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To my daughter, my favorite artist, Eszter.

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

The Ancestors’ Secrets file is an important historical document and now available to every clan member who reached adulthood.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

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

The Ancestors’ Secrets file includes three parts. Prelude is a glimpse into what will come in Turmoil and Destiny, as the present and past events are interwoven in the complex story of the most important members of a secret society. A lot of ancient tribal secrets must be unveiled, and the puzzle pieces must find their place before the Chosen One discovers what fate has in store for her.
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Ilona had been a sheltered child and teenager, happy, carefree and loved. The sudden of her parent’s accident had wiped out all her security and everything she had ever known. Ilona was alone, and it seemed as if a dark cloud always followed her, but she learned to cope—she had to. 

For years nothing seemed to move forward after she settled into a comfortable lifestyle, and she felt secure in her little corner of the world. After her twenty-ninth birthday, Ilona’s life had turned upside down in three short days. She learned more about herself in three days than in her entire life.

Growing up in a Hunor family, following the strict rules and keeping peculiar traditions was not always easy. Ilona’s life and beliefs had changed after she started remembering her mother’s instructions that were concealed as rhymes and she discovered secrets that her parents kept from her. She also found out that she had magical abilities that are exciting as well as frightening. She’s a doctor, she heals people, but the healing powers she inherited went far beyond that. 

Mora had been exiled by the clan and waited centuries for the chance to reunite with her beloved Joland and gain the power to rule the Hunor clan. Ilona still doesn’t know that she was chosen to stop Mora’s evil plan. 

Although Ilona knows our history from legends and honors the rituals, she’s not aware of her true heritage. She begins to remember her mother’s instructions, which are concealed as rhymes. She is also unaware that her pleasant life as a doctor is about to change, and she’ll be thrown into a dangerous world filled with secrets.

Ilona had been in love with her best friend but when she met Zoltan, he stirred up emotions that Ilona was afraid to feel before. When their eyes interlocked for a long moment and his face lit up with a bright smile, at that moment, nothing else mattered. The whole world disappeared as if a tunnel connected them to each other. Then Ilona met a man and his hateful, cold stare sent icy chills down her spine. She felt a foreboding of evil and sensed a dark force behind him that drove him to destroy her. There are a lot of secrets that must be uncovered. Ilona must find her Destiny Box, and discover what fate has in store for her.

In her quest to protect her family and the future of our clan, she must activate her Chameleon side and obtain unimaginable powers. She can use her powers for absolute good or absolute evil; the choice is up to her. She must sort through her feelings about the men in her life while she travels through time to back when her people were nomads, to the castles of the 14th century, to present day, as she struggles to overcome the obstacles placed in her path.
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Instability
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The doorbell sounded. Elana hurried to the door and stepped out through the Jurta’s leather door covering. She came back a minute later looking exasperated. “You have to leave soon as Csenge is coming to visit within minutes. The Seer just informed me. She is curious about Ema,” she explained and then turned to Ema. “Just remember the story we rehearsed, take the White Shield and you will do fine,” Elana assured her.

A thought occurred to Ilona and turned to Zoltan. “What if we time our departure so we can take a look at Csenge before we leave? I wonder how a human being could live for hundreds of years. I want to see how she looks 1600 years earlier before I meet her.”

He agreed. “We can take a look at her through the slit on the door covering, and then pop out in a split second before she reaches the door and sees us.”

Elana gave Ilona a small pouch with White Shield in it. She told her that she would have to put a pellet under her tongue. Within a couple of minutes, it would protect her thoughts, and the effect would last for about a day.

They said their good-byes and Ema made Ilona promise that she would visit soon. Ema said she would start writing a diary so as not to forget anything important she had to tell her.

“Do you have pen and paper?” Ilona asked.

Ema laughed, “No, silly, it hasn’t been invented yet. We use a flat grass, similar to papyrus. It is dried and then pressed into sheets. We write with a bird feather, and we use minerals as ink, mixed with oil and herbs. We also write stories on clay tablets, carved into stone, sewn into our clothes and painted on cookware.” 

“What if it’s found in the future?” Ilona asked, concerned.

“That’s my intention. To write a chronicle of how life was and what it became.”

“I think it’s a good idea,” Elana interjected. “Ema doesn’t have a status because she wasn’t supposed to be born. She can’t become a Healer; she doesn’t have the heritage for it. She could become the Historian. I will contact our Seer about it later,” she said, aroused by the idea.

They heard a soft knock on the door and Elana opened it a crack, thanking someone, “The Seer says Csenge is approaching. Look out here,” Elana whispered and showed them the small slit on the leather curtain.

Ilona peeked out, and she saw Csenge walking toward Elana’s Jurta, surrounded by other people. She looked to be about forty, although Ilona knew she was much, much older. She had high cheekbones and penetrating blue eyes. Her hair was dark and was braided down her back to her waist. She had a small, maroon colored mark on her left cheek, just below her eye.
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She was a majestic looking woman, with an air of authority. Elana looked over with a warning in her eyes and then grabbed the door flap. They heard the sound of the small drum as someone hit it with the wooden stick. Zoltan hugged Ilona’s waist ready to take her back to their timeline. Ilona felt the familiar swirling dizziness and let her mind and body immerse into the pleasantly tingling and arousing feeling of time travel.
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Ilona slowly opened her eyes. Elza and Zoltan were standing in the exact spot in her living room where they stood before they went to see Ema and Elana in the past. It was as if the past evening, night and morning they had spent with them had never happened. Ilona was disoriented for a minute and wondered if it really happened, or if she was dreaming. When she looked at Zoltan and Elza, she realized, judging by their expressions, that indeed it did happen. They time traveled to the past.

Ilona shook her head to clear her mind and turned to Zoltan, “How do you cope with this?”

He smiled and reached for her hand. “I’m used to it. Jumping to the past for me is like going to the next room. Perhaps, because that’s the ability I was given, I’m not sure.” He looked away, a dreamy expression playing on his handsome face.

Ilona’s heart skipped a beat as she watched Zoltan turning his head, and the soft light shone through his dark hair. She quickly regained her senses and started talking. “I don’t want to think of this and lose my mind, so let’s focus on what is happening now.”

Ilona fished out a little ball from the pouch Elana had given her and put it under her tongue. It tasted spicy yet smooth and melted in her mouth in seconds, leaving no trace.

She took another pill out of the pouch and gave it to Zoltan. “Would you take this pill to Rua? And please tell him to come up to the house.” Zoltan understood right away and darted out of the house.

Elza stared at Ilona in astonishment. “It seems you’re back already, but to me, you never left! I will never understand this.”

“Neither do I, believe me,” Ilona told her. “Take this pill and put it under your tongue. It will protect your mind from the mind reading ability of the Leaders.” Elza complied without question.

By the time Rua came through the back door with Zoltan, they had heard footsteps on the front porch. Ilona went to greet the Leaders. She recognized Csenge at once. Her hair was cut short, and she wore modern clothes, but she appeared to be the woman they saw in the past, just a short time ago. She had the same Leader mark under her left eye.
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Ilona was amazed but still couldn’t wrap her mind around the fact that she had seen the statuesque woman 1600 years in the past. Wow, it would be fantastic to figure out their secret and live for hundreds, or thousands of years. Ilona pondered the mind-boggling possibility.

The man standing on the porch appeared about the same age as Csenge. He had the Leader sign on his face, as well. He was tall and erect, appearing very healthy. His face displayed kindness and serenity, but Ilona detected something in his eyes that made the little hairs stand up on the back of her neck. His eyes were penetrating, and as they darted around, Ilona caught a glimpse of something calculating and sinister.

The third person was a muscular man in his late forties. He had long black hair peppered with gray that was pulled into a ponytail at the base of his neck. There was also an air of authority and self-importance in his presence. Ilona recognized him instantly. He was the lurking dark man! He was the one Ilona had seen when all the attacks on her had occurred. Ilona’s blood instantly boiled with anger. She froze time to think it over. What is he doing with the Leaders? What is he going to do? Is he going to attack me or control someone else to do it? I must be on guard.

Ilona looked around for a weapon in case he tried something. She rushed into the living room and snatched the ancient swords from their display above the fireplace. Her slender fingers wrapped around the blades as she shoved the swords under the love seat and concealed them by the cover. She felt a sharp pain in her index finger as the sword sliced into it, but she ignored it. She hoped that if needed, Zoltan would be quick enough to recognize the situation, and she could hand him one of the swords. Ilona couldn’t think of anything else, so she took her place at the door facing the visitors. A quick glance around assured her that everything was in place, so she unfroze time.

The Leaders started moving again and slowly ascended the stairs followed by the sinister man. The Leaders stopped at the entrance and bowed to the Turul plaque placed over the entrance. They whispered the ancient words written on a plaque.

“May the sacred Turul protect you on your journey.”
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Everyone got down on one knee, formally greeting the Leaders. They placed both hands on their knees, palms up. Ilona had never used this traditional greeting before, but she had practiced it with her Mom. Her mother told her, “With this ancient gesture, we offer our services and lives to protect the People. The Leaders represent the People to the Elders, and they acknowledge our offer by touching our shoulder. It means they accept our offer and even sacrifice if need be.”

Ilona remembered that Elana greeted her in a similar fashion, but she had done something different. She bent her head and then exposed her neck. Ilona recalled that the type of greeting Elana used was reserved only for people with very high authority in their tribe. Her mother showed her that greeting only once. She didn’t know much about the hierarchy within the Hunor society, and there was so much she didn’t know about her own life and her origins, but she didn’t have time to ponder it. For the time being, she had to concentrate on many other pressing matters.

After the Leaders, Csenge and Kund had touched everyone’s shoulders in turn, they all stood up. Ilona waited for them to extend their hands for the formal Hunor greeting, in order to read their feelings. Kund and the dark man stood motionless; chilling smiles were frozen on their faces. Csenge was the only one to touch hands with Ilona, Zoltan, Elza and Rua. She lingered when she touched Rua but released him quickly and then turned to Elza. Ilona spied on the Leader and the dark man from the corner of her eye, noticing they were waiting and watching everything like hawks.

Csenge broke contact with Elza, who looked relieved, and she turned toward Ilona. Ilona planned to slow time when she held the touch with Csenge. She hoped to observe how Csenge accomplished the mind reading. Csenge lowered her eyes to Ilona’s hand, and then looked up at her questioningly, then turned her eyes toward the sofa. A tiny smile played in the corner of her shapely mouth, and when she looked at Ilona again, she gave her a warm, reassuring look. She knows I hid the sword and cut my finger on it, Ilona thought.

She wiped the blood on her pants, balled her fingers into a fist and lifted her hand in the ancient greeting. As their inner wrists touched and their marks made a connection, something unexpected happened, which made Ilona jump. She had a ticklish feeling in her mind. It was similar to the sensation in her throat when she breathed in unpleasant fumes. It felt as if skinny little fingers were touching and probing inside her brain. She saw from the corner of her eye that the others were moving in slow motion. I didn’t slow time yet, what is happening?! 

She was startled when she began receiving rapidly playing images, and then heard Csenge’s voice in her mind, “Don’t be afraid, and try to act normally. I see you took White Shield, so I can’t read your thoughts.” Ilona was afraid, not knowing what would come next, but Csenge continued, “I’m able to slow time, and because you have the ability as well, I can talk to you without being detected by the others. Just listen. The others don’t know about my ability and I can fool them for now, but not for long. Ond is getting stronger and more suspicious of me every day. We don’t have much time—just listen. I will project my thoughts to you.”

Ilona gave her a small nod and opened her mind. She saw Elana’s home and Ema’s smiling face. She saw herself and Zoltan as they were peeking through the slit in the leather door covering at Elana’s home, looking at Csenge. The next images rapidly changed, fast forward pictures of ancient people on horseback, firing arrows behind them. Ilona felt happy and content.

Within the next images, the clothing of the people changed, and Ilona saw people plowing fields and building stone houses. Women in long skirts were tied to stakes and burned. People started wars and slew others in the name of God.

Then she saw primitive cars emitting thick smoke on the streets that were hugged by tall buildings. She felt the sickness, disasters and the suffering of people living both in ghettos as well as those in palaces with powdered servants.

Ilona realized that Csenge was not only projecting images but her own feelings to her as well. Ilona had a sense of being cheated, lied to and used as she was forced to view these unbearable pictures.

The images kept flowing. She saw people talking on the phone, watching TV and texting on palm-size computers and phones. Ilona felt burned out, confused, stressed and very lonely.

The next image was of Ond appearing and taking control over Kund. Kund became conniving, plotting and power hungry. Ilona felt trapped as if she couldn’t hold it together. She sensed Csenge’s feelings as she was watching a great nation’s demise that couldn’t cope with the time changes, because of the strict and fiercely enforced laws of the clan. Everything she worked for so hard for 1600 years was slipping away. Csenge made her feel helpless and alone.

Then Ilona heard Csenge’s voice in her mind, “I have great hopes for you because I cannot fight them alone. I’m hoping for your help. I have to be careful—they’re watching me, but I’ll find a way to contact you and then we can talk.” Ilona was in tune with Csenge’s thoughts as she continued, “We must stop now. Ond is very strong; he might sense that I have slowed time. I’ll tell you more before we leave.”

When Csenge released Ilona’s hand, time returned to normal speed. Ilona was stunned and could hardly contain her emotions.

Csenge turned to her husband, held his hand and looked deeply into his eyes for a long second. Kund shook his head slightly. He seemed disappointed.

Ilona had to turn away from them for a few seconds, to hide the turmoil that was brewing inside her. She motioned them to follow her into the living room and offered them seats. Ilona trailed Zoltan to the loveseat and sat down with him.

Elza retreated, and then returned, pushing a cocktail cart. She offered refreshments that gave Ilona some time to collect herself. After a few minutes, Ilona gained control of her emotions, but her mind was racing. What was that? How is it possible? Csenge is not happy; she knows things are out of control. Perhaps I can use this to our advantage and help her in the process.

Ilona assumed that the Leaders wouldn’t volunteer any information; therefore, she had to provoke them by asking questions. “To what do we owe this unexpected visit?” Ilona asked with a smile, knowing that behind her polite words, they could detect her disapproval. She heard Elza taking a sharp, horrified breath behind her.

Kund glanced at the others, and then he took the role of spokesperson. He gave Ilona a sincere looking smile. “We were in the area, and I thought we would stop by for a short visit. Our new Healer is coming of age... we didn’t want to pass up the opportunity to welcome and to congratulate you.”

Ilona decided to play along and answered in a polite manner, “Thank you, I never expected this to happen. I am honored.”

Csenge took over, “If your mother were alive, it would have happened differently,” she said, giving Kund a quick glance before bowing her head. He shrugged his shoulders slightly, and then looked back at Ilona with a smug expression.

Ilona glanced over at Kund. “I’ve heard of you and Csenge—you are our Leaders.” Then, with an icy stare, she turned to the dark man. “But I don’t know this man.”

The man seemed startled for a second and then gave Ilona a self-satisfied look. His sharp eyes tried to penetrate hers, but Ilona stood her ground and stared right back.

“He is Ond, my adviser,” Kund answered, in surprise. Ilona guessed that he wasn’t used to being questioned, and as she suspected, Kund refused to say more about him. “Ema will not join us tonight?” Kund asked, turning to Elza.

Ilona was afraid that Elza might slip with her answers, being intimidated by the Leaders. Elza appeared pale and nervous, startled by Kund’s question, so Ilona answered for her. “She’s not at home today; she had to travel to New York for an unexpected business trip. She opened a new show a couple of days ago, and an art dealer is very interested in organizing an international show of her paintings,” Ilona explained, without blinking.

“Hmm... we are very happy for her success, of course, but Elza didn’t mention it when we called.” A subtle warning sounded from the voice of Kund.

Elza, wringing her hands nervously, stammered, “I forgot to mention it. I was happy to hear you were coming.”

Kund nodded and diverted his attention to Zoltan. “How’s the sixth son of the sixth son? Have you done any time travel lately?” he probed.

Ilona felt Zoltan’s eyes on her and gave him a little nod, remembering they might smell the soap root they showered with at Elana’s home. Zoltan was quick with his reply. “Yes, just today we took a short visit to the year one thousand; I wanted to show Ilona the coronation of Istvan,” he lied, smoothly. Kund gave him a sharp look but didn’t say anything.

Kund picked up a sandwich and had some tea, along with the others. The polite small talk continued for a while. Ilona’s mind was in turmoil, and she couldn’t concentrate on what the others were talking about. She was grateful for Zoltan’s ability to chat while she couldn’t even form a thought. He was talking about his experiences having a new job and meeting Ilona, and he spoke about his family. Elza was no better; she stood nervously by Ilona and refused to take a seat. Rua seemed like he wished to be somewhere else. The nervous tension in the air was palpable.

Finally, Csenge ended the uncomfortable visit by reaching over to hold Ilona’s hand. “We have to leave now, but we must get together soon. I can’t even imagine how it feels having no guidance, having to figure out everything by yourself now that you have accepted your ability. The role of the Healer is a big responsibility; I’m so sorry about your mother not being able to help you.”

You have no idea, Ilona thought. Time slowed again, and Ilona began to receive Csenge’s messages that only she seemed to be aware of. “I’m tired,” Csenge projected. “I want this to end. This life is not what it was meant for. I’m so sorry about your parents, Ilona, they deserved a better fate. They were good people. I hate keeping this law, which was made so long ago. It has gotten way out of hand, and we need to change things. We cannot live by rules that were made for people who lived in tribes. Kund doesn’t want to see that. For a while, I thought I succeeded, and we were going to change things. But Ond has a strong influence on him, and I can’t fight him alone.” Csenge paused for a second and then continued. “We cannot rule in unison anymore, and Kund has become a power-hungry monster. You made the best decision to take Ema back to the past. They know who she is, and they want her—not you. I cannot do anything alone, but the two of us might. You must find your Destiny Box that contains the message of the ancestors. It was hidden by your father somewhere in the past where Joland and Mora can’t find it. I’ll help you and communicate with you again when the time is right.”

Csenge released Ilona’s hand with a smile, and time sped up to normal. Ilona was frustrated. She had a million questions but couldn’t ask them. Csenge had spoken to her, but all she could do was listen. I’m in the dark. I don’t know anything!

Ilona opened her mouth to ask, but Csenge’s warning glance stopped her as she spoke. “Well, I hope we can get together soon. I’ll let you know,” she hurried to say before Ilona had a chance to ask another uncomfortable question.

Ilona forced her anxiety aside and smiled back, “Please do.” Then a thought occurred to her. She ignored Csenge’s warning and turned to Kund, “I want to ask you something if you don’t mind.” Ilona heard Elza and Rua taking loud, gasping breaths behind her, and Csenge seemed startled. Ilona glanced at Zoltan, who seemed a little taken aback, but he gave her a supporting and encouraging nod.

“Go ahead,” Kund answered.

Before she lost her courage, Ilona continued. “I’ve been experiencing some disturbing events lately. I was nearly killed by a crazed gunman and a delirious wrestler. Then there was a murderous deer and others, as well... for some reason, they all wanted to kill me. Have you any idea what I can do about these attacks?” She gazed into Kund’s eyes.

He seemed startled but collected himself quickly. Ond gave him a sharp look but didn’t say anything. “Hmm... indeed disturbing,” Kund answered. “It must have been a mistake. Those attacks were meant for someone else; I’m sure of it. I will ask our Safe Keeper to form a protective circle, right now.” He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket.

Ilona’s mind was racing. You just admitted that those were well-aimed attacks, buster. Not very smart, are you? Perhaps you’re just too self-assured or brainwashed, or you don’t give a damn!

As soon as the phone was in Kund’s hand Ilona watched him very closely. She saw him glance at Ond, who gave him a little nod. Ilona had excellent hearing and was sitting close enough to hear. She saw him pressing a number and heard a single beep. He began to speak in a raised voice. He was describing Ilona and her location in detail, but Ilona heard only his voice. No automated dialing or even a tone, and no sign of anyone at the other end. The phone was silent. The expression on Csenge’s face changed from disbelief to anger and then to disgust. She shot a glance at Ond, who stared her down with a smug expression, then raised one of his eyebrows. Ond looked at Kund, who nodded in agreement to something unspoken. That answered what Ilona wanted to know.

“It’s all taken care of.” Kund smiled.

“Thank you.” 

“Any time.”

“I think it’s time to go.” Csenge stood up, followed by Kund and Ond. “Thank you for the refreshments, it was nice of you.”

“You’re welcome. We enjoyed your short visit.” Ilona tried to sound casual and light.

The Leaders and Ond were gone in a couple of minutes. Ilona was deep in thought, trying to make sense of what had just happened.

Rua shouted, limping out of the room. “I don’t want to know anything! I want to stay completely out of this. Good night to you all.”

Elza looked after him sadly, “Seems like the herb worked, thanks to Elana. They didn’t suspect a thing.” 

“You would be surprised to know how much Csenge knows about us, that she’s not telling the other two,” Ilona revealed. “She communicated with me and told me a lot of things. She knows who Ema is and that she’s in the past, but luckily, she didn’t tell the other two about it.”

“When did that happen? I didn’t notice anything,” Zoltan asked, confused.

“Hopefully the other two didn’t, either. Now I understand what Csenge’s ability is. She can read thoughts and memories while the rest of us can read only the emotions that we feel at the exact moment when we touch. Despite the herb Elana gave us, she could read my thoughts and projected her thoughts and feelings to me.”  She told them in detail what she’d found out and told them about the phony phone call Kund had made. “It was a charade for my benefit, but a message to Ond to stop the attacks on me. I’m sure of it. They know who Ema is, and they will not give up looking for her. I think we can trust Csenge. She will help us.” Ilona assured.

Zoltan hugged her close, “At least you will be safe.”

“I’m not so sure. I don’t trust Kund and Ond especially.” She was thinking out loud. “Kund said Ond is his adviser. I wonder what it means... Why is he attacking me; or rather making others attack me?” 

“There are still too many unknowns,” Zoltan stated. “Elana said Joland’s descendants are the Law Keepers. It is the Law Keeper’s job to carry out punishment. Because of the misguided dream, they might have thought you were the second daughter of the Healer, so they had to destroy you. Ond was there each time when something happened. Do you think he’s the Law Keeper or perhaps he might be the representative of the Law Keeper?”

“Oh, I’m almost positive about that. Ond must be the one. Don’t you think so, Elza?”

“Yes, it is possible. I have the right to get certain information from the collective, but it doesn’t mean I can find out everything. As I mentioned, I bump into walls when I try to search for something I’m not supposed to know. To the best of my best knowledge, there is a Law Keeper, but nobody knows who she or he is. It could be Ond,” she speculated, looking deeply disturbed.

Elza shouted angrily, “We trusted them! They are betraying the People.” She looked as if the whole world had just crumbled at her feet. “They are supposed to be Leaders. We honor them for who they are and what they represent. How could they betray us?”

Ilona tried to soothe her, “Not all of them. Csenge seems to be a great Leader. She wants the best for our People. Kund is the one who has changed. I’m sure Ond controls him somehow. We have to figure this out and help Csenge make things right.”

“I’m so disappointed. I thought that...never mind what I thought or believed. We have to help her.”

“We will, I promise,” Ilona said with determination, and Zoltan nodded in agreement.

Ilona turned to Elza, “What do you know about my Destiny Box, Elza? My mother mentioned it, and now Csenge told me that I have to find it.”

“I heard your father saying something about it once, but I didn’t pay attention. Sorry.” 

“Another mystery. Just great!” Ilona was disappointed, but she had more important things to worry about.

She told Elza about the day they had spent with Ema and Elana. Elza listened in amazement, her mind at ease knowing her little girl was happy. They sat in silence, trying to digest what had happened to them.

Elza said goodnight after a short while and went upstairs. Ilona and Zoltan sat on the loveseat, close to each other. They were deep in thought, but Ilona felt the attraction between them once again. My senses were just fried I guess. When we were in the past, for a few minutes, I didn’t feel close to him or attracted to him. Now I want him close with every fiber of my body. 

Zoltan slid next to her and leaned over. They looked into each other’s eyes for a long moment, and then Ilona reached up to him. His face glowed in the soft light. He was so handsome that he took her breath away. Zoltan gave her a light kiss, then a more serious one and hugged her close to his taut body. He lingered at her full lips, and then kissed her smooth forehead, her eyes, and neck. He wasn’t hurried or forceful. When their lips touched, it felt sensual, sweet and soft.

Zoltan stroked Ilona’s face with the back of his hand and pushed her long hair out of her face. He looked lovingly into her eyes, “It feels wonderful being home again. You’re here with me.”

They talked for a while, and then Zoltan stood up and reluctantly said goodnight. Ilona didn’t give him any indication that she wanted him to stay, so they kissed on the porch, and she watched as he drove away.
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Mora’s Anger
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Mora was furious. Confined to her bed, her withered, ancient body shook with anger. No matter how hard she searched, she couldn’t find anything in the collective. She channeled Ond, “What is going on? Did everyone stop writing at once? I can’t see what’s happening anymore. Have you any news for me, son?”

Ond projected his silent thoughts, “Yes mother.”

“Well then, tell me!”

“Please mother, give me some time to get to my quarters so that I can concentrate on our connection. We just got back to the castle a few seconds ago.”

“Alright, contact me when you’re ready, but don’t make me wait too long.”

Ond released Csenge’s and Kund’s hands. He had transported them using his time-bending ability. Kund took a deep breath, stepped away from Ond and mumbled under his breath, “I’m never going to get used to this time travel. It makes me queasy every time.”

Csenge glanced at him and silently signaled the servant waiting in the corner. The man turned, opened the door of the antique cabinet next to him, and filled a crystal glass with ruby-red, sweet-smelling liquor. He placed the delicate glass on a small silver tray and walked toward the Leader, who collapsed into a comfortable armchair. Kund took the glass and drank the liquor slowly, savoring every drop. “What a day!” He glanced at Csenge, who took a seat across from him.

“Yes,” Csenge responded with a sad expression on her face.

Ond cleared his throat and spoke, “If you don’t need me anymore, I’d like to retire. Transporting two people drains me.”

Kund looked up and waved his hand as if dismissing a lowly servant, “Yes, of course.”

Ond’s blood boiled, and angry thoughts swirled in his mind while he turned and walked out of the room. How dare he treat me like this? Oh, fierce Leader, you will pay for this when I have full control over your mind! He closed the door behind him and hurried down the long corridor. Although the Leaders gave him access to a large, beautifully furnished apartment of their castle, they still interacted with him only when they needed his services.

As soon as he reached the privacy of his rooms, he channeled Mora. “Mother, I’m here, and I have some news for you. I transported the Leaders to Ilona’s house because the Elder’s Council decided that Ema, the one who was not supposed to be born, must die. I was ready to carry out the punishment that the Leaders had to witness, but they hid Ema. I suspect because Zoltan was there, and he seems to be very close to Ilona, that they hid her in the past.”

“How did they find out what the Elders were planning?”

Ond sighed, feeling frustrated, “I don’t know, but Ilona recognized me, and I was instructed by Kund to leave her alone.”

Mora fumed and shifted on the bed, “Damn the Leaders, Elders, and Royals who separated me from my beloved Joland and made me live this miserable life, all alone. Now, the only power I had left to read their diaries became useless. They stopped writing—all of them. How could they suspect that I could read everything they write? You have to be my eyes and ears from now on.”

“Yes, mother. What do you want me to do?”

Mora considered the possibilities and decided, “Do nothing, for now. I must think this over and make plans. I see now that I shouldn’t have asked your sister to make the boy and Ilona fall for each other, but it’s too late to take it back. He is too confused and useless to me after Elza’s meddling with the dream Rua sent, to make him fall in love with Ema. I’ll contact you when I decide what we should do.”

“Yes, mother.”
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Ilona pulled the covers up to her nose after the alarm had dragged her out of a wonderful, but confusing dream. She lay there, remembering Zoltan’s arms around her in the dream. His lips covered her lips with sweet, discovering kisses. Ilona felt a pulsating urge deep inside, while in the dream, responding to his touch. Then she was in Bela’s arms and felt the same arousal. I just had a delicious threesome in my dream, Ilona concluded, feeling embarrassed and confused. But who am I in love with? Zoltan is new and exciting, and I think I’m falling in love with him, yet Bela is the love of my life.

She wanted to stay in bed and think about the dream a little longer, but a quick look at the alarm clock made her jump out of bed. She rushed through a shower, breakfast and Morning Prayer. Elza and Rua were unusually quiet, sensing her distress.

Ilona drove Elza’s car, which was different from driving her Subaru. She hoped she would get her favorite car back in a couple of days. She drove into Hudson and slowed down on Main Street, looking up at the windows of Zoltan’s apartment. They were dark. Then she saw him stepping out of his front door. “Can I give you a ride?” Ilona called over.

Startled, Zoltan turned toward her, a smile spreading across his perfect face. Ilona thought bitterly. What is he doing here and most of all, what is he doing with me? I feel clearly that he likes me and wants to be with me, but still...

Zoltan got into Ilona’s car, and after their traditional Hunor greeting, he leaned over to kiss her. His lips were soft and warm. He pulled back and caressed her hand with the back of his index finger and held her eyes. “You’re so beautiful!” 

Ilona’s doubts almost disappeared, but still lingered in the recesses of her mind. She remembered how distant she felt about him when they visited Elana and Ema, in the past, but as they drove to the hospital garage, she felt his loving eyes on her. The mere closeness of him sent shivers down her spine, and she didn’t understand the indifference she felt about him when they were in the past. They walked into the ER together, holding hands that drew curious glances from the night shift. Later, after the gossip had spread, Ilona received stares suggesting more than curiosity.

“You little bitch! You hooked him right under our noses!” Stacey hissed when they were alone. She was one of the pretty single nurses who had her own plans for Zoltan.

“He’s free, and he can do whatever he wants,” Ilona hissed back.

“Yeah, he didn’t even give us a chance as soon as he saw you!” she accused angrily, but then softened a little. “I guess the bets are off now.” She smiled, but it was a sour one.

The breath choked in Ilona’s throat, “What bets?”

Stacey shrugged her shoulders. “Well, we were making bets about who he would go out with.” 

“Did anyone make a bet on me?” Ilona asked lightly, but, in fact, her throat constricted.

“Yeah, you were at the top. It looks to me as if most of us were right betting on you, although we weren’t sure if you would go out with him. You’re supposed to be the queen of all ice princesses you know, not dating and all.” Her tone was cocky. “I still hate you, though!” She gave Ilona a mocking smile and then walked away.

Ilona received curious stares from the others as well and noticed the whispers, followed by brief glances at Zoltan and her. Later, while they were sitting at the desk together, Zoltan took Ilona’s hand and looked into her eyes. Warmth flooded her insides, and at that moment, she didn’t care what the others were thinking or feeling. She just wanted him by her side.

Zoltan’s warm smile turned sad. “Can you see this ten-year-old boy for me? I suspect he has leukemia. I don’t want to do anything until you’ve seen him. Maybe you can do something before the blood test.”

“Of course.”

He led the way to a pale, fragile-looking boy, lying on a stretcher with his parents at his side. They were so worried; it nearly broke Ilona’s heart.

Zoltan turned to them, “Dr. O will take a look at your son if you don’t mind?”

“Why, is there something wrong?” the father asked, anxiously.

“I asked Dr. O to examine him because she has more experience with pediatrics than I do,” Zoltan explained.

The father wrung his hands, “Please, and thank you.”

Ilona touched the boy’s chest and belly, ran her fingers over his lymph nodes and then turned her back toward the parents, concealing the little boy from their view. She wished to heal him. Nothing happened. Ilona tried again, touched him on the chest and slid her hands down to his sides and belly, much slower this time. She didn’t see any images and didn’t feel anything, except his skin and muscles under her fingers. She tried to heal him, again, feeling no warmth in her fingers as she had hoped. Ilona straightened up and took her hands off the child. Sadness and confusion overtook her. She slowed time and in her time bubble thought about what happened, and finally, she understood.

She returned time to normal and looked at Zoltan, and then smiled weakly at the parents. “We will do some blood tests. His lymph nodes are swollen, which can be caused by many things. We need the tests to confirm what is causing it.” The parents thanked her, and Ilona walked away.

Zoltan followed her to the doctor’s desk. “What is wrong? It didn’t seem like you were able to do anything.”

Ilona turned to him, “Unfortunately, there is nothing I can do. I tried. I’m sorry.”

“Why? I saw you heal everyone you touched before.”

“I didn’t understand it at first, but now it’s coming together. He’s not a Hunor. I think my abilities are limited to healing Hunors with the same genetic makeup as mine. I’m sorry. I wish I could.” Ilona answered, sadly.

“Hmm... I understand. I thought there was no limitation to your gift. Is it that your abilities are paralyzed?”

“When I tried to heal him, nothing happened. It’s not like my abilities are paralyzed. It felt as if I didn’t even have them.” 

Zoltan hugged her close, “I’m so sorry.” He kissed her hair, and then looked at her with sympathy.

Ilona sighed, “I am disappointed. I was so excited about this healing business, but I think I must accept the limitations that come with it. There is nothing I can do for him.”

“I understand, but it’s still making me sad for them.” He gently squeezed Ilona’s arm, reassuring her of his understanding, and then turned toward the computer to order the necessary blood tests for the diagnosis.

They were busy all morning, but around lunchtime, the patient flow was slowing, and only a couple of lacerations and runny noses were waiting, which the PA could handle. Ilona remembered that Elza always packed enough lunch for two people, so she invited Zoltan to eat with her. They went to the break room, and Ilona took her lunch bag out of the fridge. As she opened the containers and put the chicken in the microwave, Zoltan sniffed, appreciating the aroma.

“Everything is homemade. Elza is an amazing cook,” Ilona chuckled. “She insists on making everything from scratch. She never buys the ready-made stuff. I’m so lucky to have her. Most likely I would live on cold cereal if she weren’t taking care of my stomach.”

Zoltan laughed, “What did you eat when you lived in the city?”

“I was lucky again. Bela is a very good cook. He loves creating new concoctions in the kitchen.”

The corners of his lips turned down a little, “Oh, you lived in the same apartment?”

“Yes, he’s my ‘best’ friend, you remember?” Ilona teased.

He sighed, “I wish we had met each other back then.”

“I think we can appreciate each other better with bad experiences behind us, don’t you think?”

“You really think that bad experiences make us stronger?”

“Yes, most experiences, although not all of them.”

“For example, let’s take this little boy with leukemia, whom I couldn’t heal. It is a bad experience to live through, and I feel powerless and angry having to admit I cannot help him. Does it make me a stronger person? No. It makes me humble. But if I look at it from a different perspective, it has some effect that makes me stronger, too. Knowing I’m a doctor, I can still help him—if not the easy way with my magical abilities, then the hard way with painful tests and awful chemotherapy. Regardless, I can still help.”

“How did bad relationships make you stronger?”

“They made me independent and forced me to learn to rely on myself, I think. They made me realize I can make myself happy—although not fully—but happy with myself. I don’t have to depend on someone else to make me happy. Am I strong? I have doubts about myself, of course, but yes, I’m strong.”

“So, you think you don’t need to be in a relationship to be happy?”

“I think that finding the right person would make me fully happy,” Ilona answered, then stood up and walked to her locker. Inside the door was a laminated, handwritten letter taped to the metal cabinet. She pulled it off, turned, sat down and handed the letter to Zoltan. “My Dad wrote this to my mom when I was little. She treasured it so much that I kept it.

Zoltan leaned over and read the words out loud. “I don’t love you because I need you. I need you because I love you.” With so much depth in his eyes, Ilona could really see inside him, “So corny yet so beautiful. Have you found the right person?”

Hesitantly, Ilona responded, “I don’t know yet...”

Zoltan reached for Ilona’s hand and gently kissed her fingertips. “I know I have.” He held her eyes captive.

They were brought back to reality when a code was paged. In an instant, they darted from the break room and rushed into the trauma area, which was being prepared for an ambulance’s arrival.

Sue, one of the most experienced ER nurses, met them at the door. “Eighty-two-year-old male was down for an unknown time, found by his wife. ACLS protocol initiated by EMS forty minutes ago. He is intubated, and they were not able to establish cardiac and respiratory function.”

The drilled-in by experience words were tempered with a sad expression on her face, as she handed Ilona the list of medications that had been called in by the EMT en route.

The automatic door to the ER swung open, and the stretcher with the patient on it rolled in. One of the EMTs was on top of the man, performing chest compressions on him, and Ilona heard the rhythmical hissing of the Ambu bag squeezed by the paramedic, forcing air into the patient’s lungs. They transferred the elderly man to a stretcher with one swift movement. Practiced hands attached the cardiac monitor on him and the respiratory tech hooked him up to the ventilator.

“Stop compression,” Ilona instructed. “Let’s get a rhythm.”

Ilona listened to his chest, checked his pupils, pulse, and looked at the monitor. She scanned the med list and concluded with sadness that the paramedic did everything possible to save the patient, and there was nothing more they could do. He’d had all the protocol medications to no avail; it was his time, they had to let him go. Ilona stood by the stretcher and stroked the old man’s head.

She looked at the clock and then the group of staff standing around the bed. “There is nothing more we can do. Time of death is 12:20. Thanks for your efforts,” Ilona piped, looking at the array of nurses, aides, EMTs, respiratory and imaging techs. She began chanting the send-off for the dead in ancient Hunor.

[image: image]

Begin your journey,

Evaluate your life.

Carry the good,

Let love be your guide.

One door closed

And one is open wide,

It is the order of things,

The endless circle of life.
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It took Ilona by surprise when Zoltan joined her. The ritual she performed when she lost a patient didn’t draw curious glances anymore. The staff members who presented at codes were used to her chanting, and every time, silently waited for her to finish. Although they didn’t understand the words, they guessed it was a prayer of some kind. Ilona had begun doing it when she was an intern, but later it became a routine. It was her way of acknowledging and respecting the end of a life.
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Ilona remembered a conversation she had with her mother when she was a little girl. Her mother told her about the meaning of life and death; “We live our life, learn and experience things. When our physical body dies, we move on to the spirit world, and after a while, we are born into a new body and new life. It’s a never-ending circle. Some of us remember more about our previous lives, and we carry the experiences to the new life; others forget and keep making the same mistakes, over and over again. It’s as if we never really die; we just move on to the next life to learn more.”

Ilona had argued, “But mom, how can we learn if we don’t remember what we knew before?”

“We do remember, not consciously, but we do. We remember feelings and thoughts as déjà vu. These feelings warn us about past mistakes. We ignore them most of the time, but occasionally we get the message and make the right choice.”

Ilona always wished that she could remember. She often wondered who she had been before and what kind of person she had been. “But mom, why can’t we stay who we are?”

“When we choose to be reborn and take a new physical body, we don’t know what will happen to us and who we will become. Some old souls choose to stay in the spirit world.”

Ilona thought about it. “Oh, okay then. I can decide when I get there.”

She remembered how much relief she felt hearing her mother’s words. Despite all the knowledge she gathered since that conversation about life and death, she chose to believe in what her mother told her.
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She snapped out of her remembrance when everyone started moving and began the task of caring for the dead, during which there was no place for joking and teasing, the only time in the life of the ER when everyone performed their tasks in silence.

The afternoon was busy, with more and more patients flooding the ER.

Zoltan’s phone rang around five. “My mother,” he mouthed, with a concerned expression. He listened intently, creasing his forehead. Then a huge grin spread across his face. “I’m glad he’s okay; yeah, it can only happen to Dad,” he chuckled. “Call you later, Mom, I’m at work.”

He hung up and turned to Ilona to explain. “Mom called from Kennedy. My father just arrived from a European business trip. He had a huge suitcase, which sent the metal detectors into a frenzy. When they asked him what was in it, he said, “Nothing but a kitchen sink.” The guard thought he was joking with him and became angry. When he insisted, my father kept saying, ‘Yes, a kitchen sink, really is in the suitcase.’ Then they ushered him into a room, strip-searched him, and the bomb squad opened his suitcase.”

Zoltan laughed hysterically as Ilona gaped in horror, as did the nurses who had gathered around to hear the story. “When the suitcase was opened, it really was a stainless-steel kitchen sink he’d bought in Budapest as a surprise gift for my brother who has just moved into his new house. They let him go and escorted him out to the terminal.”

Zoltan finished wiping his eyes, still chuckling. Everyone laughed with him in relief. “You see,” he turned to us to explain, “My father is an unintentional clown. He’s this tall and sophisticated businessman type of guy, who looks as if he’s never learned to laugh or tell a joke. But when he says something funny, it throws everyone off guard. His joke provokes ten times more laughter than a jovial person’s would because you don’t expect it from him.”

Ilona tried to picture his father, probably an older version of him. She wondered if she would ever meet him.

The rest of the afternoon was uneventful. They made a good team, and they enjoyed each other’s company. Ilona felt natural and comfortable to be close to him.

They had the usual patient load of chest pains, abdominal pains, and various injuries. One case was a teenage boy who was rolled in on a stretcher on his belly, bellowing in pain.

A young, stocky boy holding onto the stretcher with tears rolling down his face kept saying, “I’m so sorry! You don’t know how sorry I am!”

“You shot me in the butt, you idiot!” the boy on the stretcher cried.

“I didn’t mean to! You must believe me, I didn’t mean to. That stupid nail gun just fired when I picked it up.”

“Because you’re stupid, that’s why!”

“I’m so sorry!”

“Alright! Stop saying that already.”

“Do you forgive me?”

“Yea, I will. Not now, maybe tomorrow. After they dig the nail out of my butt.”

Brian, the paramedic, had difficulty containing a laugh and everyone turned away and tried to stifle the smiles, forcing serious expressions on their faces.

The next case was Ilona’s, and it was no less interesting. A man walked up to the registration window, showing a zip-lock bag filled with ice, containing his three severed fingers. The young registrar took one look and slid under the desk, unconscious.

The patient yelled for the triage nurse to check on her. “She just fainted when I showed her my fingers!” he exclaimed indignantly. “I thought you people wouldn’t be grossed out by these things.”

The triage nurse alerted the staff, and the nurse’s aides lifted up Shardee, who was slowly coming to. She was shivering and looked like she was about to throw up. Cathy, the bubbly blonde nurse, medicated her, tucked her into a nearby bed, and stayed with her.

“This crazy guy just shoved his bloody fingers in my face,” Shardee sobbed hysterically. “He should be locked up in the psych ward!” Cathy nodded amen to that, patting her shoulders to calm her down.

Ilona examined the man’s hand. It was a clean cut by a table saw, so she sent him to a neurosurgeon via ambulance. To top the day off, Ilona’s next patient was a mid-forties man with chest pains. At first, it seemed like a usual case and Ilona ordered the routine tests. She looked at his EKG, which revealed a heart attack.

He had a heart transplant ten-year prior and was on multiple medications to support his heart function, as well as to prevent organ rejection. He seemed extremely nervous, and Ilona assured him that she would do everything possible.

They had to wait for the blood test results to come back. In the meantime, Ilona ordered Aspirin to prevent platelet clumping and a low dose of Morphine to ease his pain and to control his breathing. Ilona was surprised he had lived so long, and she was very eager to help him live longer.

Ilona turned to walk out to consult with Zoltan about the course of action they should take, but she hesitated. Something was nagging at her, a feeling that she may have missed something. Then she realized what had grabbed her attention: it was seeing his children. The young boy about six stood by the bed and a baby girl probably six months or so was sitting on her mother’s lap, in the corner. They both had a faint Hunor sign on their wrists, but Ilona could only detect a resemblance to the feeling she usually had when meeting Hunors. They didn’t smell or feel right; as if they were Hunors, but not completely. Ilona realized it was a similar feeling she had all her life with Bela. She couldn’t explain what it was. The boy smiled at her, then turned back to watch his father sadly. As soon as Ilona looked at the baby, the child extended her arms towards her, giving her a big smile.
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