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			Dedication

			
		
    DOUBLE DEDICATION





To my mother, Alana, for making me proud to have Finnish heritage and the encouragement to always want to learn more of what our family believed and held in their hearts.  Thank you for teaching me to believe in hope, faith, and a greater power beyond one’s self. 


Thank you for reminding me magic exists everywhere.  Even the tallest of tales always include a hint of truth…a history worth looking for…no matter where that journey may take you.  The stories can be either triumph or tragedy…but the beauty is what you TAKE from that story and how you pass that on to the next bright-eyed and curious generation.





To my father, Bill, for providing me even more Viking/Nordic DNA.  The good looks, charm, and overall charisma were definitely an added bonus, so thank you for that.


Thank you for showing me faith and belief can actually show results if you’re willing to put it to work.  Whether its faith or the belief in one’s self to succeed…that alone made me ‘unstoppable’…once I got off my butt and worked at it.  Thank you for giving me the self-worth and esteem to not be afraid of that work.  Being the boost even when I never realized I needed it to remain focused and driven to be the best I could be. 








I would like to thank you both for showing me how to always find humor no matter how difficult any given situation.  Thank you for being the perfect balance to each other so I could benefit.  Thank you for keeping me curious and unafraid to take those life journeys, but grounded when it came to choosing what was worth seeking or battles worth the fight.


I love you both more than words can say.  Thank you for this life and our many journeys! 
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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. 
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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
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