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Prologue
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I am not quite sure where my story actually should begin.  It was recommended by a dear friend that I document my journeys in an autobiography to be dusted off on a shelf for years to come.  Or quite possibly someone may read this one day.  

My legacy.  My own brand of wisdom to pass on to generations to follow.

For that brave reader, I will thank you in advance for giving my story your attention.  I’m not sure what the world is like in your current era, but life for me was...we’ll just say ‘interesting’.  That of course is mildly stated and I have no better word to describe my experiences.  

Who knows what the future may hold?  Oh, wait...sometimes I do...but that’s a story for another page.  Ok moving on then...

The purpose of this I suppose was to be therapeutic.  Get me to face and move passed the events I allowed to take so much from me.  This intention was to help ME take MYSELF back.  

To finally shed the old and burdening weight from my shoulders.  Both of my own creation and that of others I took on when I never needed to...but thought I did.  This exercise would help me find the light of hope again.  

I would finally get to see in my own words everything I had missed all along.  All that I did have before me...but couldn’t see it through what I perceived as shreds of my life....not an unblemished portrait.  Hidden right there...in plain sight...and I was oblivious.

When this had been suggested to me, I thought I had made great strides, but apparently, I needed a bit more work since I had a lifetime of problems.  

Not that I had a bad life...that was never the case.  There was just...so much left unsaid or unquestioned...which led to other and far larger issues.  I wasn’t alone in facing all the consequences of this, nor was I necessarily a hapless victim.

Only so much can be swept aside before that tiny bit of dust becomes a mound of discarded filth.  Eventually you won’t be able to step around it and continue to ignore it’s there...in your path...staring back at you all the time.

My life was controlled by history and familial lineage, literal and what some consider mythical.  Culture...traditions long respected and observed generation after generation without fail or query.  Honor...legacy only told to ‘continue on’, but never ‘why’.  

Sure we had few instructions on ‘how’...but ‘why’ it was so important had fallen away long ago.  I knew...but I had to seek that knowledge myself.

All of that was intact and unchecked long before I was born to this life.  A life I later ran from only to be hauled back to face my personal demons, demons that should have been on other’s backs, and a few real ones that were really nasty too.  

I feel ridiculous noting all my failures.  Sharing my truths and revealing the secrets of others.  I had so much to run from and desperately tried.  Life would have been so much different if I could have just remained gone.  But that isn’t how my story worked.  Not what life was going to allow me to have. 

That is also assuming ‘life’ was going to hand me more than the single hand I was provided at the beginning.  What I hadn’t realized was...to improve that hand...get some better cards maybe...I had to be an active participant in the game.  Running was no help.

I wanted better than that.  However, when my mind screamed out to fight or to question...it was tradition, honor, and denial by silence...that was what made running sound so much easier than choosing my battles wisely.  So much easier to just blame a ‘twisted fate’ than fight back and laugh in the face of fate.

All I learned was that you can’t run because you don’t believe you fit in the life you’re given.  You can’t escape the beast we call fate.  Fate had showed me unexpected beauty, unfolding far later in life than I desired, or I may have hung around instead of running for a sliver of life I thought I wanted.  Hope!

Although, the majority of my life to me...fate was a monstrous beast I truly believed just wanted to push me and have one merry feast of my soul.  I did eventually break and this meal ran like hell.  

I ran from my truths and that of others.  Only to be scooped up by the very people I ran from.  Hauled back kicking and screaming to face what myself and others never wanted to.  

That latter part is very literal and was quite unpleasant for the poor soul who came to collect the runaway Princess in a foreign land.  Maybe I should back this story up a little and start from the beginning.  Our beginning.

[image: image]

My world, or my piece of Finland, evolved after many centuries of human change.  We began as a part of the human Earth, living amongst humans, and existed as varied supernatural species.  Our races appeared different comparatively to humans.  However, over time and for the majority, this changed too.

Sure, a few ‘creatures’ were mythical... and still are mythical.  Say stories parents used to keep their kids in bed at night.  However, one must remember...there is always some truth to every tale...you just have to find it.  

For those of us that do exist, we were accepted as part of the culture.  Whether we walked amongst them or lived only in story...we existed in some way.  Many creatures of all walks, participated in the human realm in some fashion.  We were royalty, peasants, and later...simply everyday average citizens.   

Much easier for those of us whose lineage took on the human features in quick evolution.  

Those creatures whose appearance never really took to the evolution...they remain in their storied form and lives.  Like the angry gnome, we have by my mother’s garden.  Although, his family took on his departed wife’s human form, and even left to live amongst the humans again.

In the end, the power struggles and changes necessary for the humans to further exist became our demise so to speak.  Demise is actually a strong word; after all, we aren’t extinct.  Maybe the demise of our lore...the tales...or the wonderful mystique we offered this ‘black and white’ world.  

The human wars and later religious crusades forced us into hiding.  Changing our story into mythology that can only be found in books.  We ‘creatures’ packed up our beliefs and lives creating realms all our own.  Skillfully hidden and guarded with ancient magic within this same Earth...you simply can’t see it.

Finland has always been considered an ‘ancestry’ culture.  We worshipped, prayed to, and tried our best to appease all those that came before us.  Ancients, Gods, and ancestors alike.  Still do!  

Well in our tiny spot in the world we still do nearly everything the old way.

As they live on through us whether in wisdom passed from parent to child, later we had transcribed documents in an assortment of languages and sacred texts, shared familial perspectives, or simply through mutual DNA.  

Blood bond is strong as law in our land.

Every piece of the planet had a God or Deity responsible for its creation and continued existence.  The forest, the sea, the lakes, the sky, weaving, growing hops, and what is referred to as ‘Hell’ in other religions.  Of course, we have another name for it.  

These now faceless names were worshipped and respected as part of our everyday life.  We never needed statues, we had few symbols, but what kept us going was an overabundance of faith.  

Of course, their names or duties changed amongst developing cultures in varied regions.  We had followed Norse cultural Gods and Goddesses...but so much overlapped or was incorporated after introduction of religion, I believe some of this was later.  

Before...we had something entirely unique...and that’s what we’ve managed to cling to as our faith.  

Where I am from, we stick with the ‘local old school’ Gods.  We had Ukko before Thor, God of the Sky, and what comes from it to help Maa-emæ, our Mother Earth.

In my travels I found it interesting how we had been once considered a ‘shamanic’ type culture...just as Native Americans in the U.S...with an added twist.  Instead of calling them Gods or Deities...they’re ancestral spirits had many names, many duties, and were not singular to family or blood bond.

Natives to the Americas had tribes...so did we depending on location.  Similar...oh...but we had a completely different brand of magic.  Different than a Native American shaman can conjure with spirit guides or knowledge of the elements in their respective environment.  To them...we would not be natural...nor would our abilities be seen by anyone as ‘natural’.

Of course, much of our history is debated still today.  We were seen as witches or sorcerers only called shaman in title.  Well...those ancestors that at one time lived amongst the humans.  Called conjurers of dark arts.  When in truth...ancient magic...embraces dark and light as one.  It is ‘intent’ that marks any task ‘good’ or ‘evil’.  

Organized religion providing the labels for the split.  

Nevertheless, when they turned away from the Poetic Edda’s, and later turned up their noses at our ‘great book’ the Kalevala, our world was forced to change.  We were forced to see everything as light or dark, good or evil, when our world previously was one balanced yet very gray area.

What I have read was there was a type of meeting of the ancients or elders.  Tribal leaders, ancients, or elders for each of the non-human creatures gathered.  As a collective, it was decided our best means of survival was to use that magic bestowed upon us by the Gods, to flee and hide.  That was when the portals to the many realms were created.  Many much smaller worlds hidden within one...Earth.

Sort of how our planet exists nestled in our single galaxy.  Operates independently but still a functioning part of a whole.

We no longer sought to participate in the human realm as before and we weren’t really welcome anymore.  With the portals, those of us that can blend in with humans have the freedom to come and go.  Unfortunately, many will never have that luxury.

Vampires, shifters, and many of us royals of the forest creatures can easily blend in with the humans.  However, several species, especially within the woods or water have very species-specific characteristics that make it implausible to pass for a human even with magic.  

We have the occasional naughty spirits or mischievous soul that attempts to pass through the portals for a peek at the world outside today.  Nevertheless, they are bound to our new world, and this world...this is our fate.  

As a royal...I was more bound than I thought...THIS was my predetermined destiny as well.  Which now brings me to MY beginning.
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My name is Sanna.  In Finnish it means ‘lily’ and Swedish it means ‘true’.  Either way it’s pronounced the same as ‘sauna’...so I go by ‘Lily’, since we accepted English, as our way of speaking, and not ‘bath house’.  Personal preference I guess.

My father is King Kaleva, ruler of the realm hidden in Finnish-Karelia.  He was named after the ‘God of all Heroes’ in our Kalevala.  Most royals are named after one of the Gods or Deities, but that isn’t the forced tradition any longer.  

He is a direct descendant of Ukko and Maa-emæ said to reside in the third-heaven, which is how our bloodline remained in royal standings.  We each could be considered their descendants, comparable to Adam and Eve.  However the crown and throne were passed initially from them...or their children...and eventually became my father’s charge in life.

My father is of the Haltija, which are guards or protectors.  Usually spirits, gnomes, and elf-like creatures we call väki.  Just as we had Gods for everything...we have haltija väki (spirits) for everything.  Even one for saunas...saunatomttu...they ensure people that enter behave properly.  Sorry...inside joke about my name.

Anyway, these haltija väki can be of many environments or materials.  They are thought to be in constant conflict with each other, which I believe is just the story...the mythology provided our existence.  The most powerful is the tulen väki—väki of fire.  Fire scares off everything possessing both very destructive and even thought healing powers.  (Sauna’s warm air is said to be healing.)  

My father does appear as an ordinary human.  Accept his physical build would be considered larger than average.  He’s well over six-feet tall, broad shoulders, chiseled muscular features, and a booming voice that can make the strongest of men quiver.  

He is a shaman with great magical gifts.  Father had taught us the main reason his power is said to be so strong.  Not only does he know many incantations or prayers for any issue, but we also have to know the Origins of the Elements.  These are the prayers or Gods called upon for fire, disease, and etcetera.

Telltale sign of a sorcerer or shaman...a belt made of birch bark, a sheathed dagger, and a small pouch.  In the pouch you should find a snake’s head, quicksilver, three-heads of iron nails, three-grains of barley, and a tinderbox.  Not sure why...but this is just how it has always been.

My mother, Queen Hannaliina, is Ljósálfar.  These are Norse Light elves; however she too is human by appearance.  She is a descendant of Täpio, he was the East Finland Forest Spirit/God, and his wife Mielikki was the ‘hostess’ or ‘Mother of the Woodlands’.  

That pretty much covers all of Finland, except the waterways.  We have Vendenemo, Ilmatar, Ahto, Vellamo, and Satka for help with that.  Vetehinen, Evil God of the Sea, or any allies of his are a definite issue.  

Now according to the Prose Edda, Ljósálfar are light elves and Hvitálfar are the white elves.  Said to also reside in the third heaven and are quoted as being 'fairer than the sun to look at'.  Which is why my father always said mother was so stunning and produced spectacular children for him to adore.

Mother possesses some magic like father, but hers is strictly environmental and strongest in the forest.  As Queen she is the protector of the forest and can provide for hunters.  She can help guide them to good hunting spots, keep them from losing their way, offer protection from other creatures, and protects the forest from those who intend harm or poach for their food.

She is also a healer.  Again...strongest with the environment...but a healer nonetheless.  Whether it’s with her magic or simply her knowledge of what healing properties are available in nature.  She has an extensive collection of books from natural home remedies, geology, varied cultural and religious practices, and on up to the alchemy books she studied years ago.

If we go back to that ‘light’ or ‘dark’ magic conversation...her species too have ‘dark elves’.  The universal counter-balance.  Dökkálfar who dwell underground and are said to be swarthy or figures as dark as pitch.  There are also ‘black elves’ called Svartálfar.  

The definition between the light or dark references differs per translation of the Prose Edda.  It’s unclear if that’s in reference to actual physical appearance of these creatures or the magic they use.  

My mother is a remarkable woman.  She is tall, curvy, and her appearance is literally ageless.  We aren’t immortal we simply age very slowly.  However, in my near two-decades on this planet I don’t believe mother has aged a day.  

She has long flowing hair that reminds me of sand with the mix of dark with light brown and gold tones only found in nature.  Smooth skin that glows although she spends little time in the sun.

However, her deep violet eyes would set her apart from any human as compared to father who can easily blend with his mocha brown hair and gold-brown sugar eyes.  

When mother uses her magic, especially if she’s ‘compelling’ someone, her eyes are almost lilac.  She only compels to help lead lost hunters or to get perceived intruders to leave.

Father’s eyes while using his magic turn gold depending on the strength of the spell or his focus.  I remember the only time I have seen him angered, his eyes were as golden embers in a fire, and all from the control he used to refrain from the reaction he wanted...rage magic.  

That is the darkest of magic, because anger is at its root.  Negative intend without forethought.  That is why we’re taught strict emotional control when it comes to our gifts and always consider consequences for our actions.

As King and Queen, my parents have turned this realm into a sanctuary for all.  We even welcome creatures from other realms not simply to visit, but to live if they so choose, and can abide by our laws.   

Our portals distinguish supernatural bloodlines because of a magical ward placed long ago when the realm was created and hidden.  This keeps humans from finding us or stumbling upon any realm really, as many others use the same precaution.

Father is a kind man.  He’s good to our people and patient with everyone.  However, when pressed, he’s fierce.  We have not had any difficulties ‘battle worthy’ is quite some time.  But his raised vocal tone is sufficient to grab all ears and effect change.

Now...we too have a counter-balance.  Hiisi—the Chief of the Forest Demons, had many descendants that cause issue for us from time to time.  Those are hard and lengthy land battles if armies grow unnoticed.  Demons can use all beings, even the woodland creatures brought to the realm.

We have had trouble with malevolent water spirits on occasion that cause issues for our fisherman or the occasional drowning.  Father has made many friends in our waterways and generally those situations are quickly dealt with.  

However, we remain out of the water.  That’s not our world and it’s easier to just keep to our own spaces to avoid issues altogether.  At least that has been the experience with my siblings and me.  

A ‘good rule of thumb’ father tells us.  Mother just smiles ‘our place in the forest...that is our home...where we’re most needed’.

Now our good King and his stately Queen bore three heirs.  Father stuck my brother with a name from the Kalevala even though tradition had changed.  My sister and I escaped that theme, thankfully.

My brother was the first born, heir to the throne, Väinö.  It’s short for Väinämöinen, who was a Hero in the Kalevala, and son of Ilmatar.  I read much about him and I still haven’t got his story straight.  Nevertheless, father was named of the ‘father of the heroes’...so my brother filled that.

I call him Waino, just the English pronunciation, and my brother has definitely filled those hero shoes.  My brother is slightly taller and thinner framed than our father.  Although, he still carries a robust build for a man barely twenty-two years in our world.  

His voice as commanding as our fathers.  His heart for our people he wears on his sleeve and the fiercest when defending our sanctuary alongside those same people.  

Waino has been groomed his entire life to take our father’s place one day and takes his position as Prince very seriously.  However, he can always find fun and is such a gentle person at the same time.  He has always been my partner in crime, my shoulder to cry on, and the best friend I could have in a sibling.

Waino has mother’s violet eyes and father’s mocha hair.  It makes him look very exotic.  He’s not fair skinned, appearing to always have a slight tan or glow like our mother.  Which adds to the exotic look around these parts.

Unfortunately he has yet to find the girl of his dreams.  He inherited our father’s charm with the ladies, but has very high standards about those he allows close, if at all.  

He’s the same with friends.  Mother can be like that, very selective of those surrounding her family.  I inherited the same gene.

Waino’s gifts are a split too.  He has similar gifts to our father but half the wattage.  He has the same experience with mother’s control of the elements.  Although his strongest suit...his ability to compel.  Much stronger than even our mother’s ability.  

It’s frightening to think what he could accomplish if had the desire to ever cause harm and keep his hands clean.  Or if he used this gift on woman?

Next in line, or smack in the middle...there’s me...Lily.  Well Sanna to my parents only.  I have mother’s sandy colored long straight hair.  I’m as tall as she is I just don't have all those curves yet.  I have father’s golden-brown sugar eyes and his fair skin.  Sunscreen is a must for us.

As far as my gifts...I am my father’s daughter.  I can grasp mother’s natural remedies, the chemistry, and have even read her alchemy books.  But putting the elements to work takes a little bit for me.  I can’t compel anyone to tell me only truth without threats of physical violence.  Most spell work doesn’t fit the same with me.  

Most of my power just seems to be there...in my mind.  Telekinesis is one...I can move things with the flip of my hand and not a spell.  I can speak with and see spirits.  I have accomplished telepathy with two people.  One being my father and the other is my ‘familiar’, Elias.  

When I say ‘familiar’ in reference to Elias, I don’t mean ‘pet familiar’ like most, dare I say witches.  He’s no pet...he’s more my guardian.  He helps me maintain control of my powers by keeping me grounded when he’s near.  In a way...I can even help him the same.

Elias is a bear shifter.  He’s my father’s top guard, taking the place of his father after his passing.  He’s the same age as Waino, just two years older than I am, but worked his way through the ranks fast, and was fully trained when it was his father’s time.

Elias’s families are descendants of Ottava, ‘the Great Bear’, and Tæhti ‘the Polar Star’.  A long lineage of royal guards and trusted advisors as far back as our family’s ruled.

Waino and I have been charged with running father’s guard and soon we’ll over see his armies.  One unfortunate thing I learned about this job...beside my brother had to be a soldier first...much of the guard and even the armies are shifters as Elias.  

Shifters historically were used as what’s called a ‘berserker’ in battle.  They charge in wearing a pelt, including the head, which hides their shift.  An asset when we ruled human realm kingdoms or were raided.  Most our enemy armies ‘berserkers’ were only wearing charmed amulets.  

This again, was intermingled history...ours with Norse lore.  Norse mainly used rune marks for their magic...although few did exist who were just like me.  We found that shifters could be far more damaging than a crazed man wearing simple jewelry wielding a sword can.  Norse use of shifters...unknown to me...but I’m sure there’s a story somewhere.

I grew up with Elias; it’s difficult to order him around as his sort of boss now.  He helped me with my magic.  Aside from Waino, he is my best friend.  He knows things about me no one else does.  

I grew to love him.  Maybe too much.  Definitely in ways I thought I shouldn’t have...or wasn’t supposed to.  Again, this goes back to the whole ignore it and it’s not an issue ‘thing’.  Well it was an unasked, unanswered, and unclear ‘thing’...like my actual duties in life.  I had titles...jobs...but when I tried to do what I thought I was supposed to, it was never right.

Part of why I later ran.  There were many reasons...excuses for me to be a coward and run, as you will soon read more about.  All that had been unsaid.  All that had been set aside to deal with later.  All that I was too immature to see before me.  And all no one knew I could be trusted to do.

The bottom line in all this...what broke me...I couldn’t be the one to hurt Elias anymore.  We meant too much to each other and needed each other so much, but fate...that dastardly beast...I just knew I would be holding Elias back from the life he wanted and deserved.  The life...I thought I could never have.

Come on Lily...back to topic...we’ll work through our feelings later.  Now is story time...where did I leave off? 

Last but not least we have our baby sister.  Lahja, pronounced just as the Princess in Star Wars.  The name means ‘gift’, which mother reminded us all since they had no idea if she would have more children.  My sister’s only four years younger than I am.  

Lahja looks a little like Carrie Fisher at that time too.  The long chocolate hair, the brown eyes as our father.  Porcelain skin with a flush of pink always to her cheeks.  She more easily passes for a human than father and I do.  Her height and build is a bit more average.

Lahja has only one of mom’s gifts we’ve seen so far...compelling.  She’s been developing power as our father but has some other gifts that pop up here and there.  Being only sixteen-years old many of her gifts are still developing.  Just as she does physically...over time she will grow and change.  

That suddenly has caused contention between her and me.  We used to get along great.  I know I call Elias and my brother my best friends...but my sister...she was my twin soul.

Sometimes I feel like I don’t know her anymore.  We used to share a large room until she opted for separate chambers.  We can’t share clothes anymore because I stretch her stuff out, she claims.  We all have trained together, and she and I still do.  She gets easily flustered and frustrated because she can’t accomplish what took me those four years difference in age to learn.  

She’s become moody and impulsive, where she was the more sweet and cordial type.  She is more outgoing then I, but now she’s more reserved and quiet.  Our father actually grounded her for using magic against me in anger.  I was punished for using as well against her, but I was defending myself.  She totally deserved it!  

I had gone out of my mind with her changes.  I couldn’t understand and was so heartbroken I went as far as accusing her of having a crush on Elias and told her to find her own familiar.  The fight was on when she in turned questioned me about Elias and why I cared so much.  

I told her to mind her business and where she could stuff that question.  Elias and I always tried to keep things secret...private I prefer to say...but I never knew what the consequences for either of us would be if it had been known we had any sort of relationship beyond what others witnessed.  Ever since then...Elias can’t shake her like a nasty cold.  Which she’s doing only to upset me...and I have lost the single shred of patience I had left for her.  

Normally Lahja’s job here is learning from our mother and that hasn’t been busy enough to keep her hands away.  Knowing Elias he doesn’t want to be hurtful.  I’m not so worried about that anymore with her, but that came much later as well.

Lahja participates in all of mother’s community functions and knows more to be a Queen than I would.  Just as Waino was groomed to be King...Lahja fit with our mother and learning to one-day help Waino’s Queen.  

She needs to work on her people skills with her co-workers I’ll say...but with the public she’s a natural.  All our father’s charm and charisma just radiates.  Mother’s way of gently compelling to maintain order.  Makes me envious.  

Maybe I just have middle child syndrome or whatever they call that.  There is no real peg I fit here.  Well I’m great with the guards...they have to respect me...but do they really?  Are my gifts as good as I believe?  Am I going to do something worthwhile with my position in the royal family of our land?

I may never take the throne but I will still have duties...a royal title.  I will still be a part of how this government runs.  The people will still rely on me.  For what though?  That was one of my biggest issues...what was it I was expected or allowed to do.

What mark am I really making?  How do I outshine my parents and what they accomplished for our land and people?  How do I outshine my brother and get some recognition with our shared duty?  Why is it him with all the glory?  Between him as future King and our sister as help for his future Queen...where do I fit?
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It wasn’t long before I got the answers to many of those questions.  Our father was sending my brother out to battle as a threat appeared from another realm.  Both unexpected and nearly unheard of since we began hiding our realms.  However, we must have had resources another wanted.  

Father was leading Waino and the armies into battle.  Lahja and our mother were counseling wives and their families of the soldiers preparing to leave.  That left me alone to run the guard and protect what was we had left of our family since both of my parents were tending to their respective duties.  

I was so grateful to have Elias during this time.  He was my rock emotionally at home and in front of our people.  It didn’t take long for us to get lost in our endless cycle.  Starts with stolen kisses in the heat of the moment and then I end up breaking his heart because I can’t give him what he wants.

He wants a wife...a family...I have responsibilities.  I have no time for that, no matter how I feel for him.  He’s still angry I never told my father of our relationship.  I have no clue if my father would even approve, especially now that I am at the command of Elias and the guard.

What could that confession have cost us both?  What would that have meant to us now?  It’s hard enough kissing your father and brother goodbye, quite possibly for the last time.  I can’t even think about any of that!  Argh!

I discovered a new gift just before the battle.  Visions.  I had a series of dreams in the planning phase prior to troops leaving the castle.  I couldn’t help but spend every second I could with my father and brother.  I wasn’t quite clear on the visions...but I knew something would be wrong.  I just never saw ‘what’ was wrong.

I had mild visions before...more daydreams.  Little things.  I had never seen anything as I dreamt and these dreams grew stronger like a warning as the date approached.  Battle, death, everything is saw was drenched in blood.  Nothing I could change or knew how to even try.

[image: image]

I tossed and turned for hours before I was so exhausted I must have passed out though it only seemed I had closed my eyes for a moment.  Elias had woke me as I screamed into the night just after the last armies had left long before dawn.  

My brother and father had gone with the first wave this morning, with my warning, and wishes for caution.  Father assured me his visions had been positive and all would be well.  My heart didn’t believe this.  But I trusted him more than my dreams.

Once awake, I was too inconsolable to speak as mother arrived.  I was too afraid and hadn’t spoken to either Elias or my mother of my dreams.  In my periphery, Lahja just watched me from the doorway with a smirk on her face.  

I’d wipe that sarcastic smirk right off her face if I showed her what I had just seen.  My brain is praying this isn’t truth...but my heart...Gods it’s stifling in here.  I need to get out of this castle and soon.
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“Princess!  Princess!”  I faintly hear cutting through my dream.  The thundering of hooves and clashing of swords with clattering armor between my ears, resounding above screams I believe were my own.  “Lil’...please wake up.”  The voice softened and I felt my body shaking as a hand softly caressed my cheek.

I open my eyes wincing at the light on above and my voice croaked.  “Elias?  What happened?”  I spring to sitting from my bed of terror, rubbing my eyes, and trying to shake off that same dream which is becoming too common to even wake startled.  “How are you the only one that ever hears me?”  I glance up watching Elias take a seat near the end of my bed.

He raises a brow answering me frankly.  “You know why I can hear you in the other wing.  I can’t see what you do in those dreams, but I can hear your dreadful screams in my head.”

I gulp noticeably and look to my hands fidgeting in my lap above my blanket with a nod.  I should have known.  Since I began working with the telepathy in my training...Elias, my familiar...he was the first that heard me.  It took some time and finally I was strong enough for father to hear me.
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I had to laugh to myself recalling Elias’s mother telling us that telepathic ability meant something completely different to a shifter.  The shared head noise is either for pack/tribe related communication or between bonded ’mates’...for lack of a better term.  Which we are technically neither, although our feelings sometimes say otherwise.  

I am no shifter, which I guess doesn’t matter much.  It’s not as we’d create mutants or anything.  We have never ‘mated’ let alone participate in the bonding ritual, which his mother explained in graphic detail once.  Very informative and frightening at the same time.  I couldn’t even look at Elias for like two-days after that.

‘The Bonding Ritual’ is simply a couple consummating their marriage, but also some spiritual bond happens at the same time.  Something about one soul...one lives only because of the other.  That I was fine with...except what if something happens to one of us.  What happens to the other?  I already feel I would follow if he ever left this earth.  What happens to him if I go first?

The rest...ok...still scarring when put to words and use of unusual visual aids.  All provided by a woman I may one day...hopefully...get to call my mother-in-law.  And having to follow-up with my own mother for clarification of a few misunderstood terms.  Awkward...will suit.

Either way...Elias and I aren’t about that.  Neither of us are sex driven animals and our friendship has always been at the forefront.  It’s not that we aren’t attracted to each other.  He desires to wait for his destined ‘mate’, which he believes is me.  However, I HAVE to wait.  Yes, even duty controls my sex life or lack thereof.  Although I always see that part of my life with only him.

That I believe makes all this with Elias and I so much more complicated.  The possibility since that gift worked with only him for months...what if his mother is right and I keep blowing it because I put duty first.  I can’t lose Elias for my own selfish reasons, but I can’t stand that it’s me who hurts him most.

I guess it bothers me because...I knew everything made sense then, once I considered his mother’s words.  How close we had always been...his ability to affect my magic...the fact that no matter how much I tore at his heart he still has waited...for me.  How he can hear me in his head when I need him the most without purposely sending the distress signal.  

My own father can’t even read my thoughts.  However, Elias always could.  Maybe not necessarily my thoughts, like reading my mind, but he can always read my moods or mannerisms.  He said once that my facial expressions alone were enough to tell him what was going on in my head.  

I see him the same way...although the expression I see and feel from him the most...pain.  He’s a very visual person and that is his heightened sense...just hyper-awareness of his surroundings.  For me...I can feel him.  Near...far...it doesn’t matter.  Just feeling his presence was enough to make me feel safe enough to try to sleep even with the night terrors or visions.

If I ever made good on my threats...I was warned my father would send Elias as our best ‘Sanna tracker’.  He has never lost me and will always find me.  But that’s more scent...he said my scent is forever etched into his brain.  I hope he meant my perfume, or the scent of my shampoo, and not that I have an odor.  He’s too sweet to ever mention it if I did stink.  

I don’t know many others with gifts as mine that have bear shifters of all creatures as their familiars.  Wolves, a lynx, or maybe even a wolverine...now that I have heard of.  Rare!  But I have heard of it nonetheless.

All fierce and strong creatures...but a bear...they are highly regarded.  They are sacred creatures to us.  Hunters have ceremonies to appease the Gods once they have taken one for food.  In the Kalevala there is a little mentioned of bears running and as they ran iron actually emanated from the pads of their feet.  For wolves, it was the claws that had iron...but no others were mentioned...or what that meant they did that.

Most familiars serve some purpose for their magical partner.  I heard Old Norse stories of their God Odin...he was said to have two ravens that used to speak and plot with him.  They brought him ingredients for spells and spied on others for him.  They served a purpose and had a master/servant relationship.  They were not friends and I read nothing about love.

I never heard of anyone wedding their animal familiar, or in my case, part animal familiar.  That’s supposed to be more as a sibling bond...but not all that is written is the only truth.  I’m not a big fan of birds really, so I guess I hit the lottery big with my familiar.  

He’s sacred not simply in his human guard form but in his shifted form...as a bear, the king of our forests, and said the largest predator we have.  He’s sacred to my family for other reasons.  Because of whom he is not his gifts.

Although we don’t share the same sorcerer/familiar relationship either.  I’ve only caught a glimpse of him in shifted form ever, which in all the stories most ‘witches’ have a cat or something else weaving around their feet while they work spells.  Not with Elias...all his help to me just comes from him.  

Maybe it’s a chemistry thing....we just have that chemistry that works together.  And that makes me the jerk that always breaks him when he is simply reacting to nature...loving and caring for the one he is drawn to.  For some reason, only the Gods know, that happens to be me. 

[image: image]

I can’t even think of that now.  I can only think of the days since I have seen or heard from my father and brother.  I’m not strong enough to try to communicate with my father, at this great a distance, with only my telepathy.  

I can make an amulet that will help me strengthen that gift and possibly extend that beyond my father and Elias, but I haven’t done it yet.  Father would need to be wearing it too...so that wouldn’t help now anyway.

“Are you alright dear?”  I felt my mother’s hand on my forehead breaking my silent trance as Elias and I had been just sitting for long enough mother had run down.  Lahja lurking in my doorway watching with no apparent interest in checking on me.

I nod cupping my mother’s hand as it slid over my cheek.  “Yeah...I guess I was having a bad dream again.”  I look up meeting mother’s eyes.  “Any word from father or Waino?”

Mother just shook her head sighing heavily as she moved my hand back to my lap patting the back of my hand.  “I sent a messenger with your message.  All I was told was your father is treating this as a vision only a precaution and carefully aligning his men to avoid catastrophe.  But he believes these are simple dreams and you shouldn’t worry.”

I raise my brow glancing towards Elias with a similar look to his face.  “What is it that they’re so adamant about conquering?  What is this threat?”

I notice mother straightening to full height shifting uncomfortably.  Knowing I’ll get no straight answer from her, I look to Elias.  “Well...why would he not heed my warning and withdraw?  What creatures or numbers would demand this much...I mean our entire army with father at the helm?”

Elias bit the inside of his cheek as he briefly exchanged glances with my mother, noticing Lahja still leaning against the doorframe.  He released a soft chuckle as he tried to joke.  “Horrific hedgehog uprising.  If those little buggers start, something we have to set an example or what’s next...squirrels raiding and pillaging villages?  This is a recipe for disaster if it were to be allowed to continue.”

Mother, Lahja, and I both sputter trying to shield our laughter with our hands.  He motions his hand towards my mother.  “Think of safety, as much time as your mother, and sister both spend in the woods.  One could be mugged by a drug-crazed badger while his buddies do worse with the other.  For the sake of the Gods...we can’t have that.”

Mother and Lahja were taking advantage of the break and enjoying the laugh.  I playfully swat to Elias still feeling that boulder of concern in my gut building.  “That isn’t funny.  These are some serious dreams and not one of those horses carried a hedgehog.”  I had to bite my lip fighting the words that I can’t bear to speak in front of any one of them.

Elias gave me that special smirk he saves just for me when he’s trying to cheer me up and thinks he succeeded.  “I’m not at liberty to discuss anything I have heard.  However...I have it on good authority, they will be fine.  Your father is a King and your brother is just as amazing a leader.  Greatest warriors we have.  They don’t know the definition of failure.  When it comes to their methodical planning, together, they’re a force to be reckoned with.”

Lahja’s voice comes soft as she crosses the threshold stepping towards my bed to sit at my other side.  “You ready to talk about any of these dreams yet?”

I don’t know what came over me but I instantly got defensive and plain rude with my sister the closer she moved towards me on the bed to sit.  “Now you want to be comforting or are you just curious so you can keep smirking at my trepidation?”

She narrowed her eyes at me almost as if daring me to say more.  Her only reply.  “I never felt any of this funny...so I do apologize if my attempts to offer a comforting smile were taken as anything else.”  She pulls her robe tight over her pajamas averting her eyes as she crosses her arms.  “It’s also a little embarrassing only being seen in my bed clothes not expecting anyone other than mother tending to you.”

I glance up catching the face Elias just made.  He either is aware too she possibly has or had a crush on him, and I’m not happy with that, or maybe it’s that he feels awkward about always being the first to respond to me.

I wave my hands before me in surrender.  “Look Lahja...I’m not sure what I did to make you so agitated towards me lately...but I can’t fight with you.  Not about this, nor will I allow this is your head.  I only pray that you never get this affliction.  This is in no way a gift.”  I turn so our eyes meet and understanding crossed her face.  No arguing or pressing...she actually seemed empathetic.

She opens and closes her mouth a few times not looking up but I could tell she wanted to speak.  Finally, Lahja looks to me.  “What if I stay with you?  I won’t ask any details...but you never had nightmares like this when we shared a room.  Maybe that’s something we should reconsider since that large room is still empty.”  Her face sincere...like she missed me too.

Mother gasps smiling as both her hands go over her heart.  “Oh girls...that is a wonderful idea.  Lahja has a point too.  Maybe these dreams are both the changes here and the stress of the...uh...armies leaving.”  My Gods...she can’t even bring herself to say it...our family is out there too.

How she stays so collected when she must be even more horrified than I at the potential outcomes is beyond me?  If I only had half that strength.  Or maybe it’s her faith that all will be well.  Fate has already stomped across the few strands of faith I clung to desperately just to wake each day.

I feel my sister rub the back of my hand with hers as she looks to me bashfully.  A dark blush of nearly apple red across her cheeks.  “I really want to be stubborn and never admit this to a soul...but I have missed having you close by.”  

Lahja’s eyes met mine briefly and I catch a tear welling up in her eyes.  “I know I’ve been terrible...but I had some things to work out...and now I’m ready to talk instead of pushing away.  Things I can only discuss with my sister.”  Her face earnest. 

Jokingly I look to her sideways questioning.  “You just pulled a total one-eighty on me, because I swore just yesterday you still hated me.  What...The Art of War was on your reading list?  What do you have plotted out for me?”

She giggles swatting me with my own pillow.  “Ha!  Ha!  We don’t know enough people to have enemies yet to turn their enemies into friends.”

I nod snickering behind my hand glancing towards mother and then Elias feeling my smile widen.  “We are rather selective of our entourage.”  I watched adoringly while he tossed his head back laughing.  Gods even his laugh is incredible...what is wrong with me?

Mother shrugs her shoulders clapping at her chest then reaches her hand out for Elias.  “Well for now why don’t we let the sisters get reacquainted and they can become roommates again.  No pressure...you’re young ladies after all...and are allowed personal space.”  She smiles adding a quick wave.  

Elias smiles as he stands and offers mother his arm to escort her to her room instead of taking her hand.  She eyed him curious and he winks smirking.  “The cook told me there was a mouse with a switchblade running about.  He could be anywhere now.”  He bites his lip as he glances around the bedchambers.  “Nothing is safe anymore.”  

Mother laughed as they both shook their head.  Elias smiles closing the door behind them as they leave the pair of us sisters alone.  I smile offering a quick wave before he’s out of sight and giggling down the hall with mother. 
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Lahja and I got comfortable on my bed, footboard facing the window.  My drapes wide open leaving the sheer curtains in place for privacy.  Even though I live on the second floor of a castle.  

The moonlight splashes heavily into the window bathing us with light.  The occasional odd color crossing the room like a light prism in the sun as the Northern Lights were alive tonight.

Lahja sighs turning to her side to face me.  “I’m glad you’re here Lily.  I have been going out of my mind and I addressed it the worst way possible.  I just couldn’t articulate what I was feeling.”

I nod smiling as I turn on my pillow facing my sister.  “I can tell you exactly what that feels like...a bad calming potion batch.”  

Lahja giggles and then I see the shadow of seriousness cross her face.  “I was angry with you...and hurt.”  She averts her eyes.  “What you accused...ok, when I was younger I may have had a crush-like adoration for Elias...but I hope you know I would NEVER do that.”

I reach for her hand over the blanket.  “I was grasping at straws...I couldn’t read your mind...I was scared and missed you.  You never gave me any chance to approach you alone to speak.”

She nods understanding.  “I knew that was the only reason you were throwing daggers.  I’m sorry I threw one back.”  Her eyes meet mine and it reminded me of her ten-year-old pleading face.  Begging forgiveness when she broke or ruined something of mine.

I take in a deep breath exhaling slowly staring at my baby sister now nearly grown as I.  “What do you now about Elias and me?  Don’t sugar coat anything and I won’t lie to you either.”

Lahja nods pulling her lips into a line as she furrows her brow.  “Ok...I know what father explained about familiars and what he says he’s aware of.  However, mother and Waino both know there is something more.  I tend to agree with them and am quite curious to why you would refuse what I can feel means so much to you?”

I blow out a huge breath that I had held the entire time my sister spoke.  I have to answer her and be brutally honest with her...and myself.  “I never took into consideration anyone was paying attention really.  I hate secrets but at the same...it was fun having something only mine.  I was selfish and inconsiderate to all involved whether directly or indirectly affected.”  

I twist my lips to the side biting my bottom lip as I thought.  “This is actually a quite complicated mess that I created solely and will take responsibility for my part.  But there is a big picture I have to consider with every decision I make.  Just as you.  We all have obligations and personal feelings at times can cause improper or hasty decisions when cooler heads would prevail.”

Lahja leans up on her elbow looking towards me.  “Is this about running the guard?  I think Waino mentioned something...conflict of interest.”  She shook her head unsure.

I return to my back on the bed sighing heavily, exhaling a slight whimper.  “See...there is just no way anything is possible.  It is no matter who wants what.”

Lahja looks into my eyes very thoughtfully before asking.  “Is everything about us being adults and having much expected of us with our titles...is it always so complicated?”

I shake my head smiling as a soft laugh escapes my throat.  “Only the mistakes or anything that would imply happiness.  Pretty much anything crappy that could happen will and it’s all complicated.”

I jerk my head surprised when Lahja asks curious.  “What about you and Elias would be considered a mistake or ‘crappy’ as you say?”

I run my fingers through my hair fanning it over my pillow and off my neck since I’m apparently in the ‘hot seat’ here.  “I made the mistakes...that’s why it’s complicated.  There is nothing about Elias that’s a mistake or I would ever wish changed.  I just never knew how to fix any of it.”

Lahja coughs clearing her throat and keeps her voice low when she asks.  “Did you know how you felt about Elias before you took the job with the guard or was that just what you told him?”  I huff shocked, making her giggle, and wave her hands.  “Just going off what Waino said.”

I gulp excruciatingly loud...as this too...was complicated.  “I knew long ago what father had planned with who ran what under whose supervision.  Father was already aware of what tasks we were best suited to perform.  And yes...I’ve always loved Elias.  But I can’t pinpoint the day that love changed into more.”

I turn looking to Lahja.  “That was my mistake.  I knew about the position...but never knew or considered consequences before I through caution to the wind and acted on anything my heart felt.  So I believe I led Elias on and broke his heart when I should have just let him be.  Oh...and I lied through omission to all involved.”

I sigh averting my gaze.  “That’s why I can’t let him close...because it will just keep happening, and I don’t know how to fix any of it.  But I know he deserves better than me breaking his heart all the time.  This way...I will still always have him.  We’ve been friends all our lives.  What’s a few more years?”  

Lahja sighs softly as she lies in the bed next to me contemplating.  “Ok, curiosity satisfied.  Keep me posted.”

I laugh playfully swatting my hand towards her hip.  “I’m sure you all know more than enough.”

She giggles.  “For now.  But I know there’s a way to work around this.  It’s always the answer right in front of you that’s not only the best but the simplest.  The one that leaves you always smacking your head...after the fact.”

I was laughing as I pointed at my sister.  “Welcome to my world.”  She scrunches her nose as she joins me cackling into the night in the silent castle on the hill.  Overlooking our entire land.

We’re up a hill surrounded by hillfort mounds for fortification.  The castle built is similar to that in Vybörg not far from Karelia or our portal.  Large exterior stonewalls marking the perimeter of the hilltop.  A few stories above ground, dungeon below, and a single cylindrical tower overlooking everything near the center of the structure.  

The forest surrounding the base of the hillside, the lakes, and all just in arms reach from up here.  It a strange way if makes you feel as the Gods looking down.  Like they say the view from Olympus.

Lahja clears her throat again catching my attention.  “How do you...I mean...”  She broke off rubbing her lips together considering her words almost too carefully as I try not to fill in the blanks myself and make this worse.  “How did you know Elias was your familiar?”

I cock my head to the side like a confused dog huffing out a surprised laugh as I smile.  “You know...I don’t remember?  I do know father thought we trained very well together and we’ve sort of just been paired up ever since.  Just as Waino and I have a certain chemistry or formula when we work together.  You and I have specialties as well....it’s just there.”

I notice she furrows her brow as if trying to ask something...but not quite sure how to ask.  Then our eyes meet and she shrugs her shoulders asking meekly.  “I mean with your magic?  Like did you feel his energy or can he add to your power?”

“Ah...very simple answer...he balances me.”  I turn to my side facing my sister to explain.  “I was having a ‘glitchy’ day once.  Elias had come over to train with Waino while his father worked with ours.  The entire time we worked together or with Waino I was fine.  Had total control and even felt stronger...more confident.  Father’s meeting concluded.  Elias left.  I accidentally caught father’s desk on fire.”

Lahja’s covers her mouth as she bursts into laughter.  “That’s how the fire started?  Why were you doing fire spells in the office?”

I bite my lip shaking my head as I laugh out.  “I...I am not telling that story.”  She takes my hand begging and pleading to hear the story behind that incident.  I huff jerking my hand back.  “Fine...I wasn’t practicing spells in the office.  There...you heard it all.  Happy?”  I plaster a smile across my face.

She raises her brow pursing her lips giving me ‘the look’.  “Yeah...there’s more...spill my twisted sister.”

I run my hand down my face muttering to myself.  “I can’t believe...”  I cut off sighing heavily as I motion my hand in front of me as when I use my magic.  “Ok...you know how sometimes you or I can just think something and it happens?  No spells.”  

She nods biting back a smile so I continue.  “I was watching Elias walking out and noticed something...about his gear.  The word ‘hot’ entered my head...then a stray flame shot from my palm, which was pointed at the desk.”

She gasps behind her hand.  Her voice muffled as she asks.  “What did you say to father?”

I laughed looking up to the ceiling.  “Thankfully...he thought I was just having control issues again.  However...that wasn’t the worst part.”

“Oh my Gods...please continue.”  She was nearly falling off the bed as she laughed hard at my embarrassment.

I jab my finger her direction warningly.  “Ok...but we NEVER speak of this again.”  I raise a brow refusing to continue until she stopped chuckling long enough to agree.  

I nod.  “I got caught.  Elias’s father had turned when our father yelled; he was in front of Elias in the hall so he saw...”  I trail off covering my face with both my hands as I feel my cheeks on fire.  

“So he saw what?”  Lahja asks with a snort.  “Were you drooling?”

I sputter behind my hand trying to not laugh.  “I may has well have been.  I was standing dreamy-eyed staring at his son’s...features...and happened to be biting my lip while contemplating how much he’d changed since I had last seen him.  The blush on my cheek and the fact I refused further eye contact were enough to demonstrate my guilt.  I can only imagine what he suspected I was thinking.”

Lahja was doubled over on her side on the bed laughing and twitching.  I scowl watching her as she glances up raising her hand in surrender.  “I’m sorry...but that’s hilarious.”

I raise a brow at my sister.  “Ok...your turn...why all the sudden questions of familiars and locking yourself away for so long?  And you have to be as honest as I was.  Nothing leaves this room so you can say whatever you feel.  I’m obviously in no position to be a judge...so you have a listening ear.”

Suddenly, like a light switch, Lahja’s laughter stopped and she stared at me as if I caught her stealing my favorite sweater.  I chuckle at her rigid response.  “Didn’t think I’d catch on young one?”  I giggle as she rises up to her elbows lying now on her stomach as we spoke.

“I met someone...I think.”  She gasps clamping both her hands over her mouth as if she had just revealed her darkest secret.

I motion my hand for her continue.  “Well...details.  When?  Where?  What’s he like?  Do we know him?  Fill me in here.”  

I notice Lahja suddenly got this far away look in her eyes as she thought resting her head on her hand.  “Mother had sent me to the garden passed that bridge to gather supplies.  Passed that big fallen tree where the grumpy gnome lives.”  I nod knowing exactly where in the woods not far from the castle she was speaking of.  

She takes in a breath sighing almost contently, which made a smile creep up my face.  I notice she blushes and is having difficulty holding eye contact with me.  “I accidentally caught....well you see...”  

She huffs appearing already frustrated trying to explain.  “I heard noise in the bushes when I approached, so I called out.  I got scared when at first I heard no reply.  So I yelled ‘by the orders of the Kings family you will respond or leave’.”

I was captivated by her story and urged her to continue.  “This young guy peeked out from behind a tree and I noticed a pile of clothing on my side of the clearing.”

I bite back a gaspy laugh.  “So you accidentally interrupted a shifter dressing?”

Lahja closes her eyes slowly as she nods.  “Worse...he’s one of our guards here and he was on break.  Well I should say guard in training under his father.”

“How old is he?  You said he was young and he evidently was shy.”  I question.

“Oh...he’s just barely of age to work here so eighteen maybe.”  She shrugs her shoulders.  “Not a big age difference.”  

I nod in complete agreement.  “So did you give the poor lad his clothing?”  I joke.

Lahja gasps.  “I was so stunned and embarrassed.  I turned away so he could do as he needed and he called when he was finished.”

I wag my finger warningly but still laughing.  “You need to be careful who you turn your back to...especially if they’re naked.”

Her melodic soft giggle as she shakes her head.  “No...he had good energy.  I knew I was safe and he was more terrified, after what I had said, than I was.”

I rub my hands together smirking.  “So...you comfortable enough to point him out sometime?  How much do you know about him?  You said he was a guard here correct?”

Lahja smiles broadly.  “That’s why mother was angry I was late that time.  We spent the rest of his break talking and then he escorted me back here before rushing to find his father.  I told him to tell his father he was helping me in the garden so he wouldn’t get into trouble.”

I point my finger raising a brow.  “Good thinking.  That could have cost his job...but usually if the trainees are assisting one of us its fine.  Just don’t be surprised if his father checks his story.”

The expression on her face was adorable.  “Oh...he did.  But it was something he had said that just...I don’t know...woke me up.  I stopped feeling sorry for myself.”

She signed leaning her head down as she looked away.  “I just passed a supposed ‘magical’ milestone...my sixteenth birthday.  I felt no different or special.  I look like no one in our family.  My powers are a struggle.  I have no clue what to do half the time.”

“I am so sorry you went through that alone.  I know how that felt.”  I offer.  “There is such a build up to this mystical moment of life...like you’re preparing to enter a portal to a new world.”

I smile waving my hands out at my sides.  “You’ll have access to powers and abilities beyond your wildest dreams.  Doors are supposed to just open for only you.  Then...nothing happens.  The cake is gone...balloons lay deflated on the floor...and you have confetti in places you know NO ONE will ever see.”

Lahja giggles eyeing me surprised.  “That is exactly how it felt.”  She shakes her head as our eyes were locked.  “I don’t know why I didn’t just talk to you sooner.”

I shrug my shoulders.  “Everything has it’s time and place.  Everyone deals with things differently.  Half the time I wonder what it would be like if I just ran off.  Leave everything behind.  Maybe go assimilate in the human realm.”  I wiggle my brows making her giggle.

Lahja scoffs.  “Well I better be allowed to travel and visit you.  Who knows...I may just stay.”

I laugh.  “Good.  I’ll get a two-bedroom whatever is available with the job I will no longer have.  Let’s sleep so you can help me pack.  You can tell me more about your dream date in the garden with the mystery guard while you bubble wrap all my treasures.”

Lahja laughs and we exchange ‘goodnight’ hugs before we get settled into bed.  Lahja facing the wall with her back now to me as I stare out the window watching colors streaking through the clear sky outside tonight.  So crisp and beautiful.  
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My sister may believe I am joking, and that is ok.  However...I’m being honest.  What would happen in our world if I just...vanished?  In time Elias could have the life he deserves without concern.  My siblings will be fine, as will our parents, because I will make it a point to check in often.  What purpose do I actually serve here anyway?

Yes...I can definitely empathize with Lahja and what she’s been feeling.  I just didn’t tell her that won’t be the only time she face that test of self-worth in life.  Maybe I should have warned her.  Or maybe...it’s just my own crisis.

I dread falling asleep after that dream.  If that is a bon-a-fide vision...why now?  Why the visions now?  What is the dream trying to show me?  Beside the worse possible scenario I could possibly imagine.  The slow methodical demise of our family.

Maybe I will do some investigative work...find out what we’re up against.  I need to know what I am guarding the castle from.  If I get no answers here...I’m going to ask my father personally on the battlefield.  

If I’m supposed to lead armies later alongside my brother, shouldn’t I have the same training as Waino?  I should lay eyes on battle or I will never understand what I send my people into.  That’s like blindly running the world.  I’m currently guarding the castle and our family blind as it is.

I just hope someone has answers.  Maybe I can talk Elias into sparring or doing something with training.  We’re always alone and he can get very chatty.  That’s what I can do.  Simple answer right in front of my face.  Just hang out with my familiar and I’ll get all the answers I need.  Perfect!  

Then I can move on to solving the mystery of the shifter my sister spent the day with.  Good...I have a plan.  I can sleep easier now.  All I needed was some distraction while the others work.

Father, Waino, and the armies should be home soon and everything will be fine.  I just have to truly believe that or the faith is worthless. 

Everything is fine, everything will be fine, and normal will return soon.

Gods...I wish I could believe that.  I know...a sign.  If the dreams are visions and father needs warned, it will happen again.  If everything is going to work out perfect, the dreams will cease.  Perfect!

I’m glad Lahja and I finally talked.  I feel better at least.  Maybe this is the first sign for good things to come.  Everything will be great...just have faith.  Like our mother.

I snuggle into my pillow and remain still trying to blank my mind out.  It still took time but sleep finally helped me drift off listening to the rhythmic breathing of my sleepy sister already conked out next to me.
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Lily
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I walk into the large training facility father had renovated at the back of the castle property and faintly hear fighting sounds coming from the large gymnasium area we use to spar.  I approach the doors to the gym slowly.  Curious to just who may be working inside.

This gym is mainly used by the family and the guards hold sessions here at scheduled times.  Our armies have a much larger and secluded training facility they use away from the castle.  Working around the guards schedule gives us a lot of time actually to run down as much as we choose. 

I had hoped to track Elias here, after speaking with my sister last night, and this may well be him inside.  Sounds like it may be him anyway.

Inquisitive to what he’s doing, as I only hear one voice, and feeling a little sneaky...I inch my way along the wall silently until I reach the door.  Turning and leaning in just far enough to catch a peek at who was inside through the window in the door.

I jerk back against the wall covering my mouth and squeezing my eyes closed tight trying desperately to not burst into laughter.  There was Elias, dressed in full gear, sword drawn, and was poking at a tiny target on the practice mat with the tip of his sword.  

“Take that you dastardly beast!”  He calls out from behind the door as my body quivered with silent laughter.  “Get up and fight you demon.”

I take another glance inside jumping back as I see Elias look towards the door smirking when his tiny ‘hedgehog decoy’ falls to its death on the mat before him.  Stuffing popping out exposing a nasty flesh wound to this poor toy.  An apparently deadly injury.

His towering presence over this itsy vermin and the boom in his command was hilarious.  Small pieces of light roasted coffee strands of hair stuck to his moist forehead as if this decoy must have waged one heck of a fight before I arrived.  His white undershirt clinging to his chiseled torso, half-untucked from his standard issue Kevlar coated form fitting cargo style pants.  Oh...so hot.

After he’d gone silent, I was able to collect myself enough to reach for the door and step inside the gym.  I offer Elias a smile glancing at the mat as he’s taking a break drinking some water.  “You set that up for me did ya?”  I joke eyeing that hedgehog on the ground as Elias just laughed.

He motions his hand before him swallowing his last sip.  His face completely serious.  “I figured we would start you small and work your way up to shifters.”

Elias softly chuckles waving his hand out to his side.  “Now understand...bear is all I can do.  So be advised there will be a leap in your training.  You can manage this...you move on.  Then you’ll work up to pissed off wolverine.  From there it’s straight to king of the forest...got it?”

I snort pinching my lips together tight before I ask.  “Now...where is it you’re keeping the wolverine?  And how did you know I would seek you out for a workout today?”  I eye him quizzically.

He stands from the metal folding chair against the wall slowly swaggering towards me as I set my gear down.  He points his finger in the air.  “The wolverine is caged up watching 80’s American teenage angst filled movies...which will explain the attitude later.”

I giggle as he closes the distance between us stopping short a few feet away offering me that incredible smile.  “I knew you’d be here.”  He winks before turning to walk towards the mat.  “You always come here to clear your head and I figured my presence would help that along.”  

He calls to me over his shoulder after picking up and tossing that stuffed animal aside.  “So are you looking for training or simple sparring today Princess?”  He glances back to me.  “I notice you brought your full gear...that’s why I assumed training.”

I chuckle taping up my wrists and ankles glancing towards Elias.  “Gods forbid I come across one of those lost scavengers in the pool.”  I raise a brow as we both note where that stuffed hedgehog landed unceremoniously near the far wall. 

Elias folds his arms at his chest tipping his head to the side as he turns to stand facing me on the mat.  “Now did you really come to train or are you here to pump me for information you know I can’t give you?”  I open and then close my mouth releasing a soft grunt at his question.  I hate it when he gets in my head.  

I twist my lips at the side shrugging my hands near my shoulders.  “If I am supposed to be helping my brother in time with the armies...how is it right I am kept in the dark so I can later blindly lead our people to their deaths?”

Elias nods giving a slight shrug of his shoulders.  “That is an excellent question and one I have asked myself of your father.”

I give him a surprised look.  “You spoke with my father about this?  How did that go?”

Elias nods shifting about appearing unsure how much he should divulge.  “Yes...both Waino and I have spoken with him about this very topic.  It came about when your brother was told to withhold specific information from you about running the guards.”

He purses his lips and releases a heavy breath from his nose.  “Your brother feels the same as you and likes commanding side by side with you.  However...you are also a daughter...and duties aside, your father is more concerned of danger.  Your father...he would rather you only be involved as needed.”

I scoff annoyed as I released a heavy sigh.  “So basically I am ‘fill-in’ for when Waino becomes King and ‘just in case’ he can’t get to the armies...I’m strictly ignorant back up?  That’ll help Waino so much.  Good planning on father’s part.”  My reply dripping with sarcasm and disdain for my father’s handling of this.

Elias remained silent, seeming to be biting his tongue, as he watched me toss my padded practice gloves aside and opting to tape my hands to spar instead.  I am beyond irate so breaking a hand is of no concern at the moment to me.  

I won’t take this out on Elias...as none of this is his doing.  He just has to follow orders, which I understand.  But I if get a little hurt...it won’t really matter as much.  Just another excuse to keep the ‘fragile flower’ back.

I set the tape aside punching my fists together to make sure the tape was good to protect my knuckles at least.  I turn to walk towards Elias speaking as I close the distance.  “What my father doesn’t realize is WE have a real issue now.  I’m not happy and I will not be holding back no matter what he wishes.  I won’t lead people blindly and just pray for the best.  That’s blood on my hands I could never live with.”

I fold my arms at my chest looking challengingly towards Elias.  “So either you will help me or I plan to charge straight to that battlefield and deal with father myself.  Whether he’s busy or not...we WILL change this now.”  Elias’s face drops in shock at my ultimatum.  Likely because he knows, I would go.  

He motions his hands out to his sides and I can feel him trying to calm me, which only angered me more he still had that effect on me.  Elias is the only one that has that ‘magical tether’ to me...to affect my moods.  “Princess...let’s work-out a bit and I will answer what I can before you make any hasty decisions.”

His voice was calm and he carried no condescending or appeasing tone.  However, I was still feeling a bit bratty.  I raise a brow stepping close to Elias looking up into his face.  “Fine.  That’s a start.”  
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He nods that he’s ready and moves to take his fighting stance.  Before he was settled, I gave him a leg sweep knocking him to his back on the mat and I sat directly on his chest.  He grunts falling hard with his large frame and apparently wasn’t expecting that.  

He’s actually built a lot like my father.  Well over six-foot tall.  Probably closer to seven-foot.  Large broad shoulders, defined strong muscles, and I have yet to spot any fat.  Probably because he doesn’t need to hibernate.  Standing next to me, I feel petite, and I’m not far under six-foot tall myself.

Elias is just what you would imagine a bear shifter would look like in human form.  If you imagine of bear shifters with the face and body of a shirtless firefighter calendar model.  So yummy!

I jabbed my finger immediately in his face warning as I threw myself over him.  He smiles raising his brow as he listens.  “Be advised...I don’t get the answers I desperately need to effectively guard what is left of my family and I am going.”

He chuckles as I glare defiantly into his eyes.  “All right.”  He nods relenting.  “I will speak as freely as I can.  Although, you need to remember neither of us can afford for me to lose my place here for speaking against the wishes of our King....your father.”

Huffing a little and scrunching his nose while he wriggled beneath me.  “Can we get up now?  You’re bonier than you look.”

I stand offering him a hand up.  “Fair enough.”  Our eyes locked as he stands and we begin to circle each other ready to begin sparring.

He lunged at me with his massive arms and I hit the air...flipping in a ball over his head to land behind him tapping him on the shoulder giggling when he turned to me surprised.  “Lahja and I have been working on some tricks since we last sparred by the way.  Her size...she needs all the tools she can get.  Apparently this works for me too.”  I raise a brow smirking.

Elias has an impressed look on his face as he turns his body to face me.  “Very nice tactic and you’re right.  Both of you are at a disadvantage if ever attacked by someone my size.  Let’s work with this if you don’t mind.”

I smile adding a nod.  “Don’t forget to look up...”  I giggle as he lunges for me again.  I jump straight up as he neared.  Briefly placing my one foot on his shoulder to gain height, and I land on the exposed roof truss crouching on a beam, smiling offering him a wave as he just shook his head and laughed.

“You do know bears can climb correct?”  He wiggles his brows at me mischievously.

“Many creatures can.”  I laugh.  “Like attack squirrels or mice with crafty weapons.  Those rubber band guns sting.  Or when used as a slingshot loaded with paperclips.  Terrible.  Someone could lose an eye like that.”  I gasp placing a hand over my heart.  “They ever figure out that stapler...how do you fight that?”

His laughter bellowed through the gym as he held his sides.  “I’m sorry.  I had to tell you girls something.  All three of your nervous faces...what can I say?  I blurted out the first thing that came to mind.”

His humor had calmed and his tone softened.  “Your mother...though she’ll never admit it...is scared out of her mind.  Your sister...I keep forgetting she’s old enough to understand what’s happening.  Seeing that little face of hers...reminds me of my little sister.  She feels as my own little sister already.  No matter her age...I still refuse to scare her.”

I jump down landing before Elias looking into his eyes.  “I spoke with her last night.  We made up and you’ll be happy to know she admitted to at one point having a slight adoration type crush on you...once.  She forgave me for slinging arrows and you can go back to feeling comfortable around her.”  

I wiggle my brows turning to step back on the mat to square off.  “But I have an even bigger story if you can keep a secret.”  I snicker behind my hand.  

Elias takes his stance and we begin circling as he gives me a smirk.  “Really?  I like secrets and though I am flattered I am glad I don’t have to watch myself around her so you won’t rip her hair out.”

I giggle.  “I wasn’t going to go all psycho on her like a jealous girlfriend...she’s my sister forever.  Although...I would kick your ass for it.”  I flip around giving him a spinning kick to the ribs he was too distracted with shock to block me in time.

“Oomph?”  I hear the air rush out of his lungs and his face taken aback though his feet never faltered.  I cover my snicker with my hand as he wags a finger at me.  “Not fair Princess.”

I shrug my shoulders getting back into position.  “What?  Distracting my opponent is a tactic.  Sorry I just happen to naturally have that affect simply being near you.”  I give him a confident smile.  “Must be all the form fitting gear.”

His brows raise surprised as he huffs out a laugh.  Then I notice he straightens taking a step back from me.  His face suddenly serious.  “So that is really why you never told your father about us?  Personal feelings...a distraction...is that what you think?”  

Elias folds his arms, head tipped to the side, as if he figured out what I had been too afraid to voice all this time.  I motion my arms out to the sides as I shrug my shoulders not sure how to answer at first, for that very reason.  That and all the other stuff I have kept hidden.  I can’t explain myself to him...yet I demand he be straight with me.  Not fare Lil’.

I sigh adding a slight nod.  “With what little I have been trained to do...yes, I believe personal feelings can cloud decisions.  If he knew anything, that would have been factored in when it came time for me to take my place at my brother’s side...and yours.  That job was chosen for me long before there was an ‘us’.”

“Then why would you take it?  Or were you given no other choice?”  Elias’s voice softened as he asked.  “If you knew...why had you never said anything to me?  Honesty would have been a lot less painful than the back and forth between us don’t you agree?”

THIS...the very reason I didn’t want to answer at all.  I knew eventually the questions would come.  He does know me too well.  He deserves so much better than this.

I take in a long thoughtful breath trying to scrape together the right words.  “If Waino were to ever need future assistance or one to take his place...I am it.  Lahja is where she belongs with our mother.  I can’t fight my assigned duties nor can I jeopardize my family’s legacy because my heart desired something more.”

He smirks placing his hand over his heart.  “So...your heart ‘desired’ more.  I’m touched.”  He chuckles averting his gaze.  “A bit intrigued too about the ‘more’ part.”

I shake my head offering a soft laugh.  “You are impossible.”  I turn walking away to grab some water from the table off the mats by the wall.  I felt this sudden anger crop up, churning inside me, and had to walk away for a minute.

I guess I was mad I was in this position.  Angry this was what Elias got stuck with.  Embarrassed too...because I feel stuck.  I can’t change anything and I can’t be more for him.  I can’t even explain ‘why’...because I don’t quite understand...but I just know this is how things are supposed to be.

Elias calls out to me as I reach for my water bottle.  “See...honesty isn’t so bad...and I definitely feel better because I understand your thoughts.  This we can work through my friend.”  His still hopeful voice wasn’t even enough to calm that feeling.

I take several gulps as Elias waited for me on the mat.  I turn back to him between sips.  “I don’t feel any better.”  I shake my head taking another sip, and then I set my water bottle on the table next to the wall hard.  Then like a blast...I lash out blurting.  “I feel very...used...cheated...I don’t know what I feel.  Not just because of ‘us’...just everything here.”

I sigh heavyhearted as I fold my arms at my chest.  “You know I honestly wonder what good I do being here at all.  I could simply vanish....POOF....and it probably would change nothing.  Someone one day MAY ask, ‘hey...what happened to the middle one...what was her name again...Latrine’?”

Elias gives me a look as he bites his cheek.  “For someone so hell-bent to stick with legacies and fulfill obligations you sure seem to ‘desire’ to give up rather easy.  Nice to see you’re still using that threat by the way.”

I toss my hands up in frustration.  “What am I supposed to do for anyone here?  How do I run the guards when I have no clue what I am guarding us from?  And that is no threat.  That is an option...to be anywhere but here.”  My finger wags as my eyes narrow.

Ok...so I pushed some button.  Out of nowhere Elias was instantly enraged and ready to argue as if I had just threatened to go now.  

“Then what would you call it?  You have threatened so many times to leave me and as far as the guards...it is ‘us’ that are handling the situation.  Not you alone.  I am right here.”  He jabbed his hand angrily at his chest as his face began to change colors.

I scoff, focusing more on the middle section of his statement than hearing anything else.  “Leave you!?!?  That would never be my reason to go anywhere.  And as far as ‘us’ running anything...it appears it is ‘you’ that will be handling this unless someone can provide me answers.”

Fist clenched at his sides, knuckles white, as his eyes were narrowed on me.  “Spar first...then we’ll talk.”  He shook his head biting his lip.  “But not here.”

“What am I fighting?”  I ask and then suggest.  “Might as well make this training if you can spare me few verbal details.  Whether now or later I may need what you can teach me.  Then I will back off...I won’t press any further.”

Elias gives me a curt nod.  “Fair enough.  However, you will need to use your magic...physical defense, blocking, and protection spells.  Anything you got, I need to see it in use.  I am rusty at fighting magic.  I’m a brute force guy.”

I shake my head.  “I can’t use my entire arsenal indoors...you know that.  You hate electrocution and being thrown into walls.”  I smile eyeing him coyly.  “Plus...you are far better eye candy not burnt to a crisp or blown up.”

A snort escapes as Elias takes his position with a smirk at the corner of his mouth.  My joke seemed to lighten his mood.  “Fair enough Princess.  Now take position.  As student today...I will not tell you what you are fighting...I want to gauge your adequate defense as it stands.  We may have some work because I don’t know how far you’ve been trained.”

I chuckle getting into position on the mat before him.  “Then I have a few surprises for you.  Self-taught by the way.”  I offer him a wink.  “I’m the only one that can seem to teach Lahja.  She learns like I do.  What should be easy isn’t and the rest we get lucky enough to figure out.  Somehow.”    

Elias’s face softens as he instructs.  “Then always rely on your instincts.  Sounds, as that is what is natural to you.  I would advise you do the same continuing your sisters training.”

“I appreciate that and will...OOMPH!”  I was choking, grasping for air, flat on my back on the concrete just passed the mat before the wall.  Elias never gave me a chance to finish before he charged me like a bull and I flew feet away as he chased pinning me to the floor under his weight.

I couldn’t speak as the only air that could create a sound, had been squeezed from my body, and I notice Elias’s eyes.  Dark...scared...apologetic.  

He mutters softly as he quickly rolls away from me.  “I’m sorry...but we agreed I can’t hold back.  There are so many creatures to fear out there.  You need to be prepared for anything.”

Elias helps me sit up so I could catch my breath.  I nod as his hand had found my back and was rubbing gentle circles to calm my breathing.  “No...I need to be trained somehow and some way.”  I meet his eyes.  “Even if it’s just in title...I am responsible for lives...because of that title.”

I hold my hands up near my shoulders looking around the gym.  “I’m shielded by walls from the world beyond us.  One that I am supposed to play a fairly important role in but have never yet fully explored.  Is it fair for me...no matter the position I hold here.  Is it fair for me to order you to go out there when I don’t know what’s beyond those walls to spare myself or my family?”

I take his hand in mine gazing into his eyes as I bite my lip.  I didn’t want to say this...but I thought it would help him better understand the turmoil I’ve caused.  A glimpse into my head I guess.  “Would it be fair for me to order another to face what I am not aware exists because I want to spare you for my own selfish reasons?”

I can hear his breath catch as if I had just stuck him with a dagger in his soul.  He gulps loudly and can barely shake his head.  His eyes go from searching my face to our joined hands.  “I don’t think I can answer that.”  His voice barely audible through clenched teeth.

I stand and brush myself off smiling as he slowly straightens to full height.  His pained stare somewhere in the distance as if still considering my words.  

I wish for even a brief second I could get a hint to what is crossing his mind right now.  I can’t heal either of us...I just seem to always make it worse with my fat mouth!

I clear my throat hoping to catch his glance at some point so I finally break the silence.  “Then we go again.  We obviously both have some things to figure out...we may as well be constructive with it.”  He nods and turns his back to me so I can follow him back to the mat.  I can feel his reluctance and loathing he has to do this at all.  

I can understand that.  It wasn’t his job to train me to lead him.  I knew I needed to get him passed this and ease him back into training with me.  

This used to be such a fun time for us...until one day...just as the way we looked at each other, everything just changed.  I need to lighten the mood yet slowly stoke the fire.  Oh...I know.
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Once Elias reached his edge of the mat, he hesitates to get into position.  I notice and just smile as our eyes me.  “You never asked me about the secret.”

Elias rolls his eyes.  “If this is some girly sister secret...I’m good.”  He motions his hand before him resolute.

I hold my tongue out between my teeth as I giggle.  “Would you feel the same if this secret may involve one of your own?  One Lahja had an...awkward introduction to.  Spent some time...alone...in the woods with the young fella.”

That caught his interest and he straightens from his fighting stance placing one hand, palm over the fingers of the other hand in a ‘T’ shape.  “Ok...time out.  We speaking about a shifter or one of my guards?”

I giggle behind my hand wiggling my brows.  “Both?”

That ‘big brother bear’ pounced to the surface and he folds his arms at his chest eyeing me almost crossly.  “Explain or I’ll make a mess of this and ask her myself.”

I huff never meaning to make him angry...I was trying to be playful and that doesn’t even work anymore.  “Mother sent Lahja to the garden and instead of crossing paths with that grumpy gnome or whatever....”  

I broke off, as I couldn’t hold back my laughter much longer.  I try to compose myself to finish meeting Elias’s disapproving eyes.  “She accidently stumbled across a scared shifter who had taken a run on his break.”  

I suddenly begin to stammer, as I couldn’t gauge his reaction any longer.  His eyes just bore down on me, like I was in trouble.  “He...uh...was hiding in the bushes.  Until she ordered him out of hiding or told him to leave.”  

I cough clearing my throat uncomfortably, yet still chuckling lightly as it was funny really.  “She didn’t realize his clothes were on her side of those bushes and he...they’re both very shy.”

The silence was deafening for several tense seconds until finally, Elias tosses his head back laughing.  “I take it he’s young then.  Please tell me it’s a trainee.”

I heaved out a sigh of relief now he got the humor in this incident as I did.

I laugh nodding as he steps back.  “He’s barely old enough to be here, so not much age difference, and...he’s working under his father here for now.”

Elias nods seeming pleased.  “We can work with that.  You know who it is yet?”

I shake my head.  “No...but she said she’d point him out sometime.”  I take position and watch Elias mirror my movements.  “Let’s do this and then it’s your turn to spill.”  

I can see his jaw clench briefly.  “Fair enough.  But if you expect me to bend rules for you...this will hurt.”  He smirks as if ready to lunge at me.

I bat my eyelashes his way smiling demurely, as I retort.  “I love it when you get all ‘caveman-ish’.  By all means my King...I am new to your forest...lead me.”  I softly drag out that latter part letting the words escape my lips breathy.

I actually see his body shudder as a dangerous low growl escapes his throat.  “Oh...it’s on now.”  His brow up and lips pulled into a straight line.

That always drives him nuts when I tease him like that.  But we’re both happy again...so this is worth it.

I giggle trying to jump out of his reach as he grabs me by the waist, tossing me around, and onto my back on the mat.  He smiles looking down offering me a hand.  “Again?”

I nod as he helps me stand and his mood has seemed to lighten a little.  We had a good sparring session actually.  Even his face showed he had relaxed.  

The lines forming from worry...gone.  His eyes and smile bright as we went separate directions to get cleaned up agreeing to meet again shortly.  
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Good...now I just have to find a private place and get him ‘chatty’.  Then I’ll get some real answers to work with.  He taught me enough today to know I should be concerned about what my father and brother are off doing now.  That something potentially terrifyingly danger could make its way here.

However, ‘what’ this threat is...I still am no closer to a guess.  I just hope Elias can fill in a few more blanks of this story...when I know he can only say so much.  I promised to not press and I will keep that promise to not tarnish his position as well.  I won’t lose him over my overabundant curiosity forcing him to break the rules any more than I have pushed already.

I know...whatever we’re facing is powerful...and I can’t hold back when it comes to protecting the rest of us.  I would much rather the armies return without incident as has happened in the past.  Although, I feel much better knowing more than I did earlier, and to not hold back if attacked.

Most times father...or any of us that has had to travel...we have a different way of addressing any ‘potential threats’.  We are diplomats...and we approach pretty much all situations as such.

The normal for most situations is far simpler than whatever this situation may truly be.  Rational compromise sought first and war only if no other means possible to resolve issues.

Treaties easily reached after talking out a misunderstanding.  Not everything led to war.  That’s not how our father led our kingdom that I’m aware of.  I know that’s what he taught us.  Reason before force...always!

Of course, father still had his armies in place and ready for anything...he is no fool.  

That alone has intimidated many enough to listen to father and get even the hardest set of men to hear logic.  Simply knowing they were ready to fight but still wanted to try without bloodshed first.  Many lives have been spared as that seemed to encourage most to talk rather than wield their weapons.  

That is my hope!
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Elias


[image: ]




A smile creep up my lips as Lily approaches from the other wing meeting me near the top of the main stairs.  It was an up-and-down day with us sparring earlier.  It was wonderful to see her happy and seeming much more relaxed than earlier.  

I know I felt better just getting that time with her today.

Her smile was mesmerizing as her eyes twinkled at me while she closed the distance between us.  “I called in a dinner reservation...in town...would you kindly escort and join me for a meal?”  Her voice tickled my ears.

She had on a sleeveless flowing linen dress covering her favorite sandals with the gold chain straps.  Very flattering against her curves yet leaving some things to the imagination.  

And oh...does my imagination run wild around her.

Her hair was cascading down her shoulders and framing her soft face.  Slightly plumped youthful cheeks, full lips, and her eyes...so warm and embracing.  Long teasing dark lashes that made the gold pop against the brown of her eyes.

I look down at what I had changed into after my shower.  “Is this too casual?”  I ask and she giggles patting my arm.  I was in a simple t-shirt and jeans, a light coat under one arm.  I found my sneakers, which are much more comfortable than my boots.  

“No...you look great.  I’m just wearing the dress so you’ll have something nice to look at.”  She bounces on her feet bumping the tip of my nose with her delicate finger.  She grabs the side of her loose fitting summer dress holding it out a little in her hand.  “I just called it in so we could have one of the conference rooms to ourselves.  Perk of the job.”

“Ah!”  I nod and offer her my arm as my other hand reaches for the railing on the stairs.  She gently places her arm in mine as our eyes meet offering me a soft smile probably noticing I feel a tad uncomfortable suddenly.  

I know...she has questions, so this is more a business meeting.  Or it may be her hate for crowds being the need for a private room.  Even at the castle, which is always bustling with busy bodies, can agitate her sometimes.  

However...in my head...this is a date!  That’s probably why I suddenly feel nervous.

I hadn’t been expecting it until she’s suddenly tossing me car keys.  Her voice casual.  “You know you’re way around better and I can’t drive that beast of a vehicle without hitting something.”  She watches her steps carefully as we descend the stairs towards the front doors.

I had to laugh at Lily’s fear of driving the large SUV her father bought her to make it up and down the mountain as needed.  She never drove it since she had those couple minor scrapes.  

Really she’s only bumped a building, swerved yet still hit a small rodent in the road, and tapped one parked vehicle.  But that was enough for her to simply have me take her everywhere.

I help Lily into the car waving ‘good bye’ to her mother as she slipped back into the castle.  I closed Lily’s door and half-run around to the driver’s side.  The engine roars to life as I hurriedly turn the key.  “So...where to Princess?”

Lily giggles showing me the name of the restaurant she had scribbled on her hand.  I nod shaking my head at her as we pull around the drive and head down through the gates ready for town below.

Terrible habit she has.  Scribbling on herself because she refuses to mar up any book or bother to find a scrap of paper from the desk.

At least the battle was far enough away I knew I could safely take her into town without incident.  I had better remember to make it a point to call her by name too.  

At the castle I have always called her Princess.  If anything or anyone has slipped passed King Kaleva’s lines and I make that one little slip of the tongue...we could be in serious trouble.  
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We spent most of the drive silent.  Lily watched the scenery as night was soon to fall and the sun setting was remarkable this evening.  I spent the entire time trying to figure out how I was going to approach this conversation.  Worried about what she may want to know.

I am completely torn here.  

Lily deserves answers with how she was stuck with this position and provided no tools...no information...to perform the tasks she needed.  I am in a very difficult position because I was ordered by our King, Lily’s father, to disclose pretty much nothing.

That is why this is so difficult.  I can’t lie to Lily and even omission is lying to me.  

Nevertheless I have to follow orders.  I sigh feeling the dread churning in my gut.  I can feel a fight brewing once I cannot provide her the answers she not only wishes...but deserves.   

I understand more of what she explained today...being stuck between a rock and a hard place.  Imagine that rock had tiny fists and a mouth that had no issue screaming at you.  

So I was stuck between that hard spot...and Lily.

We arrive at the restaurant and park in the back below the giant light not far from the side door to enter.  I chuckle as we walk around reaching the door.  “I thought this was some Italian restaurant.”  

Lily snickers as I hold the door open for her.  “No way.  You love pizza and I owe you a pint for a training today.”

I tip my head following her through the door and we were quickly escorted to this back room with a large banquet table already set up for our arrival.  Menus ready and waiting.  The hostess gave us the name of our server and told us to make ourselves comfortable and she’d be here to take our order soon.

Lily made sure and placed our drink order.  She ordered me that beer she promised and some girly drink I never heard of.  The hostess smiled letting us know the drinks were on their way before she closed the door behind her.

I cover the back of my chair with my coat.  When I turn to take my seat.  I notice Lily rubbing her arms and looking around.  “Am I under an air conditioning vent?”  She questions looking straight up.  I smirk reaching over and pull my jacket over her shoulders.  My thumbs accidentally contacting her bare shoulders.  

Her skin soft as a flower petal freshly bloomed.

I lean back wagging my finger.  “That must be why I always remember my coat.  You always forget yours.”  She eyes me through bashful lashes pulling the coat closed around her.

“I do appreciate it Elias.”  Lily smiles as our drinks were dropped off and we peruse the menu trying to decide what to have.

I catch myself inhaling her intoxicating scent as she leans across the table so we can share a single menu.  She always smelled so clean and natural.  Like all the most fragrant things alive in the forest...or the sweet smell to a meadow just after it rains.  

Even under all that perfume, shampoo, and lotions I could smell her.  With those fragrances mixing with her natural scent, she smelled of fine spices with hints of lavender, sometimes jasmine, or the gentle musk of a lily just opening.  I could lose myself easily in the embrace of her scent.  

The truth...that’s why I always bring my coat.  Because it smells like her later.  I honestly never need a coat even in human form.  I’m a bear shifter...I am literally a walking heater.  However, this way...she’s always with me.

I clear my throat, trying to keep this simple, and taking a minute to look at her until she met my eyes.  There was that dazzling smile when she caught me staring.  A soft pink crossing her cheek as she reached her hand back to rub her neck moving her hair to the side.  

I lay the menu down licking my lips.  “I know you have many questions...and I believe you deserve answers.  I just hope you understand that as you have duties...so do I.  I have to follow orders.  I’m sorry we came all this way and I will only be able to tell you so much.”

Lily places her hand over mine on the table, glancing from the menu to our hands.  “I gave it some thought.  Let’s just enjoy dinner together and we’ll speak as we can on the way home.  I won’t argue and I already promised I would not press.”  

Her brow furrows as her fingers tighten on my hand.  “How about this?  You tell me what you can and I will listen.  Then we’re over it...as long as you promise to keep me informed if issues do arise.  You’re training me to be prepared for anything.  I trust that.  I trust you.  I know I am not alone and we will always endure.”

I smile feeling so relieved.  I raise the menu again grinning from ear to ear as I joke.  “So...can I consider this a date instead?”

Lily blushes and she eyes me coyly while I reach for my beer.  “Call it what you want.  As long as you put out...I’m having a good night.”  Her hand quickly goes to her mouth covering her laugh as I nearly spit my mouthful across the room and begin choking.

I cough watching Lily’s face as I react to her blunt banter.  “Really?  So we can run out of gas on the way home.  FINALLY...I can get handsy.”  She playfully swats my arm as I toss my head back laughing.

Oh...I have been dying inside to have any time with her as this.  We’ve become so distant with our ‘on again, off again’ relationship.  But I really missed my friend the most.  That was the worst of the impact to our war of love.  There were days I believed she actually had begun to hate me.

I always sort of knew or at least felt her resentment for her job and at times...those arrows were thrown my direction because no one else would listen to her or she refused to speak at all.  I know she doesn’t mean to hurt me, just as it kills me to know she hurts, but...I’ll take anything she dishes and always forgive her.

I took her words to heart today and believe I finally understand the position she’s been in all along.  Now I feel terrible for ever trying to push her in my relentless pursuit.  I was honestly beginning to believe all those times she’d threaten to run off were because of me.  

Hum!  Maybe I’ll offer to run off with her.  Then I never have to speak a word and neither one of us has to abide by the laws here.  We won’t be defined by titles or yanked apart because duty calls loudest.  

Oh...what a dream that would be.  But we are both still too afraid to disappoint our families to just run off.  Leaving our mothers.  My father is gone already.  What would we be leaving behind?  This requires more thought.  

However, right now...my complete focus is on Lily.  Wrapped up in conversation with her is much more pleasant than being anywhere else.  I better enjoy it while I can.  She may have made up with her sister...but me...I never know half the time when I’ll be ducking and dodging the lashings from this woman.  I would take them for no other than my precious Lily.
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It was so nice to just sit and talk through dinner.  We had our quick drinks and enjoyed some sweet tea with our food.  An entire pizza to myself...hold the anchovies.  

If not caught by me...I don’t eat it.

Lily ordered a small calzone, which was still too big for her to eat, so she fed me the rest.  I sure felt like a king, her doting on me like that.  We were too stuffed to consider stopping for dessert so we opted for a drive through the countryside...or the long way back to the castle.

I sat silent for quite some time as Lily watched the scenery pass reclined in her seat.  Her legs folded and tucked under her dress as she sat next to me.  I had no clue how to begin our conversation as mentioned before dinner.  Lily appeared so content I didn’t want to change that.  

I love seeing her like this.  I missed this Lily so much.

I sat for minutes longer mentally kicking myself for not just bucking up and telling her the whole truth.  I can trust her to never say a thing.  

However, her possible unpredictable reaction to a threat of this magnitude would blow everything.  I’m the only one this information could have come from if she did go chase her father down on the lines.  I would be finished.  A disgrace to my family.

All any of my own guards know is to keep an eye out for shifters, strange people wondering through, or beastly looking potentially rabid dogs.  There’s a long story to this and I don’t know what Lil’ knows but the creatures...

I was cut off mid-thought when Lily screamed out.  “Stop!”  Bracing her hands against the dash as I slammed on my brakes skidding nearly sideways to a stop.  

I glance to Lily as she was staring wide-eyed out the windshield.  “Are you all right?”  I examine her for visible injuries.  

She rubs the side of her head scrunching her nose.  “Yeah...but what is that?  I think you were about to hit that...horse or cow.”  

I glance her way hearing her gasp and her hand goes near her mouth.  Her stare wide and perplexed.  “Oh my...that’s a dog?”  She seemed to question as I too look up and see a large dog staring at us.  Head tipped as if ready to charge.  Standing frozen in the road.

It looked, as a husky was breed with one of those Chupacabra things, and then fed growth hormones its entire life.  Hairless face and feet, the remaining a thick dark coat with patches of white on its chest, a long tail that looked to belong to a rat, and glowing eyes.

I slam the SUV in reverse and tell Lily to let me know what that thing was doing.  I backed up to get a good run at it.  I will take this thing out with the car if I can’t get around it.

Lily gasps as she sees that thing move.  “By the Gods...what is that?”  She reaches for me but my hands were on the steering wheel, so she jerks around checking door locks instead.

I let out a heavy breath sitting in the stopped car watching that thing in the distance as I respond.  “That is our loop hole.  I will be able to tell you more than you wish to know, but we need to get out of here first...ok?”  I keep my voice even and calm so we both aren’t in a panic.

Lily nods.  Her breaths and voice coming in shaky gasps, but trying to remain calm and able to respond.  “Ok...how do I kill it...and do these travel in packs?  Because we’re sitting ducks right now if that’s the case.”  She glances around nervously at us completely still in the road in a standoff with this demon dog.

This thing will total the car and who knows how many more are lying in wait for us to be broken down and trapped in this car.

I huff twisting in my seat while Lily eyed me funny and I try to get my legs up.  “I need to break the windshield.  You can shoot it with flame, but hanging out the window is not an option.”

Lily’s eyes bulge as she waves her hand and the windshield disappears.  “Done!  I am really not in the mood to hit pavement.”

I jerk my head her direction feeling my jaws clench as I reposition back in the seat.  My heart jumped with sudden fear much sharper than before.  My voice even raised slightly.  “They can take you.  Yank you right from the window of the car as they jog alongside.”

I feel terribly for getting upset...it’s not her fault.  How was she to know?

Lily shoves her palms out before her.  “Hit the gas and tell me when to flame up.  Just turn away from the flame or you will hit it before its ash.”

I snort and hammer the gas pedal to the floor.  “Just hit it before it comes over the hood at us...I’ll take care of keeping the vehicle moving.”

She nods pursing her lips.  “Helpful!  How bad will this block your vision?”

I shake my head.  “Lean your palms out and up a little.  On three.”  She nods as I grip her leg as if trying to hold her in the car even just her hands being exposed.  

I count and she did exactly as I said.  The flame hit that beast hard and part of the flame was blown over the car and not back at us with her hands out that way.

I release her leg calling out ‘hold on’ as she jerks her hands back and into her lap.  I whip the steering wheel to the side and we go straight into a section of woods.  She squeaked as we were bumped around passing through a few trees before I jerk the wheel again.

I quickly find the road so not to disable our escape by hitting a tree since the forest would thicken up again.  I made sure we were clear of that beast now on fire and charging after us.  Thankfully he only followed on the road and not starting a fire during our brief detour.

Lily had completely turned in her seat to watch, clutching to the sides to not get thrown about, as I tested this SUVs handling at high speeds on this road.  Those things travel fast.  

“My goodness...when will that thing stop?”  Her voice softly whispers as she watches the animal slow and finally collapse to the ground...miles later.  Her face in disbelief and awestruck.

She turns back around, sitting properly in her seat looking straight ahead.  A quick wave of the hand and the windshield was replaced.  I could still hear her poor heart hammering away in her chest though she said nothing.

I gave her a few minutes to chew on this before I couldn’t take the silence any longer.  I can only imagine what is going through her mind having seen that.  I hadn’t slowed so I was focused on the road and not reading her facial expressions, which usually tell me something.

That’s when I felt her tiny shaky hand slip into mine resting on the console.  I slow down enough glancing towards Lily before the road dipped and turned.  I felt like such a fool not knowing what to say.  I could say anything now...because she saw it.

I notice Lily calming and her hand softens intertwining her fingers in mine.  She waves her hand huffing out a breath as if she’d been holding hers.  “I know you have much to say Elias...but we can wait until I get another drink at home.  I need to wrap my head around that ok?”  She turns just as I glance her way smiling.

I release a nervous chuckle.  “Good.  You get that drink and I’ll get clean shorts.”

She sputters quickly thrusting her hand up over her mouth to cover her laugh.  “Well...if it helps any...I smell nothing.  So your secret is safe with me.”

I nod smirking.  “Good to know.”  I sadly attempt to lighten the mood more and I joke.  “So...I suppose that whole running out of gas thing...totally out of the question now?”

I snort catching her turn her head slowly to glare at me.  A little snap to her voice as she replies.  “Look...I am sure neither of us feels fresh enough for that...so focus.  Home!  Alcohol!  Talk!  All in that exact order.”

I give her a bow of the head.  “As you wish Princess.”  We remained silent for the rest of our trip.  I pulled the SUV straight up the stairs of the castle so the driver’s door was facing the castle front doors.  

I probably should have dropped this at the shop but I wasn’t chancing walking back and crossing paths with one of those things on foot.

I call to the guards to surround us and alert the others inside as we came through.  Someone opened the castle door as I pull Lily from the car on my side and rush her inside slamming the door behind us.
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“What on earth?”  Queen Hannaliina was standing with the guards pulling her robe tight at her collar as she’d just been jerked out of bed with the sudden commotion.

I wave my hands before us cutting of Lily.  “I will explain all in a moment.  Lily...grab your sister and I will meet you ladies upstairs.”  Lily and her mother nod and rush up the stairs catching Lahja appearing just in time to turn her around.

I gather several of my confused guards asking them to make sure my message is passed around immediately.  “I need to speak with the ladies first.  Then I will brief you each in two shifts.  Half remain in place, the other half in here.”

The guards listen intently as I continue.  “We were attacked and I will explain soon.  I must speak with the Queen as the Princess was with me.  Our King may need to return if the threat is here.  One-hour gentleman.  We will meet in the first floor great room.”  I ‘thank’ them as my men rush off in all directions.  

I heave out a sigh looking up the stairs.  I should feel wonderful...I don’t have to lie anymore.  Why is it I still feel I have a twenty-ton weight on my shoulders?  I feel like the ‘dead man walking’ as I lift my leaded foot for each step and head towards the lobby before the girls’ rooms.  

Lily jumped up as her sister and their mother remained to whisper back and forth.  She steps towards me with her hands up before her.  It seemed as she wanted to place her hands on my chest then with a sigh she tucks her arms around herself.  

Her voice comes in a mere whisper.  “Just keep this as simple as possible since Lahja is here.  Mother...well you know how to handler her.  Blunt and to the point.”

I nod brushing my thumb over Lily’s cheek.  “Have a seat.  I’ll explain and I have to brief my men in an hour downstairs.”  I place my hand on her shoulder reassuringly before she returns to sit between our Queen and Lahja.

I fold my arms as I bite my lip.  “Ok...now we have all had our Gods and creation education correct?”  The ladies nod so I go on.  “We all should know the brief story of Ahava, the West-Wind who had offspring with the blind witch Penitar from Pohjola.”

Lily gasps wide-eyed as words slip from her lips.  “Swift-koirat!”

“What?”  Lahja looks between her mother and sister confused.

Lily looks at Lahja gulping noticeably.  “Swift dogs.  You’ve heard of...what is it...’hellhounds’?  Pohjola is our ‘hell’ for lack of better words.  We may have seen one Swift-koirat tonight.”

The Queen gasps clutching Lily’s hand.  “What happened?”

Lily shrugs looking up to me.  “We were just driving home after pizza and I yelled because I thought Elias was going to hit someone’s horse that got out.”

Her mother’s hand goes over her mouth as she sat straight as a board.  “Did you leave it or kill it?”

Lily answers the Queen.  “No...we killed it...Elias drove as I burned it.  It gave chase...but I saw it finally fall and turn to ash.”  Her mother seemed satisfied with that answer.  

Lily looks to me shaking her head.  “I don’t understand...do those wander like forest animals or...are they here for something?”

I bow my head looking towards my sneakers as I purse my lips.  “That is what I wasn’t allowed to speak of, but can now since you’ve seen the threat.”

I motion my hands to my sides.  “You’re father, our King, received a message from Tuonela, the land of the dead.  For some time there had been some exchange for knowledge and spells.  We can send for the information and they have some treaty that outlines an agreed payment system.”

Lily nods tipping her head to the side.  “Sure...there are stories of sorcerers going there for just that.  The place the dead inhabit before they pass on fully to their rightful place.  Easiest way to get spirit information.”

Queen Hannaliina adds.  “Unfortunately, many didn’t return from their quest.  That’s why the ancients struck a deal, benefiting both sides.  The living stayed alive and the dead were no longer bothered by random strangers allowed to be at peace.”

I wag my finger beginning to pace.  “However, there are some not a party to any of this trading system we have used for centuries.  Some they call Tuonen piika...death maidens.  They are known for their trickery and will make deals for spells never to deliver but still require their fee.  Employing any means to collect.  They too are a type of spirit but can easily walk among us.”

Lily looks up to me.  “What was the message?  I’m not putting this together.”

I pivot in my pacing going the other direction.  “It was more a warning.  The rumor mill had been churning and it was said that someone from our kingdom had made a deal with a Tuonen piika.  There was no information exchanged of course.  The other facts of the deal are not clear as far as the initial request or even agreed payment.”

I stop pacing and face the ladies.  “The guard....the original was called Surma.  A large dog-like creature with a snake tail and said to guard the gates of Tuonela to prevent escape.  That is living and dead.  Since the treaty to keep souls from getting lost or escaping, guards are kept at the gate still.  To keep the dead in and living out as their sole purpose.”

Lily eyed me confused moving her head a little to the side as if needing to listen carefully.  “Was this a descendant of that Surma creature that we saw?”

I advert my gaze twisting my lips.  “In that warning your father received.  These death maidens...they have employed some unorthodox practices.”

I wag my finger twisting my lips.  “One practice being pairing descendants of this Surma and swift dogs to create an army of debt-collection agents so to speak.  When the maiden calls the debt due...she sends out her agents.  All they know is destruction, but they are semi-trainable.”

“Meaning?”  The Queen eyes me nervously.

“These death maidens having access to so much.  They have figured a way to attach specific creatures to special tasks...or targets for lack of a better term.  Like search dogs.”  I explain.

Narrowing my gaze as I continue.  “They’d like us to believe they gained the trust and secured the DNA of a few shifters.  That is said to be intended to create more of these mutant creatures.  But none of that has been proven or all realms would be in danger because these could blend in too easy until shifted.”

“So is this what father’s army is preparing for...an invasion of these things?  But he believes he can strike a deal first?”  Lily asks with a surprised look on her face.  

“With a ‘dog’...that can be trained to attack specific people?  How would they sign a treaty or do these have thumbs?”  Lahja snorts as Lily pinches lips tight.

Queen Hannaliina glares, shushing them both.  “I was told that they were stopping anything from entering our lands while an investigation can be done into who struck the deal.”

The Queen waves her hands at her sides casually.  “The hope is that the maiden reveals herself to your father and can clarify the situation.  Then she’ll be required to call back what remains of her pack of mutts.  So long as no information was exchanged her contract is non-binding under our laws.”

Lily looks between me and her mother.  “I thought...the stories all stated...those who’ve sought information from Tuonela were intercepted by these devious maidens and only one tale spoke of escape.”

Lily’s eyes squint as she shakes her head.  “How did anyone manage to get into that land for a journey as this?  And if they were already on their journey...how would someone happen to stumble across one of these spirits happening to strike up any deal?  I have never heard of anything crossing from their lands where the souls come to them.”

Lahja nods agreeing with Lily.  “If we go to their lands for answers...what would these spirits need or want with any of us?”

I rub the stubble forming on my chin.  “That’s the part we can’t figure out.  There must have been need for her to appear in our land and it still unclear ‘if’ or ‘who’ had sought these maidens out.  At least no one has come forward.”

Lily leans forward in her seat.  “Could one be conjured?  If we can simply send a request for information to the realm of the dead...why can’t this spirit be conjured if one was desperate enough for information?  I know those are dark practices...but it’s not unheard of just because we don’t practice that way.”

“I hadn’t thought of that actually.”  Raising a brow to Lily.

I point my finger into the air and address my Queen.  “That will be an excellent question for your husband.  We should call him back home if at all possible.  At the very least alert him to what has occurred.  He should know they struck first.  Lily and I will need at least one of the armies as our guard numbers I fear are not enough.”

Hannaliina nods clasping her hands in her lap.  “When you have briefed your men...I can send a messenger.  It would not be safe to send one without guards.”

I nod.  “I agree.  Will you ladies be alright if I brief my men?  We can set the rest in motion faster once that is done and the castle secure.”  I ask as Lily looks to her sister then up to me and nods.

She turns to her mother holding Lahja’s hand in hers.  “Mother...will you stay with Lahja and me?  We haven’t changed rooms yet...but we can manage for the night.”  The Queen smiles nodding and happy her girls need her close.

I motion my hand to the ladies.  “Let’s get you all something from the kitchen while we meet downstairs.  My Queen...Princesses...”  I glance to Lily.  “You may sit in if you would like.  To be perfectly honest I feel better having you each near and when you retire I will guard your door.”

The ladies stand to follow and Lily looks at me.  “When will you sleep?”

I raise a brow as I smirk.  “I really don’t require much sleep.  I can sleep when your father returns.  Until then it is my duty to help you and get the guards in place.”

Lily eyes me then states assertively.  “Fine...I can sleep then too.  I will stand guard with you since it is my duty to command...something.”

I shake my head as I guide the ladies down the stairs answering Lily.  “Not tonight Princess.  Save the arguments for tomorrow.  When you stake claim on your position.”

Lily turned to me with a furrowed brow as we reach the bottom of the stairs and I turn towards the great room where my men should be.  “What’s that mean?”  Lily questions.  

I note the Queen and Lahja watching our exchange.  “I promised to train you to the best of my abilities.  However...you want to know your value and you have something important to offer beyond holding a title...I can’t demonstrate that for you.”

Lily folds her arms narrowing her eyes at me.  “So this goes back to our earlier discussion?”

I nod.  “Yes...and if you want to be treated as equal in your duties...you place that demand.  You have so much to say and so much to offer, that I believe your father should hear.  I believe you can succeed at any position you choose in life.”

I lean down looking into her eyes.  “You will face many battles in life...but the person you should fight the hardest for is you.  Your father should know what you expressed to me today and you need to understand that though duty is important you can have a life that makes you happy.  He has.”

I cup Lily’s chin in my hand when she tries to avert her eyes from mine.  “Duty will always require some sacrifice, but it’s you that determines what you’re willing to give up.  There is a middle ground here beyond just what was decided ages ago for whatever reason.”  

I watch a few of my men rush passed towards the meeting.  “Lily...you need to speak to your father.  He is a fair man and would want you happy.”  I offer her a soft smile.  “That includes clarifying your expected duties and what you desire in exchange.  Some life beyond that.”

Her mother leans in smiling; I assume hearing part of our conversation and filling in the blanks herself.  “Seeing our children happy is our duty as parents.  Elias is right.  If you feel you are struggling you should counsel with your father.  He is a fair man and a better listener than you realize.”

Lily rolls her eyes.  “You have your meeting Elias...I need a drink or twelve?”

Lahja claps excitedly.  “Oh...can I have that sleepy tea?  I always have good dreams with that.”

I chuckle recalling what Lily said in the car.  “I believe she was requesting something with a bit more kick.”

The Queen smiles giving Lily a raised brow.  “Don’t make this a habit...but after tonight I’ll make an exception.  In your father’s office.  The good scotch...top shelf...behind Hemingway.”  She runs a hand smoothing her hair appearing innocent.  “At least that’s where I left it.”

Lily tucks her head down hiding her laughter as Lahja softly gasps surprised.  Lily makes a clicking sound with her mouth.  “I will return it properly.  Thank you.”

Queen Hannaliina turns.  “You know what.  Lahja...grab your tea and sit in with Elias for a minute.  I’m going to make sure your sister doesn’t fall off that ladder.”

Lily flips her brow as I smirk in their direction.  She and her mother run off towards the King’s office.  I help Lahja grab her tea and lead her into the great room under strict orders to observe and if at all frightened I asked she step out.  She happily agreed sipping her tea.  

I think she was just happy to be included.
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I absolutely adored watching Elias with Lahja, whisking her off with her tea to his meeting with the ‘big boys’.  Hand gentle on her back as he guided her towards the room while she was too distracted and excited by her tea.  Mother and I snuck off to father’s office to steal a few nips from the royal stash.  

This is silly if you give it thought...most royals have lavish liquor cellars and the cups overflow at every event.  Father does have a small room in the lower level of the castle that stores a small vintage selection of beverages for when other dignitaries feast with us.  

Other than that, we drink on the rarest of occasion.  I believe that’s more personal preference...father hates anything that could cloud proper judgement or provide an excuse for poor behavior.  

I don’t even know whatever made me think anything else about Lahja’s intentions towards Elias, than what is in front of my face.  She looks to Elias just as Waino, our own brother, and nothing more.  

Except Elias has never treated her as a pest or hassled her as Waino or I have done.  That makes a tiny crush when she was younger understandable.

I can’t blame her or hold it against her.  Elias does have a way with people he cares for.  He treats her as any overbearing brother would his ‘baby sister’.  When he shows he cares it is genuine and makes one feel on top of the world.  I can attest to that.  

Mother stealthily closed the door behind us before flipping the light switch in father’s office as if we really have to sneak anywhere.  I catch her smile as she turns towards me motioning her hand towards the correct shelf.  

“So...other than the drive home...how was your evening?”  The giggle to her voice made me chuckle as she clasped her hands before her eager to hear.  

I shook my head.  “You know...you and Lahja are one in the same sometimes.”  I walk over shoving the large bookshelf ladder towards my mother.  “It was nice.  Even the ride home...well it was very relaxing for the most part.”

Her eyes wide and twinkly as her hands were folded under her chin.  “Mmm Hmm.  And what else?”  Her brow raises as she eyes me sideway when I hesitate to answer.  “Look, I’m a Queen...we can’t gossip...but I can with my own daughters, so spill it.”  Her tone light yet still commanding.

I shake my head biting back a laugh as mother nearly ran up the ladder when I got it to the right spot.  She practically jumps down, nearly full bottle of scotch in her hand.  Like an excited teenager sneaking ‘father’s’ liquor.

I walk over to the small bar area in the corner of the office grabbing ice from the mini-fridge to fill our tumbler glasses as mother poured until the scotch hit the rim of the glass.

She giggles moving her hair aside sipping straight from the top of the glass before taking it to sit on the sofa.  I give her a quick glance and mimic what she did so I wouldn’t spill anything just walking over.

I release a groan as the burn slowly passed my tongue and slithered its way down my esophagus igniting a small flame in my stomach.  I quickly sucked in an ice cube hoping that would stifle that ache or I may not finish this drink.

I take a seat on the opposite end of the sofa looking up noticing my mother has the same bitter look to her face as she stares at her glass.  Ice cubes ‘tinking’ off the side as she spun the glass examining it.  

“You know...I still don’t understand the allure of alcohol.  Although it does serve as the perfect momentary distraction.”  Mother takes another sip wincing as she swallows.

I too take another sip leaning my head back as I choke the large mouthful I just took down.  “Blah!”  I shake my head as mother laughs propping her feet up on the couch next to me.  “I hear once you get passed the first few unbearable swigs you can’t even taste it anymore.”

Mother looks up meeting my eyes.  “Then how does a ‘tasters’ job work I wonder.  You know...the person that decides whether this is aged properly and at its peak flavor.  They sample many batches at once usually.”

I laugh at her random subject change but happy to add to the distraction from her previous line of questioning.  “I can understand maybe food or even wine...but what good is a burnt palate to a taster?”

Mother giggles as I scoop her feet up into my lap allowing her to get more comfortable on the couch.  She sighs content as she smiles at me raising her glass leaning slightly forward to toast.  “Well let’s damage our palates so you can loosen those lips.  I’m dying to hear about your night.”

I roll my eyes taking a large sip of my drink not needing the ice cube this time and I giggle.  “I’m almost there.  I don’t feel as if poisoned each time I swallow now.”

Mother gets excited taking a sip of her drink then setting it aside on a small table to her left.  “Oh good!  Because I want to hear it all.”  She gets this giddy teenager look to her face.  “Did you make up and decide to stop all this nonsense so I can finally have a son-in-law?  One to be proud of...because Elias is quite the catch.”

I choke taking a sip of my drink.  “Mother!”  I give her a surprised look as she shrugs her shoulders innocently.

“What?  You think I don’t know what’s in my daughter’s heart.”  She reaches for her glass.  “You know Sanna...many others that find their soul match commit much quicker than you move.  And you are a stubborn snail.  I want to understand.”

I run my hand over my face feeling the flame from this drink moving to my face.  “Mother...it’s complicated.  I would have hoped of all people you would understand why following my heart is wrong for the bigger picture.”

“Why is it wrong Sanna?  Please explain that to me because I am truly curious.”  Her face earnest as she spoke softly, searching my face with her eyes for some insight.

I motion my hand out before me as I explain.  “I have been groomed that I have responsibilities to others first.  Father gave me a copy of the outline for my life’s plan long ago.”  

I make a face staring at my glass.  “There were no notations of love or anything else.  It’s all fate just lashing out at me for something I did in a former life.”

Mother rests her elbow against the back of the sofa placing her cheek against her hand holding her drink in her lap.  “You’re angry with him still...your father?”  She asks.

I shake my head closing my eyes before I answer.  “His past deeds are not truths for my ears to hear.  None of my business.”  I shake my head swallowing my next large gulp.  “I am angry because he gave me this plan...a job...yet he wants me to be a dutiful, sweet, and the quiet mini-Queen.  However...that’s not what I was taught or excelled at.”

I tip my head to the side continuing.  “The real Queen has other obligations.  Which means I serve only as a face for the public when he or Waino cannot be here.”  I set my drink down so mother could refill it.

Shaking my head and twisting my lips.  “None of this is fair to anyone.  His other daughter is now and will forever be attached to the true Queen’s hip as a personal assistant...nothing more.  That is what Lahja was groomed for.  I on the other hand...am really in charge of nothing...but am accountable for everything.”

I look at mother blowing out a heavy breath.  “I am supposed to be responsible for the guards.  A leader in their absence with no clue what is happening.  That’s a lot of lives...many families affected if I can’t do that.  Simply apologizing because I didn’t know...fixes nothing.  Brings no one back.”  

I gulp averting my gaze towards my glass.  “Seeing that...thing...how would I ever explain to some poor widow with her children tangled around her legs that I had no idea those actually existed.  ‘So sorry your husband got killed to save my butt.  But how was I to know’?”  I scoff tipping my glass back and emptying it straight down my throat.

Mother watched me and listened closely.  She clears her throat when I go silent.  “That is much burden to bear.  I am both happy as a mother you take your responsibilities serious and understand consequence.  You have great insight, forethought, and empathy for others before you consider your own opinions or feelings.”

Mother sighs before taking a sip of her scotch.  “However, it saddens me that you believe YOU need to be lost in all of this.”

I don’t know what came over me, but I turn asking my mother.  “How have you stayed sane being married to both father and your duty?  How are you so strong through anything?”

Mother gets this coy look as a broad smile crosses her face.  “Because I loved more than I cared about the job.  I knew I could perform any tasks assigned to the best of my abilities and that was all that was expected of me.  That love, for your father and my babies, was placed so far above everything...such the treasure I hold...the gifts.”  

She trails off as her face drops becoming serious before she raised her glass near her lips and finished her thought.  “Even the most damaging of misdeeds can be forgiven over time if that love is true.”

I look away simply nodding as I feel my throat instantly dry like a desert.  I wasn’t going to press further because I already know what she means.  The secret I held since I was barely old enough to remember.  The single-family secret that will follow me to my grave.  But what I remember most is how my mother handled everything.  I am truly envious of her heart.

Mother’s tone serious yet soft as she asks reaching for that scotch bottle to refill our tumblers.  “I know we swore to never speak of this...but I have to ask...you don’t believe history will repeat itself with Elias do you?  Please don’t let the circumstances of others muddy the waters for you.  I believe that if you look very closely...your heart knows that would never be.”

I shook my head ‘thanking’ her as I gladly took some more to drink.  “No...that was long forgotten because you gave us a better life than wallowing in the past that we can’t change.”  I point towards mother.  “And you were right...I would never change that now with all I have today.  That is all thanks to your example.  You are truly an incredible woman mother...crown or no.”

Mother smiles as she offers me a cheer and we sip our drinks.  She giggles as she leans back.  “I appreciate the kind words my love.  But I doubt myself too at times.  Nothing is ever fully explained to me, as with you unless I push, and I too get pushed back.  I also never really know if I am doing a good job at anything.  That is until one of my precious children rewards me with statements as that.”

“So you understand how scary all of this is and confusing?”  I meet my mother’s eyes noticing her fighting back a tear welling in her eye and she nods.  Her hand reaches for mine as she furrows her brow rubbing the back of my hand with her thumb.  

She sighs heavyhearted.  “I do.  That is why I plan to stand with you when you ask for clarity from your father.  Everything was laid out, black-and-white, when I joined him.  Of course, it helped my family were dignitaries and I understood for the most part what this entailed.  Manners, etiquette, etcetera.”

Mother giggles waving her hand casually sipping her drink.  “I stood where told as needed, spoke the same, or just let your father handle it.  The rest...I made up as I went along.  Like my community work.  That was never required of me; I chose that because it made me happy.  Benefit to others...that is the reward for my sacrifice of time.  My happiness is my own secret reward.” 

She wags her finger before her after taking a sip of her drink.  “However, you didn’t get quite the same.  As you said, you got an ‘outline’...simple notes and nothing further.  You in words, serve with your brother as next in line.  However there is no clear description...or any listed details for what your true contributions are or what is expected later.”

She turns her hand with her glass pointing a finger towards herself.  “I know what you do and are capable of.  And quite frankly...your father has been chauvinistic and foolish to believe Waino is immortal and you will never need to learn.  He is older and statistically we live longer anyway.”  

I twitch my head in surprise at the words mother just spat out watching her as she continues eyeing me over her glass.  “Yes!  Love allows brutal honesty when someone is wrong, so don’t think I believe your father a fool just because I.  Though his actions say otherwise.”

Mother giggles as she sneakily refills my glass while my head was flopped back on the sofa.  I exhale loudly not even noticing until I look down to my hand.  “I just don’t know what to do.”

She simply smiles reassuringly.  “Well...I suggest if you desire happiness ever...you fight for it now.  You’ll live out your days with only regret lying next to you at night.  That’s a very cold bed my love.”

“Where do I start?  Do you think speaking with father will matter at all?”  I ask softly whimpering with dread at the thought of that confrontation and not a simple father-daughter ‘chat’.

Mother’s face becomes serious and as if set in stone.  “I do...and while you are doing so, you will stand up for yourself.  I didn’t raise you to be a doormat to anyone and yes...that includes your father.”

She nods to me resolute.  “You are a Princess of a very wonderful place with much to offer of yourself and options...abilities I never dreamt possible.  He needs to realize this and that he can’t bully you any longer.”

Mother noticed my apprehensions as I take a big gulp of my drink not even feeling the burn at all.  She pats my hand releasing a heavy breath.

Her voice soft...reassuring.  “You are capable of handling this without disrespect if that is your concern.  Diplomacy is in your blood child.  You can make him understand or encourage him to meet you half way.  He will give you at least that.”

I glance over noticing mother had that scotch bottle in the air examining the clear bottom as if more would magically appear in that now empty bottle.  She made a frowny face and gives me a crooked smile.  “We’ll remember to grab you more liquid courage before they arrive.”

She suddenly jerks her body around towards the bookshelf as if looking for something.  Then I hear her mutter.  “I believe...no I moved the stuff behind The Ancients from your father.”  She rubs her chin in distracted thought as I start to laugh.

“So...that’s how you truly kept your sanity.”  I joke.  “Hiding liquor throughout the house.”

She huffs out a laugh.  “I only pray you don’t understand that need yourself one day...but yes...you have met your father I recall.  He used to be so fun and free spirited.  That ended once his head hit the throne and the crown was placed on his ass.”

Mother giggles shaking that empty bottle in her hand.  “With my little friend here...I suddenly remember he is fun and I love him still.”

I nearly choke on the last of my drink finally catching what she had said about father...and his...coronation.  I was laughing so hard I could nearly squeeze out.  “Did you just hear yourself?”

Mother turns back looking from the bookcases to me.  “Don’t get me wrong dear...I love your father without the alcohol coaxing me...but it does make him less of a drag.”  She puffs out her lips blowing out a breath.

My own laughter resonated as a cackle in my ears when knuckles wrapping against the wooden door suddenly made mother and I silent as church mice.  Neither of us moves as if in trouble and waiting for the warden to come in and crash the party.

Seriously!  We are both adults...and occasional overindulgence is only frowned upon...not a legal infraction.

We exchange wide-eyed looks holding in our breaths and she immediately rushes to hide all the evidence.  The empty bottle...our glasses...and finally she calls out ‘come in’.  Jumping back to the couch as if she’d been there all along just smiling.

Awesome!  At least I have functional alcoholism to look forward too!  I wonder if that’s a magical gift or if that’s actually a thing.
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Elias pokes his head into the office smiling.  “I came to escort you ladies to your chambers.  I can wait if you need some time.  Lahja misses you though and she’s sleepy.”  

Lahja slips in barely noticed headed straight for the chair at father’s desk.  Mother twitched nervously on the couch watching her and refusing eye contact with Elias...just smiling as if nothing is out if place.

I look around opening and closing my mouth confused.  “How long have we been in here?  You’re already done?”  I ask feeling myself squinting as I focus up on Elias.

“Oh...my guys made this quick and painless for me, so anyone I missed, they will fill in.  Even sparing Lahja much gory details and boredom.  Poor thing almost fell asleep in the corner observing.”  Elias chuckles softly and then I catch him crinkle his nose as if he’s scenting something.  

He knew we planned to have a nightcap and talk...but I wander if he can smell an empty bottle.  Or...why do mother and I both appear as caught teens sneaking nips from father’s flask?

Mother giggles springing to stand offering me her hand innocently.  “We should sleep love.  Oh...Elias...did you grab guards for a messenger for the King?”

Elias nods.  “I took the liberty of sending a messenger with four guards.  One shifter, two warlocks, and a heavily armed personal advisor so the King understands this is serious and immediately needs attention.”

Mother shakes her head with one hand over her heart.  “I don’t know what we’d do without you Elias.  Thank you very much for handling that so Sanna and I could have this moment.”

She waves her hands out making a face.  “I never would have thought of all of that anyway.  However...that’s why I stand silent and wave at crowds while you actually do something.”  He bows his head appreciating her words.  

I don’t know if it was mother’s innocent act or the wide eyes of my sister poking around snoopy at the desk.  The look on her face finding that empty bottle under father’s desk, as she stares between us all but never udders a word.  I was suddenly struck with a drunken giggle fit as I try to stand only to lose my balance hitting the sofa hard.

“Are you drunk?”  Elias eyed me confused then looks to mother who was whistling and playing oblivious to his question.  The look on his face was priceless.  Mouth agape in shock, eyes darting between mother and me.

I gasp as if offended yet still giggling.  “Let the daggers and accusations fly.”  I point at mother and Elias gave me an odd sideways look as I ask her.  “Did they really put father’s crown on his ass or was that just a dig...”  

Mother’s gasp cut me off when she covers her mouth with her hands recalling her slip of the tongue moments ago and bursts into laughter.  She had to sit back down she was laughing so hard.

Elias snorts at mother’s reaction but appears slightly irritated with me.  He motions his hand before me.  “Alright you...up to bed it is.”  

I huff disappointed and not really in the mood to sleep.  He tips his head to the side when I refuse to budge.  “Ok...caveman style it is.”  Then with dizzying speed, I next was on his shoulder being carried from the office, mother, and Lahja rushing quickly behind.

I wave giggling as the last few guards were leaving.  “Hi!”  I got several smirks leading to a stern warning from Elias.

“If you puke down my back you are so doing my laundry for months!”  He growls as I groan being jostled about on his shoulder as he carried me up the stairs.

“You know...”  I giggle.  “The view back here is spectacular.  I like these pants.”  I hang over his shoulder checking out his backside.  

Lahja lost it giggling so mother rushes her passed us up the stairs.  I catch a smirk from a guard on the stairs apparently hearing me and Elias just grumbles something as we pass.

Mother and Lahja enter mother’s chambers with the larger bed to fit the three of us comfortably.  My parent’s suite had a very nice bathroom just in case I needed that at any point.  

I felt fine...but I had never been drunk like this before.  I didn’t even realize I was drunk until I tried to move.
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I grab onto the doorframe stopping Elias in his tracks.  “What are you doing Princess?”  His tone frustrated.

“You can set me down now.  I want to know what I did wrong before you tuck me in.”  We had a cute little tug of war as he was set to deliver me straight to the bed but I wanted to know why he seemed mad at me for no reason.

I give one final hard yank with everything I had causing Elias to stumble back nearly dropping me as he set me on my feet.  “You are a freakishly strong drunk.”  He folds his arms glaring at me.

Mother and Lahja giggle from inside the suite hearing us.

“Stop calling me that.”  I spat mimicking his stance with my arms crossed and brow furrowed like an angry toddler.  “So I had a few drinks with my mother while we had a deep conversation.  What about that makes you angry with me?”

He gives me a confused headshake.  “I’m not angry with you...just disappointed this is what it took for you to freely express yourself to your mother.”  

‘Disappointed’!  Argh!  The single word...the dagger driven straight through your heart.

Instantly annoyed I huff.  “Fine.”  Locked in a glaring war with Elias in the hall before my parent’s chambers.

I shift on my feet Elias grabbing my elbow to steady me.  I jerk my arm back angry myself.  “We’ll just add that to my resume.  Disappointment...no wait...Royal Disappointment.  That’s a fitting title.  I wonder how that would look on an office door.  Oh wait...I don’t have one because I do nothing.”

He lowers his eyes leaning closer to my face keeping his voice low.  “Was this all the pair of you did?  Beat on yourselves?  Wonderful use of your time, sure the liquor helped that.”

I shake my head then stop, noticing my brain felt like rattled mush.  “That not all...we had a very necessary heart-to-heart and I feel great with her support.  It was very nice having an adult conversation as two women of similar circumstance and not strictly mother/daughter.”

Elias gave me an impressed look as he leans back a little.  He must have thought we just got drunk and I was incapable of coherent thought.  He bows his head remorseful.  “Oh...well then I am glad you had that.”

“Thank you.”  I snipe back at him noticing his face soften and he drops his arms to his sides.

“I’m not angry with you Lil’...I am just worried.  It’s not as if this is any condition I have ever seen any of you.  The timing after our earlier incident is not ideal either.”  Elias totally dropped his guard and his disapproval trying to reason.

I raise my finger in the air.  “Hang on.”  He nods and I turn stepping in to tell mother and Lahja I would be just outside the door for a moment.  They appeared fine with that, snuggled together, as mother rubbed Lahja’s face while she smiled.  

I think they were both just happy Elias and I were speaking civilly.  After that meeting I’m sure Lahja has questions for mother as well so they deserve a moment too.
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I clear my throat closing mother’s door behind me and thankfully Elias was still there.  I glance up and can’t read his face at all.  I remember to remove his coat handing it back to him.  “Sorry I stole your coat.  I can wash it if you want.”

He shakes his head with a chuckle.  “It’s fine...a few drinks won’t hurt unless you spilled them on the jacket.”

I giggle.  “No...although the way my mother pours a drink...it’s shocking.  I’ve never seen a Queen slurp from an over filled cup before getting seated to chat about girl stuff.”

He snickers leaning against the wall across from me.  “I would have never suspected.”  He shakes his head and something struck me while I stared into his face.  

I slid down the door until my butt hit the floor.  I look up to Elias who was still standing.  “Can we...I mean I’m really not tired yet...so...”

I didn’t even have to finish my drunken rambling as Elias gladly joined me on the floor appearing ready to talk...or listen...whatever was needed.

I glance down nervously at my hands folded in my lap.  “I’m going to speak with my father and mother is going to help me.”

“Really?”  Elias almost sounded surprised.

I nod twisting my lips to the side.  “Yeah...she had a lot to say that I never realized.”  I glance up meeting his eyes with a smile.  “She thinks very highly of you by the way.”

His hand goes over his heart.  “I am honored you spoke of me.  I think very highly of your mother as well.  You remind me a lot of her you know.”

I snicker giving my head a slight shake.  “I’d love to tell you what she said but I’ll save that for a sober occasion.”

He scrunches his nose at me.  “You ladies are entitled to speak without explaining anything to me.  I’ll always listen but don’t require explanations.”

I giggle leaning back against the door.  “I’m still trying to digest it all.  I’ve never been drunk chatting with my mother.”  I shrug huffing out a breath.  “I guess I never realized my mother ever went through anything new...like waking up one day Queen.  She just seems so natural at everything...maybe I’m too self-absorbed to actually see the world around me for what it really is.”  

I gulp playing with a stray thread on my dress.  “Can I ask you something?”

Elias nods biting his lip.  “Anything.  I’ll be as honest as I can.”

“If I don’t reach an agreement with my father....”  I cut short rubbing my lips together as I stare into his eyes thoughtfully.  “If I ever decided to leave...for any reason...could you see yourself going with me?”

His brow goes up as he blows out a huge breath.  “Well...is this a back-up plan or something you truly want?”

I look down not sure what I mean really.  Then something inside me decides to blurt out.  “I’ve thought about running off with you millions of time but I never wanted to push you to leave the only home you’ve ever known.”

Elias seemed taken back by my confession judging by the smile growing up his face.  “Millions of times...that’s a lot of thought you put into this.  Where would we go?  How would we live?”  He eyes me curious.  

I find myself laughing awkwardly.  “I honestly have no clue or plans set to go anywhere.  It was just a question.  Something I always wanted to know but never asked.”

He nods.  “To be honest...I don’t believe I could leave my family.  My mother is still reeling from losing my father and anything I do can jeopardize the standing of my family that follows to work for your family.  Your father relied on mine a lot...and I have huge shoes I still haven’t entirely filled yet.”

I tip my head against the door.  “I can understand that.  Neither of us are in positions to make hasty decisions.”

Elias glances up to me his face serious.  “Now....can I ask you something?”

“Anything.”  I speak barely above a whisper.

“If I were to pose the same question to you.  Obligations still as today.  What would you do?”  He asks and I could tell he was completely serious.

I shake my head at first refusing to answer but he prods me until I laugh.  “After my mother’s encouraging conversation...I would kiss my family and book us a flight anywhere but here.”

“Without a plan?  That doesn’t sound much like you?”  He jokes.  “What about money?  You know I like to eat and I actually hate sleeping in the rain.”

I replied without skipping a beat.  “None of that would matter to me...I would have you.”  I gasp covering my mouth at how easy that was for me to disclose.  I don’t generally just throw anything like that out.  I could be leading him on and I don’t know still if ‘we’ are even possible without speaking to my father first.

Elias tips his head to the side watching my reaction confused.  “Why does that scare you so much?”

“What?  Realizing I have a big mouth.”  I scoff covering my red-hot face with my hands.

Elias chuckles softly as I peek through my fingers to see his smile.  “That’s not what I meant Lily.  Is it me that scares you?”

I shake my head slowly pulling my hands away from my face.  “I...”  I release a heavy breath trying again.  “You...”  I huff frustrated dying to get the words out but can’t.

Elias simply watched me as I really wished I could just sink into the door and disappear right now.  He looks down biting the inside of his cheek.  “I know it can be scary to try to articulate what you’re feeling...but I can’t read your mind.  You have nothing to fear with me...you can be honest and I’ll still be your bestie.”

I crack up when he adds his charming signature smile.  “The truth...I overthink everything because being an adult scares me.  Because I don’t fully understand what that means.  However, with you...I’m terrified to hurt you because I don’t know if I can be what I know you deserve.”  

He smiles softly as I can actually see a hint of pink on his stubbly cheek.  I don’t think I’ve seen him blush like that before.  

He clears his throat briefly meeting my gaze.  “Do you have any idea how I truly feel about you?”  

I shrug my shoulders but nod as I do understand somewhat.  Well what his mother explained or my mother calling us ‘soul match’ or something.  

His voice so soft.  “Lily...we have known each other pretty much our entire lives.  I can’t picture a day in the future not as every day that has passed.  Familiar, friend, or...more...I only want you in my life.  That’s it.  Pretty simple.”

My breath hitches and he motions his hands out to his sides.  “I only expect you to be Lily.  You don’t have a singular title to me...you mean many things...for many reasons.  I only hold you accountable for your actions or inactions that directly affect us.  To me...the world beyond that...I just go through the motions until I get to be near you next.”

I try to hide my sniffle...but he heard.  I had to look away since my eyes were already stinging and ready to gush.  I clench my jaw tight until I was able to fight the want to cry back.  “How is this so easy for you?”  I faintly question.

Elias snorts softly with a slight smirk to one side of his lips.  “Only with you Lily.  I can’t lie to you.  I don’t want to.  I wish things weren’t so complicated, but I understand they are, and may forever be.  Sure, some people our ages knowing each other this long.  Many have long since married...started families...or they’ve gone off to explore the human realm.”

He motions his hand over his chest.  “But I don’t need that to feel fulfilled or accomplished.  Not that I would refuse more in life, but...what’s wrong with later?  Not everything has to happen the instant its thought.  I leave that up to the Gods to decide what I deserve.  It’s worked well for me so far.  I got you and I wasn’t even on the market yet.”

I sniffle again and I don’t think I can hold back much longer.  Tears blurring my vision as our eyes stay locked.  He reaches for my hand.  “This...just being here...fulfills me.  More so when you smile and not cry.”  

We both chuckle as I wipe my eyes with my other hand and he continues.  “I feel accomplished because I know I was meant to be here for you.  To see this...offer comfort...hear your words.  That’s what my duty is.  The rest...although still important...it’s just a job.”

Lost in his eyes as the words drifted from his lips brushing my ear like a kiss.  I whisper not even caring if he hears.  “You are so easy to fall in love with over and over again.”  I never shielded my face or wiped the stray tears that fell down my cheeks.  We just watched the other in silent contemplation.  

After a few minutes he checks his watch and offers me a soft smile.  “I better get you to bed Princess.  You have much to address tomorrow.  Possibly your father’s return.  Everything will work out.  Rest assured.”

He stands offering me his hand to stand up.  I look up slowly gliding my hand in his.  “Can we finish this conversation later?”  

He hoists me from the floor and I stumble into him pressing against his chest.  He lifts my chin with his fingers looking into his eyes.  “You know how to find me.”  He smiles as he catches me bite my lip and my hands slowly glide down his chest as I try to straighten on my feet.

“Thank you Elias.  For everything.”  I spring up to my toes placing a soft kiss on his cheek I don’t think he was expecting.  I giggle leaning back against my mother’s chamber door.  “Don’t lose my number...I may get a craving for pizza again.”

He winks.  “As long as I get to call it a ‘date’.”

I slowly open the door ready to sneak inside.  Glancing back to Elias smiling over my shoulder, batting my lashes playfully.  “I believe you heard my stance on that earlier.”

He chuckles softly raising a finger in the air whispering.  “Right...mental note...syphon the gas from you vehicle first.” 

I giggle as he turns walking towards his wing of the castle.  I step out into the hall whisper shouting to catch his attention.  “Elias.”  He turns raising a brow.  “I meant what I just said.  The part before the pizza.”

He gets that sweet smirk on his face as he bows his head.  “I know you did.  You’ve never been able to lie to me either.”

“I never wanted to.”

His smirk widens into a smile.  “And I love that about you.”  He looks into my eyes.  “Sweet dreams Lily.”

“Goodnight.”  I whisper as he turns and I watch him walk down and disappear around the corner towards the guard’s wing.

I sneak into mother’s darkened room trying to not bump into anything as my eyes won’t adjust at all.  I hear mother’s groggy voice call out for me.  I whisper.  “Just me.  Elias and I got to talking and lost track of time.”

Mother giggles.  “I laid out some pajamas in the bathroom for you.  Get changed and snuggle up.”

I turn back trying to find the bathroom doorway giggling when I run into the wall.  “Ouch.  Be out in a sec.”

“Sanna...leave the light on, that way you won’t need to stumble out.  The darkness is playing tricks on me anyway.”  I nod to mother and slip into the bathroom quickly changing, leaving the door open a sliver to give some light, but not keep everyone awake.

“How’d everything go with Elias?”  Lahja croaks as if just waking to turn and toss a leg over me.

“I’m sleeping with my mother and sister...left to only dream about the guy down the hall...how do you think my night ended?”  Lahja snorts when I laugh as mother playfully swats my hand.

“Sanna!”  Mother’s tone warning while my sister and I suddenly are struck with a giggle fit.  Mother never complained and actually joined us.

I take several mental snapshots trying to remember everything about today.  I wish life could always be like this.  If it were...maybe I wouldn’t threaten to run off so much.  

On the other hand, I could possibly just be a self-absorbed, spoiled, and very selfish person.  That is why I always seem to hurt those I love.  Even terrorizing them with idol threats.

You know what...father will return...we’ll work everything out.  We’ll see how life goes from there.  Everything should fall into its rightful place then.  

Ok...time to blank my mind out...and I will soon find sleep.  Tomorrow will be even better...it has to be.  Although...potential attacks aside.  I had a pretty decent night.  

Tonight with Elias.  Was a gift in all this gloom to which I am very thankful for.
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Lahja decided to wake me early.  She had just woke herself, after mother had gone downstairs to breakfast, and she’d already been back once to deliver a message.  

“Wake up Lil’.  The messenger came back.  Father and Waino return today.”  Lahja nearly squeals with excitement.

I flop my one arm over my eyes and run my other hand flat down Lahja’s face.  My fingers catching on her lip as she sputters trying to get my fingers away from her mouth disgusted.  

“Shooosh!  Sissy’s sleeping.”  I whisper rolling to my side so my back was facing her.

“Oh Gods...that hasn’t worked since I was five.”  Infuriated, Lahja gives me a shove, and I roll right over the edge of the bed.  I had been clinging to that edge as I had slept, with all of Lahja’s moving about, and kneeing me in the back all night. 

“Ouch!”  I scream out as my face smacks something on the floor.  I hit hard too, having no chance to try to break my fall, or block anything.  I lean up reaching for my face and pulling my hand back seeing blood.  “I’m bleeding you little snot!”

“Oh Gods...Lily...I’m so sorry.”  Lahja jumps from the bed to crouching on the floor next to me.  “I am so sorry.  Let me see.” 

I lean up on my elbows as my sister examines my face.  Tears already filling her eyes.  We used to do stuff like this all the time to each other growing up...but Lahja always felt horrible if our little pranks caused even the slightest injury.

“I need to get mother.”  Her voice panicked.  She rushes into the bathroom grabbing a towel for me to hold on my face until she returned.  “Hang on Lil’...I’ll be right back.”  Lahja sneaks a remorseful peck on the top of my head before running off down the hall calling out for our mother.  

I sit up unable to see with this towel covering my entire face.  Curious to why Lahja had placed it this way to hold, I pull the towel back seeing blood covering the towel, and in an odd shape face print.  Not a scratch or something small...this was my entire face.  My hand reached then I drew it back deciding to not try to feel around for the injury.

Where is all of that blood coming from?  She better not have broken my nose again the brat.

I decide try to stand.  I had recovered my face with the towel ready to feel my way to the bathroom, so I wouldn’t bleed all over mother’s room.  I had to access the damage here but still try not to make an awful mess.

Giant arms scoop me up from the ground as I had just lifted myself up slightly from the floor.  “All right Princess...let’s get you to the exam room.”  Elias chuckles calmly as I can hear mother scolding Lahja following behind us.

Elias sets me on the bathroom counter gently pulling the towel back.  He winces but doesn’t say anything to me.  “Oh yeah...my Queen.  We’ll need your healing today.  Our morning play caused some slight damage.  Appears much worse than it could been once we clean her up I’m sure.”  

I jerk my head to the side to look towards the mirror.  “Where was all that blood...?”  My gasp seeing my own face stops me short.  I had a split lip, a bloody nose, and a large cut diagonally right over my eye.  

More than just surprised...but puzzled, I turn my head to look towards Lahja who was sobbing.  “You just rolled me off the bed not threw me.  What did I land on that did this?”  I wave my finger around my face.

Mother and Elias exchange quick curious looks so mother rushes to the bedside where I had spent last night.  In a flash, she returned holding my sandal in her hand.  Elias glances at me with a raised brow, appearing as confused as I was that was the only thing found.  

I practically jerk the shoe from mother’s hand looking to Lahja confused.  “I could have sworn I left these in here when I changed before bed.  How did this do any damage?  Was this all that was there when you checked on me first?”

Lahja shook her head.  “I never saw your shoes by the bed.  I thought you smacked your face on the bare floor.”  She averts her gaze gasping as she points out to us all.  “Look.  There’s your other sandal by the cabinet next to your clothes.”

Elias nods to us both perplexed but reassuringly.  “Either way...it’s just a couple scuffs.  Head and face wounds bleed the worst for some reason.  A quick little once over, we’ll have you cleaned up, and back on the run Princess.”  He winks at me making me giggle.

Sure he’s all smiles now...but this is hideous.  I saw the mirror.  I knew he was too a nice a guy even seeing me in this shape...he still can’t bring himself to look at me repulsed or even uncomfortable.  Just his initial reaction...a wince...as if to say ‘oh...that must have hurt’.

Mother went right to work cleaning my face with some antiseptic she had.  She then applied her healing ointment in giant globs all over my face.  I hated this stuff, but it always worked.  It stunk...felt like being slathered in thick tar...and was always cold.

She had me close my eyes and repeat the healing spell with her three times, as she gently massaged her fingertips coated in ointment over the contours of my face and wounds.  Then she had added a quick recitation of the Origin of Iron-blood stopping spell.

I noticed mother was especially cautious with the wound over my eye.  The cut was rather long and looked as I took a slash of a blade to the face.  It went right through the brow, and then from my lower lid down my cheek, completely missing my top eyelid.

When she leans back grunting, as if confused or not happy with the result, I open my eyes giving mother a quizzical look.  I had to turn back to the mirror.  My face was clean and appeared healed.  Coated in what looks as pasty bat guano, but healed.  

Although, it appeared I was getting a huge bruise on one side of my face.  “What the?  Are you serious?”  I huff leaning closer to the mirror visibly seeing my face changing colors just to the one side close to my eyes and cheek.  Like I had been punched in the face near that now healed cut to my eye.

Mother shakes her head mumbling under her breath.  “I don’t understand.”  She shook her hands.  “I feel off today...that must be it.”  She wags her finger warningly.  “See girls...that’s why we choose to stay away from anything that dulls your powers.  It must have been the scotch that weakened me.”

I tip my head looking to mom.  “I thought father made that rule because drinking alcohol clouded judgement.  It always led to poor choices.”

Mother scoffs then blurts out rather casually.  “Yeah...his.”  She raises a brow smirking at me.  “However, no...we just aren’t into that overindulgent lifestyle.  One consequence is our magic can weaken or goes haywire.  So don’t wave or point at anyone today, and that includes in or outdoors.”

I nod understanding as I look to Elias.  “Ohhhh.  Ok...I gotcha.  Oh well...I can deal with the bruise until the alcohols out of our systems.  At least I’m not bleeding everywhere.” 

Lahja looks from me to mom with a curious raised brow.  “I can try.”   

I nod agreeing knowing how mother and she both had been praying that she would show some of mother’s gifts at some point.  Other than her, more gentle brand of compelling.  I just hope Lahja isn’t disappointed if this doesn’t work.  Mother is visible worried.

I smile at Lahja shrugging my shoulder-voicing hopeful.  “Well it couldn’t hurt.  Show me what you got sis.”

Lahja takes her hand hovering it over the one side of my face that’s beginning to turn purple.  I felt this sudden tingly warmth spread across my face.

No spells muttered under her breath or synchronized repetition of spells as mother had me do.  Just Lahja and her tiny palm barely grazing the flesh on my face.  It still makes me laugh how differently we can do certain things compared to others with magical abilities.  

Like the ‘sorcerer’s belt’ father still wears...although he has no need for it.  But...that’s tradition and just how he does his thing.

I giggle aloud noticing I suddenly felt so calm.  Mother’s healing has that affect.  Hearing me, I notice my sister’s smile widen.  Once finished she pulls her hand back clapping at her chest excitedly.  Wide twinkly eyes and broad grin across her face as she points for me to look towards the mirror.

Mother gasps as she and Elias both lean in towards me to get a better look first.  “I don’t believe it.”  Mother bewildered as she then looks to Lahja.  “Have you done that before?  Why have I never seen this before in all your training?”

Lahja shook her head shrugging her shoulders.  “You’re the healer; I had no need to ever practice on my own.  I feel absolutely horrible and my only thoughts were wishes Lily would be fine.  It was all my fault and well...that just happened.”  She motions her hand in my direction.

Elias eyes my cheek curious.  “Is it healed or is that illusion?”

I look to the mirror touching my cheek smiling.  I know what just happened here and I think we all do but I had to voice it.  “It felt like she’s a strong healer.  Gifted little hands on a wicked little sister.”  

Lahja and I giggle when I pull her in for a hug.  “You know...there is a wonderful warmth from your hand when you do that.  It’s like wrapping in a blanket fresh from the dryer.”  I whisper near her ear.

Mother looks to me.  “How does it feel when I work?”

Lahja leans to the side to look at mother while I keep my arm on her shoulder.  “The big injuries you get the warm tingle.  But anything else...I just feel calm.  No other sensations really.  No pain, fear, or anything else right of the top of my head.”

Mother giggles grabbing Lahja’s hand.  “I have so much to teach you, but it sounds as you’re a natural at everything like your sister.  Let’s go eat and then we’ll play with your new gift.”  Mother squeals elated, grabbing Lahja’s hand, and they run off to grab breakfast downstairs.

I chuckle looking up at Elias in the doorway.  “Lahja looked so proud.  She’s been anxious for some of mother’s powers to awaken in her.  Mother had nearly given up hope.  Boy...I never expected that at all.”

Elias nods.  “I can see what you meant when you said she is like you.  Just the move of a hand and it’s done.  Spoken spells don’t always work or aren’t necessary.”

I snort.  “Apparently not much works if you get ‘tanked’ with your mother the evening before.  I can’t even wave in greeting.”

Elias rolls his eyes.  “You weren’t that bad.  Just enough to loosen up and get giggly.”  He folds his arms leaning against the doorframe.  “Hindsight...it’s actually funny.”  He snorts out a soft laugh.

I scrunch my nose at him now recalling a few not so ‘highlight’ moments of the evening.  “Sorry that I embarrassed you with the guys, having to drag me up here, and making those remarks.”

Elias grins wide chuckling as he shifts his body in the doorway of the bathroom.  “Are you kidding?  I’m the top dog today and not just in title.”  He turns one hand towards himself boastful.  “The Princess was checking out my ‘assets’ and very vocal of her enjoyment of the view.”

He shakes his head slightly smirking.  “That’s such an ego boost; I should liquor you up more often.  I’ve received so many pats on the back you’d think I won a medal.”  He leans in pretending to whisper behind his one hand.  “Word is you’re quite the catch yourself.  Titles aside of course.”

“Great.”  My eyes widen sarcastically when I slide off the counter.  Elias reaching to steady me.  “Father will be proud so hear that when he returns.”  I groan stepping towards the door.  “How embarrassing.”

“Oh...relax.  It wasn’t that dreadful.”  Elias looks at me brushing a clump of mother’s ointment from my face with his hand.  “I have time to spar if you’re up to it.  Your father has a meeting planned this evening.  I was told to make sure you show.”

I smile.  “Ok.  Let me grab my gear and we can go.”

Elias shakes his head.  “Eat first...then we’ll go.  I don’t want you sick after last night.  You may feel fine now, but that can change once you add the workout.  Bring extra water too.”

I give him a mock salute as he snickers.  “Let me grab a shirt without blood and we can head down.”  He agrees leaving me to change in mother’s room while he went to the hall to wait for me.  I grab a shirt quickly from mother’s dresser and change leaving the other to soak in the sink, with that soaked towel, until it can all be laundered.

Elias offers me his arm making me giggle bashfully as I was stepping from mother’s room.  “Been a while since I got breakfast in my jammies.”  I giggle bumping Elias’s side.  He was already dressed and ready for the day...as usual.  

He chuckles.  “The dress is casual...so you’re good.  The hair may need work.”  He playfully flicks the twisted knot of hair I had in a bun when I went to bed.  He makes a face adding.  “Uh...that goop on your face...I’m sorry but that really does smell awful.”

“Oh by the Gods.”  I gasp releasing Elias as he calls to me chuckling surprised, while I run absolutely embarrassed back to mother’s room to wash this crap off my face that I had forgotten all about.  

I needed to run a brush through my hair once I remove the knot from the top of my head.  I look like a stupid pineapple.  Probably have kitten breath too.  I sniff as I blow a huge breath into my hand.  Ugh!  Damn scotch!    

I collected myself the best I could and walk out to the hall.  Elias’s face was so remorseful as he stood waiting for me.  “I’m sorry I upset you.”

I waved it off smiling.  Sure...I was a little embarrassed...but it was good he said something.  “No...thank you for reminding me.  I can’t leave that stuff on and completely forgot to wash it off when mother was done.”  I point up to the top of my head.  “The hair...yeah...it just needed fixed.”  I scrunch my nose at him.

Elias bows his head.  “Glad it turned out better than I thought.  I was scared I offended you.  I do apologize if I did.”

I giggle intertwining my arm in his.  “I’m just surprised you said a word...you’re usually too sweet to ever mention a thing.  I could walk around with something hanging from my nose and you’d never give me a clue.  So thank you for that.”

He crinkles his nose.  “Well...whatever was in that cream really didn’t mix well with your natural scent.  Plus I didn’t think you wanted that to drip into your food.  Although, I truly thought the bed head was adorable.”

I run my hand smoothing down my hair giggling.  “Yeah...that’s one reason you can’t leave that goop on.  It’s only used with the spell, and then you’re supposed to wash it off.”

I smile up to Elias as we near the steps.  “There’s another cream mother makes to allow cuts to naturally heal.  But this has some strange ingredient she likes to use.  It’s not widely used and hard to find.  Works wonders but stinks worse than a dirty barn.  I can’t remember what happens if you leave it on too long.”

He chuckles as we make it to the dining room.  Mother waved us both over.  “Come on kids...before it gets cold.  Elias...we have coffee and bacon.”  Mother wiggles her brows knowing he’s always loved bacon.  Almost as much as a bear loves beer.

I smile up to Elias as he shrugs his shoulders.  “I can’t refuse the invitation for bacon with the Queen.”

“That would be rude.”  I giggle skipping as I drag him to sit by mother and me as we have breakfast.  

He pulled out my chair so I could get seated before he took a seat himself.  I grabbed his plate and just started filling it with a big mound of everything.  His eyes bulge as I place the plate before him.  Potatoes, fruit, bacon, eggs, and pancakes.

He shakes his head, our eyes meeting, as I offer to stuff a piece of bacon in his mouth.  “You know you’re spoiling me correct?”

I shrug my shoulders smirking at him.  “Shut up and enjoy it.  I’ll be back to throwing insults and daggers soon enough.”

He laughs with a nod shrugging.  “Good point.  It is you we’re talking about.”  He jokes.  So I playfully shove the bacon in his mouth making an irritated face though I couldn’t help smiling.

Mother and Lahja both began laughing behind their hands when I had first gasped giving him a look as if I were really offended by his teasing.  Mouth now full of bacon, he offers me a wink, and I almost melt right there in my chair.  
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“Again!”  I jump up shouting from the floor winded and feeling sticky with sweat, as Elias stares at me with his hands on his hips.  Lips pinched into a tight line scowling at me.

“Princess...I am only going to push so far with this training.  I want you prepared, not to injure you myself.  I don’t care what that ‘mystical’ goop of your mother’s can heal.”  He voiced becoming irritated by my pushy stubbornness.  

He waves his hand at his chest.  “You can fight like that when your brother returns.  He may go along with it, though I doubt it.  If that much force is required I say just go for your magic first.”

I cross my arms glaring up at him and blurt out.  “What if that ‘thing’ had jerked me from the car Elias?  Right from your hand holding me in the vehicle.”  He gives my jab a frustrated huff tossing his hands in the air in defeat.

I continue arguing even if he’s given up.  “I can’t learn to recover quickly and battle on if I don’t learn what being hit feels like first.  Or to still be able to defend myself if injured.”

I wave my hand near my shoulder.  “What if my magic is disabled for any reason?  That can happen Elias.  Would you rather they pulled me from the car and my only option is curling into a ball so they can feed easier.”

He points his finger in my direction.  “I am going to NOT think about that.  We made it out safe and that’s what matters.  Some of these creatures you will never possibly fight and win with your strength alone.”

Elias sighs heavily.  “In those cases...you need to be quick on your feet...and magic would be the best first option.  That...I am sorry...but I can’t teach you to prevent being magically disabled, no matter how hard I go at you.”

I shake my head as we go back to circling each other crouched and ready.  “I can’t always rely on my magic.  You know that.  That was one of our first lessons I recall.”

I raise my brow at him.  “It’s easy to disable us from casting.  Many things can cause glitches and if my hands take any damage...I’m done.  You can’t always be at my side to stop that.”

I see his lip twitch into a snarl at my reminder.  “Then don’t leave my side and that won’t be an issue.”  He smirks sarcastically.

“It’s not about that Elias.  You can’t be everywhere at once and constantly being worried about our proximately can be a costly distraction to you.  You want me to have to live with that or die in front of you because you’d rather pillow fight then train me.”

He smirks raising a wicked brow.  “Pillow fighting?  I had no idea that was on the table.  Grab your sleep gear I’ll get the pillows.  A little warning Lil’...I do sleep nude in case I have to shift.”

He follows up with a snicker adding.  “Don’t be surprised when that changes our relationship forever at what your innocent eyes may see.” 

I toss my arms into the air.  “You are IMPOSSIBLE!  ARGH!”  I turn stomping away to grab some water as Elias chuckles straightening to turn and do the same.  I can see he’s watching me lean against the wall gulping down my water as if I’d been lost in the Sahara for ages.  

I finally relent and meet his gaze so he asks.  “What happened between breakfast and now?  What’s the mood besides being frustrated with hitting the floor continuously?”

I take in a breath opening my mouth to give some smart-ass comment then close my mouth thinking better of it.  

What is wrong with me?  

I shake my head looking to Elias.  “I don’t know.  I just began to suddenly feel off...agitated...and I don’t know why.  It’s not the sparring.”

“Is it your energy that’s off?  Or are you starting to feel sick after last night?”  He asks concerned stepping closer leaning on the wall next to me.

I rub my lower lip with my fingertip thinking as I try to reach my senses out to see if I can feel where this is coming from.  Like invisible hands reaching and arms stretching until the fingers hit something.  

Things have been going so incredibly...I know it’s not Elias’s fault I have mood swings.  I need to really focus and see where this is coming from.

I suddenly shudder feeling as if something just drug a ghostly finger down my spine.  My senses snap back like a broken rubber band and I stumble for no reason.  Next, I was feeling Elias grab my arm before I even realized I was falling not simply stumbling.

His eyes go wide and his voice raises nervously.  “What is it?  I told you to go slow on that water.  Are you sick?”  He jerks me into his arms ready to scoop me up and rush me off.  

I place my hand on his chest shaking my head.  “I think something’s coming.  Maybe father’s being followed here.  I can’t see anything...or it won’t let me.”  I make a face scrunching my nose.  “I smell a graveyard.”
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