrow, and he can finish what you start in his dream.”

“Yes, mother, I will do as you ask.” She sighed.

“Use your power well. Make the connection between them. Don’t mess it up!” Mora channeled and instructed the Time Bender.

Her daughter always hated time travel. It scared her, but when her mother needed her, she couldn’t say no. She gasped when the Time Bender materialized out of thin air in her kitchen and grabbed her hand without saying a word. She closed her eyes, expecting the dizzying sensation. Luckily, it was over in seconds, and they materialized behind a parked van.

Satisfied, Mora continued reading Ilona’s diary.
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​Innocence
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Ilona’s Diary
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Dear Diary,

Innocence is the state of being unsullied by sin or moral wrong and lacking knowledge of evil. Innocence is represented by the rose in our flower language.
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When Ema finished wrapping her paintings, we got to work loading the van. Rua insisted on helping. Although he could only use one of his arms the way it was intended, he was deeply offended if anyone tried to lighten his load, so they let him do as much as he wanted.

When we finished, Ema thanked Rua for his help, “Thank you, Rua. There are enough helpers at the gallery to unload, so you don’t have to come with us.”

He looked disappointed but obeyed her wish and walked back to the garden. I watched him go, and my heart went out to him.

Rua looked like a big, sad puppy, with his shoulders hunched as he walked, glancing back. Ema sighed and rolled her eyes. I looked at her questioningly, “I couldn’t help it. I had to make him stay home. He shouldn’t do heavy work.” 

I agreed with her. Seeing Rua disappointed was far better than seeing him hurt. We climbed into the van with Bela in tow, and I drove down the winding driveway to the gate.

Bela turned to me. “Ema is right. He should be on disability instead of working this huge garden. Why don’t you make him retire?” he pressed.

“He’s a proud man and is otherwise strong despite his disability. He can handle it and would lose his dignity if I forced him to retire.”

“He is stubborn, I’ll give him that,” Bela agreed, “I remember when you hired a young gardener to help him. He got so angry...”

Ema was in the back seat laughing. “Yeah, he chased the poor guy all the way to the gates with a pitchfork.”

“And he yelled at him, calling him an inept fool, Bela cackled. The guy dug up the azalea bush by mistake and Rua was ready to kill him.”

“He’s much better working alone. He makes his own schedule, and technically, does what he wants. The garden is beautiful, and he’s happy.” I closed the conversation.

I drove the loaded van over the bridge into Hudson’s business section and luckily spotted a parking space right in front of the art gallery on Main Street. The owner was waiting for us and immediately started unloading the pieces and carried them inside. The helpers began unwrapping the paintings and mounting them on the walls, according to the owner’s instructions. The gallery was a spacious room and well-lit by the sunshine. There were two walls made of thick glass, with wide pillars running down the middle that supported the ceiling. Carl, the owner, was always happy when he showcased Ema’s work.

You see, Diary, Ema paints in a style that is both exotic and mysterious. She uses colors, shapes, and figures, which, as viewers look at her paintings, could create music inside them. They can almost hear internal tunes and melodies, depending on the colors and shapes. It makes people feel as if they’re having an auditory hallucination. This strange experience had always drawn people from far and wide, even from different states. The first experience could be a little frightening because it makes people feel like they’re losing their minds, but the more they see, the more captivated they get, and then just can’t get enough of seeing the paintings and hearing the music in their minds.
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