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Chapter One Wondrous New Day 

	 

	The crowd couldn’t take their eyes off their team’s star player Hayden Harper. Local heart-throb and captain of the Parkwood High School basketball team, in Waxhaw, North Carolina. Hayden’s focus was not just on winning the biggest game of the year, the finals, but to also show off to the college scouts that held the keys to a longawaited, well-deserved scholarship.  

	With an easy swagger he weaved through two defending players to take control of the ball to bring it up through the court. Gazing up, he saw five seconds remaining on the clock with his team down by one. The whole state championship relied on him; the opponent team was hot on his trails as he dribbled the ball before taking the crucial shot at the three-point line. With a skip and beat of his heart the ball circled the rim. All eyes followed the ball with excruciating impatience, holding their breath, one side hoping to make the shot while the other prayed for the opposite outcome, but their prayers fell on deaf ears as it found the hole. He had done it but before he had time to soak in his victory the entire arena exploded, drowning out the sighs from the losing team. Through the body slams and cheers Hayden’s teammates surrounded and lifted him up on their shoulders. He was so excited that the scream raging within needed time to grow before exploding outwards, causing his adoring classmates and team to follow his lead. Everything seemed to slow down as confetti and streamers filled the air from above, filling the court with a collage of victorious colour until, without warning, his world seemed to flicker out of focus. 

	 

	“It’s now 7:30 am on the dot in the always classic city of Charlotte, with another perfect 78 degrees on the radar.”  

	 Clearly dreaming, he was left feeling bitter as he turned to see the radio system in his room had automatically turned on, fazing him for a few moments before he grabbed the remote from his bedside table and turned it off, while stretching and yawning loudly. Assuming that it must have been his father, Dylan, he was preparing to yell when the morning light caught his eyes, stunning him.  

	With his eyes back in focus, he looked out of his father’s large city condo to see tall buildings standing in all their glory and cars already driving around madly. Hayden’s number one place to be in the city of Charlotte is the TWC Arena, where he can check out the competition and cheer along his beloved Boston Celtics. However, past the burritos, hotdogs and mind-blowing all-you-can-eat tailgating mega feasts, he couldn’t help being reminded of his late grandmother’s first and only visit to the city. It was meant to be a weekend stay but after spending only a few hours in the heart of the city with the locals running around like headless chooks, it turned out to be enough to put her off for life. 

	‘City folk are always on the go, trying to get through the day as fast as they can. Never willing to take a moment to stop and soak in the fresh morning sun… if only they did, they would see the beauty in a wondrous new day.’ 

	Hayden fondly recalled her words but the last memory he has of her is tainted by the brutal divorce of his parents. After months of trying to repair their relationship and failing miserably, Hayden along with his mother Hayley retreated back home to live with his grandmother – where they truly believed they could move forward instead of dwelling on the worst year of their lives. But Dylan wasn’t willing to let them go that easily without a fight. Dylan’s obsessive behaviour and constant bickering was turning their lives upside down and, in the middle of a heated argument, Hayden’s grandmother suffered a heart attack and passed away soon after. In a sea of pain, blame and refusal to forgive, an uncontrollable hate built within, eating away the very love Hayden once felt for his father. 

	Laying back down, Hayden’s thoughts drifted to his friend’s simply shooting some hoops instead of being stuck here. Forced to spend most of his unfair suspension with the one person he wanted nothing to do with. 

	‘Why doesn’t mum hate him? Finally get full custody so he wouldn’t have to spend a single second with his cheating asshole of a dad,’ thought Hayden.  

	Knowing all too well that his mother Hayley, though devastated because her childhood sweetheart hurt her in a way she couldn't forgive, wasn’t stubborn enough to deny Dylan seeing his son. Though discovering his betrayal was the worst day of her life, she was still willing to give him a second chance until time made her see that too much had changed between them and no matter how much she tried, she couldn’t truly trust him again.  

	With thoughts of feeling like a prisoner and dwelling on the past, Hayden called his father out for some good old-fashioned yelling. 

	“Coming!” replied Dylan walking up the stairs of his large, very expensive city condo, built for what he believed at the time would be for his entire family, but in the end turned out to be a space inhabited by himself and the occasional reluctant visit from his son, leaving the whole décor feeling impersonal and plain.  

	“I know it’s early, but I have an early start,” Dylan explained gently, not wanting to start a fight after only one night.  

	“Whatever,” grunted Hayden falling back down onto his pillow. Satisfied, Dylan turned to leave when Hayden suddenly sat back up.  

	“This is dumb!” he barked.  

	Anyone could tell they were related, having the same chestnut brown hair, light blue eyes and very similar striking looks. Handsome, soft and smooth features that appealed to most but were in fact a personal trait Hayden wished he could change seeing so much of his father in photos and whenever he looked in the mirror.  

	“Why do I have to wake up so damn early for you? I’m meant to be relaxing. I’m seventeen, give me a break, I can look after myself!”  

	‘Not even a day and already complaining,’ Dylan thought. “You are in no way on a vacation! You were suspended.” 

	“You know what I mean!” Hayden frowned, hitting him square in the face with his top pillow.  

	“Hayden! That’s not funny.” 

	“It’s a pillow not a frying pan, calm down, it’s not like you’re gonna need stitches.” 

	“Don’t do it again.”  

	“Or what?” smiled Hayden, daring him to come up with a threat. 

	“Just…don’t do it again.” 

	“Well-crafted response, really,” he smirked, laying back down. “Well done.” 

	“What are you doing? Get up. I have to work and there is not a chance for all the money in the world I am leaving you here alone again, not after last time. So, please, spare me the melodrama and get ready for a day at the youth centre,” Dylan said firmly, which Hayden chose to ignore by turning on his TV. Unimpressed, Dylan shut it off right away. “I haven’t seen you in months, give me a break here,” he pleaded.  

	“Karma’s a bitch.” 

	“What is that supposed to mean?” he asked, getting frustrated with his hands defensively on his hips even after Hayden stood up.  

	“When you’re a cheating bastard expect things to blow up in your face,” Hayden answered trying to get a rise out of him by gesturing his fists exploding in his father’s face.  

	“Hayden, I made a mis— you know what, I’m not going to go down that road with you again. Get dressed, case closed!” Dylan demanded, turning away from his son, wanting to apologise but knowing now any excuses or attempts to explain his actions would just seem forced and empty.  

	“Get stuffed, you can’t keep me here…” Hayden yelled turning his father back around, “… just give it up already. I’ll never forgive you, why should I? Nan’s dead because of you, and trying to play happy family is never gonna happen!” 

	 Dylan had heard this routine before. It never got any easier to hear or handle but the constant fighting and complete lack of control in his son’s life was taking its toll. So desperately uncertain as to how to repair their relationship to what it was, Dylan searched for any sign that Hayden still cared for him, but only found the same stubborn hateful look he had seen time after time. The same look that refused to see reason.  

	“Why do you think your mother sent you here? She’s sick of you,” snapped Dylan wanting some kind of control and authority back. “Always getting into trouble, it’s such a small school, how is that possible? Why can’t you learn to walk away? Like any normal person with half a brain would. I can’t believe you slammed someone’s head through a window…” Dylan unloaded, swinging his arms wildly.  

	“He was asking for it… besides it was an accident anyway,” whinged Hayden, pressing up against his father.  

	“You’re ridiculous sometimes,” grunted Dylan not backing away from his son’s face. “…it’s never your fault? But you’re always so willing to throw the blame around.”  

	“Don’t go there,” Hayden warned him.  

	“We broke up, it was my fault, always my fault! Do you ever think that it was hers as well? No, because you’re such a little brat, what you decide is decreed and bound by your ego, no exceptions or excuses.” Every word softening Dylan’s guilt ever so slightly. 

	Close to reaching boiling point, Hayden pushed him and suddenly it occurred to Dylan in that moment that he had gone too far. Watching the mixture of hate and sadness wash through his son.  

	“Oh, Hayden… I’m sorry,” he whispered in a quiet plea for forgiveness, but his son felt no sympathy. The fuse had been lit and, without considering the consequences, he let his fists fly. Dylan’s head fell back violently and before he had time to centre himself Hayden gripped his suit jacket and pushed him up against the wall, scaring him beyond any kind of thought or reaction.  

	“Don’t try to say you’re sorry or try to make it right. I’m sick of hearing it!” he shouted, shoving him. “…it’s too late. I would rather piss blood than have to hear your shit apologies. I wish you were just…dead!” Hayden admitted for the very first time. “…if you were gone. I wouldn’t have to see that look… that look on mum’s face…every time you come around. I wouldn’t have to see her fall apart,” he explained, his voice breaking away from him as he tried to hold back his tears. “Do you get that? Do you?” he choked back, his head dropping on his father’s chest as he battled the tidal wave of hurt attacking his heart. ‘Don’t you dare cry in front of him!’ warned Hayden’s subconscious. ‘He doesn’t get to see you cry!’  

	Quickly Hayden came to his senses and composed himself. “Just do us all a favour and leave us the-hellalone!” he demanded, finally letting him go before the tears had a chance to truly escape.  

	Dylan couldn’t believe what had just happened, he felt too ashamed to find the right words to say, forced to watch Hayden leave the room. The ‘long time coming’ vicious blows symbolising the damage he had caused his family. Dylan saw that now clearer than ever before. Things had gone too far and he had been a fool to believe showing him he still cared would eventually fix everything. He couldn’t do it anymore; this was destined to happen, he had to let him go, allow them to move on with their lives. Defeated, Dylan found his son talking to his mother downstairs on the apartment’s house phone. Hardly prepared to let him go, but too lost in his failure to see any other way, Dylan caught his son’s last words to “Hurry, okay” before he watched Hayden hang up and ran back upstairs.  

	Minutes later Hayley rang back, wanting to decide for herself whether or not Dylan was out of line, and if it was serious enough to drive all the way into the city to pick him back up.  

	“What happened? It’s not even eight o’clock in the morning and you’ve already managed to start a fight, you’re supposed to care about him not tell him he’s a pain.” 

	Dylan’s voice trembled: “Stop, just stop.” 

	“How dare you! I never should have forced him to stay there, why do you always…” 

	“He-he hit me,” Dylan managed to say, silencing Hayley instantly. “… He wished I was dead. I-I…thought I could make up for all the things I have done. Everything I missed. But he won’t let me. He was right, this whole time, he was right. Of course, he would be better off without me, you as well.” Not wanting any of this for his family, Dylan was barely able to bring himself to say what he knew he needed to, leaving Hayley in disbelief.  

	“What else can I do?” Dylan asked almost a minute later. “… All the arguing, everything we have said to each other, I just can’t… it’s too much, I can’t do it anymore.” 

	“Dylan, he loves you! He just needs time,” Hayley managed to say with tears in her eyes.  

	Listening on top of the stairs Dylan’s pain only made Hayden even more enraged. ‘So innocently the victim, nothing is ever his fault. I hate him, I hate him…’ Unable to suffer in silence a moment longer he stood up and started yelling at the top of his lungs. 

	“Oh God. He was listening,” Dylan thought out loud.  

	“Hayden, I made one really-stupid – God-huge – mistake, I’m sorry, if I could…” before he could say another word he had suddenly stopped moving, stuck with the same look of shock and sadness written all over his face. Still clutching the phone, frozen. 

	


Chapter Two Ready or Not  

	 

	Hayden felt numb staring down at his father, paralysed in a tomb of his own suffering. After checking if everything was still working on his end, he ran to his father’s side. 

	“What the hell?” he mumbled, concentrating on Dylan’s chest not at all moving up and down. Just then a deep booming voice called out his name, eerily echoing through the entire apartment. His eyes darted to the kitchen, then the living room, the staircase but saw nothing out of the ordinary, there was no one in sight, yet the voice continued to repeat his whole name: “Hayden Ryan Harper.”  

	He felt boxed in scanning all around, expecting to see something but not actually wanting to because it meant something out of the ordinary was happening. Were they using speakers? What was wrong with his dad? Was he involved? Too afraid to take a step, each vowel vibrated over his skin, causing his hair to stand on end. What did they want from him? He couldn’t stand it; he covered his ears but what he really wanted to do was run and hide. If only he knew where the person was, he could run the opposite way but he couldn’t spot a damned thing, until a flash of light suddenly whipped past the corner of his eye. Turning back around, he saw a rip of white light forming downwards in the middle of the living room. As the scratch-like-rip grew longer and wider, the very air in the room seemed to vanish into its crevice, giving birth to an explosion of blue illumination entangled with white. The whole apartment lit up with a powerful blinding burst. Through shielded hands Hayden was certain he spotted the heel of a woman’s shoe emerging from the rip. Suffering with blurry vision and extreme doubt, he leaned in close, convinced his eyes were playing tricks on him. But there it was, a modest white heel followed by a silky smooth, milky white chocolate leg. As the rest of her followed his mouth flew open, he was right, the woman’s beauty was striking. Confidently standing before him in an enticing body, hugging fulllength white as snow dress that complemented her perfectly pinned up, very stylish, curly, ruby red hair. Two superbly crafted, pure-silk, angel-shaped wing sleeves hang off the woman’s seductively bare shoulders. She was gorgeous, appearing as if she materialised from a runway, apart from those abnormal wide eyes, their sheer size seemed almost alien, so intimidating Hayden was almost completely distracted from witnessing the scratch of light repair itself.  

	“I am Iris, and my purpose is to teach you, but first I must release your abilities.” Her eyes began to sparkle from a dazzling green to a bright blue, forcing Hayden to chuckle loudly. Ludicrously dumbfounded. 

	“Are you serious? This is a joke, right?” he asked, looking around for the hidden cameras which didn’t seem to please the woman. Tilting her head slightly in anger, she headed towards Dylan with a feisty determination that caused Hayden to jerk in surprise. Without any noticeable action on her part, Dylan was free from his frozen prison, naturally jumping back speechless at the very sight of her. Transferring her focus away from Hayden’s reaction, the woman’s hand flew towards Dylan’s chest, instantly he began to twitch and moan in pain, but all Hayden could see was her hand simply hovering above his father’s chest.  

	“Dad!” he shouted. “What’s happening? Are you doing this? Stop!”  

	“If you don’t do something, you and your father will die.” She was clearly serious, her vicious expression and commanding tone made Hayden want to bolt for the front door. In his moment of weakness, he could hear her repeating her warning inside the walls of his mind. Not really thinking clearly, he ran towards her, only to be pushed back by an unseen force that slammed him into a small wooden table at the bottom of the stairs. The woman demanded that he get up and, just in case he didn’t get the message, she lifted Dylan off the ground by simply lifting her hand higher. 

	As Hayden picked himself up, he could see his father struggling to stay conscious.  

	“STOP IT!!!” he screamed trying his luck again, this time armed with a leg from the broken table.  

	Using one hand Iris disarmed him and with the other she slid Dylan across the light brown timber floor into the kitchen area. Leaving him gasping for air, she quickly replaced her hold with that of Hayden.  

	Hanging helplessly in the air, Hayden had no time to squirm free as a terrible coldness struck his body, paralysing him from the neck down. Feeling like an icytreat he was forced to look directly into those eyes. ‘She’s an Ice Queen. This can’t possibly be happening?’ 

	Wasting no time, Iris began to dig her way through his thoughts, somehow taking every good memory that made up the very essence of his soul. A deep feeling of emptiness devoured everything he once knew, leaving nothing but a bottomless pit in its wake. So severe he could no longer recall his own name as he fell deeper and deeper into the emptiness. Without warning, an overwhelming rush of anger surged through his body. 

	Unable to recall the cause of such an emotion, he realised that he was not the owner. The pain was merciless; each hit took more and more out of him and in very little time he was consumed by souls crying out in agony. The invasion of emotional devastation became clear when his very consciousness was taken to a little girl trapped in a small barn burning down around her; he could feel the sheer heat surrounding her in a river of tears. She was crying out for her mummy but it was a call her mother would never hear over the panicking sounds of two horse’s kicking and neighing to be free. Hayden believed he could help her, but was pulled away to a hospital ward where a father was cradling his fragile dead son in his arms; after losing his long time battle with Leukaemia. Next, came a dark teenage boy in the instant of making the biggest mistake of his life, holding a gun to a frightened store clerk’s head. The overwhelming power of humanity at its worst continued to build until it swallowed Hayden whole. He was now that little girl, that father, that foolish boy all at once. He knew things he shouldn’t, their personalities were now his own, their fears, likes and dislikes. He knew the father’s favourite time of day was when his three other sons were all in bed, giving him the perfect opportunity to retreat to his man cave for the last hour of Sports Center before the missus would get home. He saw images of their lives coming together in a ride he didn’t want to take. A talking Barbie, green squeaky aliens flashed past his eyes as he saw the little girl’s favourite scenes from all the Toy Story movies play out. Buzz and Woody racing towards the moving van, the cute little green aliens calling Mr Potato head ‘Daddy’, Barbie meeting Ken… over and over again before his mind switches gears to the foolish teenage boy. He saw him blowing up mailboxes, sneaking beer from his father’s fridge, nicking chips and lollies from the local shop, throwing up after drinking a whole beer hanging upside down from the jungle gym, wanking off for the first time. Nothing was off limits, he saw it all and it was all too much, certain their presence was going to rip him in half. Then and only then was Iris satisfied, detaching her psyche from his own.  

	 

	Hayden was placed on the floor softly, where he lay gasping heavily but free from the pain that consumed him only seconds ago. He was overwhelmed with relief, blissfully unaware of everything around him, until he felt himself drowning in their fear and sorrow once more. The faces of these unknown people had returned with a vengeance and even though he was reduced to begging for mercy, their cruel fates continued to play out before his eyes. The foolish hoodlum boy received a text message, looking down at his pocket he wondered who it could be until he heard a distinctive sound of the hammer of a gun cocking. Before he faced the barrel, he cursed himself for not turning it off. He had zero time to react and Hayden saw and experienced a single bullet slam into the boy’s shoulder from every possible angle. He felt it tear and rip the boy open, spraying blood into the air. Falling in and out of reality, Hayden noticed Iris kneel down beside him. 

	“You have seen just the slightest aspect of what you can do… ” she said softly as Hayden witnessed the young robber pull the trigger of his small revolver and watched the bullet fly through the air of the junk-food-filled gas station hitting the store clerk squarely in the neck. “… I did not want you to feel this specific pain so early in your journey but in your case there was no other way.” Sadness filled the woman’s eyes as she took in the chaos.  “I can make the pain go away,” she gently explained mere moments later.  

	Terrified, Hayden turned away, needing to escape those eyes; the same eyes that violated his very soul. Crawling towards the stairs as quickly as he could, he used the rails to pick himself up just in time to witness the remains of a beam from the burning barn fall down on the little girl. He reached out to save her in a waterfall of tears but could do nothing to help, as the weight of the beam crashed. Devastated, he was forced to experience her little life slipping away as her whole world darkened. Though he himself was also being squashed, Hayden was floating, drifting up out of his body. Suddenly he felt something lightly caress his cheek steadying his entire body. 

	“Understand there is no going back now,” Iris tried to explain before Dylan rose to authority, sending nothing but threats her way. Looking over, Hayden saw his father clutching his chest, breathing heavily. Hayden warned him to shut up, afraid the worst was yet to come, even though right now he felt strangely calm. 

	“Why are you doing this?” Dylan gasped. “How are you doing this?” Iris took a taste of Dylan’s fear; as she expected, losing his son was on the top of his list, with a very close justified dose of confusion.  

	“Your son has powers,” she said slowly. 

	“What do you mean?”  

	“Everything will be fine; you just need to calm down.” 

	“I don’t think so, get away from him!” Dylan groaned, running towards her with cruel intentions, giving her no other option but to paralyse him inches from reaching his target, his fists firmly clenched. Glad he couldn’t get into trouble, Hayden didn’t realise Iris was on the move until he felt a pinching sensation in the pit of his stomach. 

	Looking down, he watched her fingers lightly travel up to his temple. In no time at all the three heart-breaking souls crying out began to slowly fade away, causing him to moan slightly as the luscious sensation of freedom and peace from their misery came over him. The pinching sensation travelled down his cheek and neck as Iris’s fingers combed down, coming to a stop in the middle of his chest. Looking up and down, he saw a stream of thick, black light seeping out of his own body into the woman’s hand. The very sight of this made him feel sick; slightly dry-retching, he soon came to the conclusion that he could no longer recall their faces, they had vanished. He was free.  

	“The pain, it’s gone. It’s gone,” Hayden smiled, bubbly and bright-eyed, forgetting all about what she had just done, until he fell upon that cold stare.  

	“You are in transition to become A Guardian of The Legacy of Lexie Tempress; that is rich in culture, obedience and trust, dating back centuries. Our sole purpose is to protect and defend any and all way of life,” she announced as if she were a schoolmistress addressing the entire school before pinpointing her disobedient student. “Now are you ready to talk or would you prefer to argue some more?”  

	Dylan knew exactly what she was referring to, instantly reminded of he and his son’s disagreement. “Of course,” he eventually grumbled before realising he couldn’t talk. Able to sense his willingness to move forward, Iris released him. Acting quickly, Dylan ran past her to look Hayden thoroughly over. Shaking but still in one piece, he wrapped his son in the warmth and safety of his arms. Both had forgotten the last time they had held each other, it felt so right, secure, until Iris shattered their peaceful solace by politely asking them to join her in the living room. Evaluating the situation like only a lawyer at heart could manage, Dylan knew she had the upper hand; they were now hostages and must appear to seem cooperative, until the opportunity to escape revealed itself. 

	“Dad, what should we do?” repeated Hayden.  

	“We sit down,” exhaled Dylan sharply, after much consideration. Not questioning his father for the first time in a long time, Hayden followed his lead and sat beside him on one of the white leather couches opposite from the strange woman.  

	“I know you have a lot of questions…” she acknowledged firmly, “but for now you must try to control yourselves. We are short on time and must be leaving soon.”  

	“Pardon!? I don’t think so! My son is not going anywhere with you!” said Dylan harshly, leaning forward before his instincts told him to follow his original plan, “…I mean, where would we be going?”  

	“Mr. Harper, I know you are frightened and believe appearing to cooperate with me will give you an opportunity to call on the nearest authority, but that attitude has no purpose for this is in no way a hostage situation. I do not want, nor wish to hurt you or your son.” Her voice was poised and structured, frighteningly confident. “My only initiative concerning Hayden is to teach and develop his gifts. So that he may have the option to help others. Instead of unintentionally hurting or very easily ending someone’s life. Which, from this moment on, is a very strong possibility,” she explained with her hands neatly folded in her lap.  

	Hayden didn’t know what to think. ‘What gifts? Very easily ending someone’s life. What the hell is happening!?’ 

	“I’m not a killer,” Hayden stood up pointing at her. “… I could never kill anyone and what powers? What are you talking about?”  

	Iris listened patiently, not once reacting to his ranting and raving. “You come here and almost kill us, then you want me to go with you, you’re nuts… there’s no chance, lady. Zero!” he shouted. Knowing exactly what she had to say, Iris quickly responded without pausing or beating around the bush: “I saved pointless hours of trying to release your powers and pointless questions that you and your father would have had if I simply knocked on the door. No Absorber is the same and with you I felt like I couldn’t achieve my goal any other way but to make you believe someone you loved was in danger; but what I cannot control is your decision to come with me.” 

	“Oh right. Good. Because I’m not going anywhere,” murmured Hayden, put off by her directness, slowly retreating back to his seat.  

	“I want to make myself perfectly clear,” she said directly, leaning forward in her seat, single-handedly causing father and son to lean back. “If you do not agree to come with me and train, you will be a hazard to everyone around you. Every day will be a battle. Your reaction to everyday mishaps like stubbing your toe or someone blocking you from scoring a point could have dire consequences. Your favourite takeaway store unable to supply you with your normal serving of cheesecovered-curly fries in a mountain of ketchup could lead to you swallowing a room full of innocent bystanders.”  

	“Ugh gross… Seriously?” asked Hayden, picturing taking a big chunk of someone roasting on a spit-fire bound and gagged, as their blood dripped from his own mouth.  

	“I doubt you will have time to roast anyone but yes, I am completely serious,” smirked Iris. Her smile was worse than her frown. 

	“Why would he want to do that?” Dylan questioned, trying to hide the concern in his voice.  

	“I wouldn’t do that,” Hayden barked before Iris had a chance to open her mouth.  

	“Of course you wouldn’t subconsciously hurt anyone…”  

	“Subconsciously, consciously, it isn’t gonna happen, period! Why the hell would you think I would in the first place?”  

	“I didn’t! I just want to be aware of all the circumstances that could lead to an attack and or event,” Dylan explained gingerly trying to justify his question.  

	“Bullshit,” Hayden blurted out, turning away, “…and stop talking like a lawyer, this isn’t some courtroom.”  

	“I’m not going to apologise for wanting you – and anyone else, for that matter – to remain safe,” he explained trying to recapture his son’s attention.  

	“Your bickering is achieving nothing practical but making you both frustrated at one another. Stop immediately!” firmly ordered Iris suddenly standing up from her seat before somehow transforming her entire body into a gust of wind that whipped past their faces and re-emerged next to the living room window, as if she flew.  

	“What do you expect?” snorted Dylan after the initial shock had worn off. “We’re talking about a seventeenyear-old teenager here. It’s in their DNA not to listen to their parents.”  

	“I don’t want to hear it,” she dismissed, strangely drawing a large circle with her fingertip over the glass.  

	


Chapter Three Expect the Unexpected 

	 

	Both Hayden and Dylan didn’t know what to think, watching her finger go around and around until a humming noise began to play, as if she were circling the rim of a wine glass. The very window where she continued to circle seemed to shriek and bubble under the noise as if someone was burning it with a large blow torch. Certain the glass would burst at any moment, both Hayden and Dylan huddle together bracing for impact but, instead of an explosion, an image of a large teenage girl came into view, turning the glass into a reflective conduit. It was the middle of the night and she was sitting at a desk clearly struggling with a page of math equations. Needing to escape the torture of not being able to recall what you are meant to do after you have carried the 1, she peered out of her bedroom window and begun to hum. She had fluffy bright ginger hair in a tight pony-tail with a light dusting of freckles all over her face and arms, green hazel eyes, round cheeks and a rather wide nose. Unable to fight the urge to sing, she turned on her laptop, wedging the knife in between the frames of her bedroom door while it loaded. Now safe from being caught or interrupted, she spun around on her heels and pressed play.  

	Immediately an up-beat song began to play and she was using a pen as a microphone. Her voice was terrible but that didn’t deter her from singing with all her might and dramatically lifting her hands as if she was on stage and the view outside her window was her adoring audience.  

	 

	I’ve learned to slam on the brake, 

	Before I even turn the key, 

	Before I make the mistake, 

	Before I lead with the worst of me. 

	 

	Give them no reason to stare, No slipping up if you slip away. So I got nothing to share, No, I got nothing to say. 

	 

	Singing Waving Through a Window, a song from the Broadway show; Dear Evan Hansen, sang by Ben Platt, which she found one day while looking up musicals on 

	YouTube. Music clearly held a special place in her Heart. 

	“Uh, don’t quit your day job. Who’s the Chubby Chub?” Hayden asked, laughing at her misfortune. 

	“Lisa Salisbury,” Iris answered with a tone before sitting back down. 

	“That’s quite a trick you did there,” complemented Dylan trying to spot the projector hiding away. 

	“Who is Lisa Salisbury?” he then asked, trying to stray her glare away from Hayden. 

	“A very gifted young woman, who has a very rare, very powerful ability.” 

	“Why are you showing us this?” Hayden asked, confused. 

	“I didn’t show her for your benefit. I was merely checking up on her, but at least it stopped you two from bickering.” 

	 

	Step out, step out of the sun If you keep getting burned. 

	Step out, step out of the sun 

	Because you’ve learned, because you’ve learned. 

	 

	On the outside, always looking in 

	Will I ever be more than I’ve always been? ‘Cause I’m tap, tap, tapping on the glass I’m waving through a window. 

	I try to speak, but nobody can hear So I wait around for an answer to appear. 

	While I’m watch, watch, watching people pass 

	I’m waving through a window, oh 

	Can anybody see, is anybody waving back at me? 

	 

	Hayden was suddenly gripped by the passionate lyrics, every word sung was extremely personal to the girl and radiated a personal plea to the outside world. 

	“Now, where was I?” Iris asked herself taken in by Lisa’s heartfelt performance before her image slowly faded away, as did the humming noise. “Oh yes, whether you like it or not, you are now a hazard to everyone around you, this is your daily fate from now on. Emotions are very powerful things, they shape and affect everyone and we have the power to shape and affect them,” she explained this crucial information slowly and calmly, not wanting to overwhelm them but needing them to understand. “We can give anyone instant bliss before corrupting their whole way of life. Making them believe they have just lost everyone they have ever cared about.” She didn’t announce that unsettling truth easily, pausing for a few moments to allow her words to truly settle in. Never once taking her eyes off them, their facial expressions growing ever concerning, their colour ever pale. 

	“It feeds and nurtures us, and because of this, it can become a drug, tempting us to flavour, to take a small taste, then a little more until we lose control and devour that person completely. Their very essence. Leaving their physical body a shell, the perfect example of course being what I did to you—” 

	“What!?” Dylan screeched, finding his voice again with a jolt. 

	“Momentarily, of course…” Iris assured Dylan before focusing her attention back on Hayden, who was now fifty shades whiter, trying to process staying; or what his future could possibly be like if he left. 

	“Do you now understand why you must come with me? Devote yourself to maintaining your gift?” she asked gently. 

	“I get it,” he whispers relieving his dry lips. “I just don’t want to deal with any of it.”  

	Very concerned, Dylan’s hand fell on Hayden’s shoulder. He wanted to yank his son away from this nightmare and forget it ever happened, but as a combination of misery and uncertainty circled them, Dylan found himself unable to move, in sync with Hayden. He knew something had changed in his son, and unless he was willing to lock him up in a wooden box far away from society, he needed to believe this stranger was telling the truth and if so, honestly wanted to help.  

	“Okay. I’ll do it,” Hayden blurted out after a long deafening silence, pleasing Iris in a way she actually appeared to smile for a moment.  

	“Hayden,” hissed Dylan, feeling undermined when he wasn’t considered in this major decision. 

	“Dad, I don’t have a choice here, something’s happened…” he whispered, his voice trembling. “Something changed, it’s like something in me had to be turned on, like a switch and now it has,” he explained touching his chest. “I don’t know how else to explain it. I don’t want to go and leave everything, but I don’t want to hurt anyone either. I don’t have a choice. I have to go, get a handle on whatever is happening to me,” he admitted, only confirming what he had been debating and even trying to deny ever since Iris first began to explain.  

	“But there’s still so much we don’t know. Like how long you have to stay? What does this training entail? I’m not prepared for this,” admitted Dylan, breaking out in another layer of sweat and rubbing his suit pants frantically. 

	“And you think I am!? Ready to leave my stuff… the team, my friends, school?!” “Work,” added Dylan. 

	“Hayden, your journey will be long and vigorous. You will need to expect the unexpected. There will be days you will want to run away and days you will never want to end,” she tenderly explained standing up but keeping her distance, sensing their fear and uncertainty to how safe they really were. “But you’re not alone, your father will be right by your side for support. Which I’m sure he understands is more important than his career.” 

	Dylan could barely contain his snort, but without question he was going to be there to protect his son, as he helped him to his feet, both receiving the message loud and clear that it was time to go. Time to leave everything behind and fall into the great unknown with both feet, unprepared but together. 

	“New friends will come, I’m certain; and it may take years, maybe even a lifetime, but what you will grow to understand is that you were destined to be a Guardian. Destined to shape and effect.” 

	“Damn, this whole thing could take a lifetime! Is there a shortcut way at all?” asked Hayden, circling his hands around. “Or how about I stay here and do an online… type deal?”  

	Ignoring his query completely, she ordered them to take each other’s hands. Both quickly obeyed and even though they were terrified of what lied ahead – with comments about falling into another dimension if they were unfortunate enough to let go not helping their nerves –, they were also excited. Not knowing what was waiting for them was the biggest rush either had ever felt. Immediately after all three had joined hands, they could feel themselves being lifted from the ground slowly. A light sparkling blue was resonating from each of Iris’s hands with her oddly shaped ever-changing eyes fixed on the roof as they climbed higher and higher. With the ceiling only inches away, both Dylan and Hayden were about to warn their pilot but couldn’t find their voices. Iris’s frozen-like state had caught them further off guard as she appeared to not be breathing. They braced for impact but flew right through the building’s materials, unharmed and unseen by fellow condo owners. As they travelled higher and higher through the building they could feel a tingling sensation, passing through concrete, metal, couches, showers, pot-plants, sinks, stove tops and two people who were kissing, which was just awkward, until finally they reached the rooftop. Hanging helplessly, hundreds of feet in the air, shattered their sudden excitement. The dazzling view of large parks and man-made glories sent their stomachs swirling. Never having a problem with heights until now, Dylan tried to get through to Iris, but it was no use, the only sign she was still with them was her strong grip. Wishing he was anywhere else but here, Hayden closed his eyes hoping to somehow trick his body that he was safely on the ground, but the vicious howling wind made that an impossible task. Out of nowhere Hayden heard his father calling his name. The moment he opened his eyes to the outside world he didn’t need his father to explain, looking up he saw the peaceful morning blue sky being bombarded by a gathering of nasty grey clouds forming unnaturally fast. Within seconds the sky darkened, warning everyone below of the impending rain. In the distance the sound of thunder could be heard forcing them to silently assure themselves that this was all somehow normal, needing to believe they were going to be fine. Taking his eyes off his son, Dylan spotted an odd glow slowly forming above them. The white and blue luminosity seemed to need time to blossom as the rain began to fall down hard, soaking them. Both yelled for Iris to snap out of it but only the sky answered with a terrifying but beautiful explosion of lightning and the rumble of thunder, crashing down all around them. The harsh sound of the thunder seemed to be muffled somehow, while the dazzling lightning bolts amazed. Suddenly Iris’ hands twitched moments before all three were slingshot into the light, sending their screams along for the ride. 

	 



Chapter Four The Girl in The Little Green Dress 


	 

	The ground came suddenly. Landing upon it with a roller coaster thud, their stomachs lurched as loose dirt was sent flying into the air. Their breaths and chests heaved uncontrollably, but with some time and meaningful eye contact they managed to gather their composure, working together to calm one another. With their heartbeats not so spiked they realised that they were still holding hands. What was a saving grace a few minutes ago, was now awkward and far too intimate. They smiled politely and attempted to let go but couldn’t detach themselves, try as they might. It soon became a pointless response and as the scratch of light vanished before their eyes, their spectacular surroundings stole their focus. Bright green rolling hills were as far as the eye could see, overlooking what appeared to be a small town of different sized glass buildings. Standing strangely crooked and oddly close together in two separate rows, with a wide pathway dividing both sides. In the middle of doubting whether they were overlooking a town, or in fact a small city, Iris woke up from her trance-like state perfectly fine. Glad to be home, she took a deep breath in and ordered them to do the same. Just like removing a Band-Aid, Iris ripped her hands free; she knew that nothing she could attempt to clarify would truly prepare them for the side effects of teleporting for the first time. It was something they needed to experience for themselves, and they surely did. Within seconds Hayden’s knees buckled, his legs didn’t feel like his own and his head was spinning. Trying not to tumble over the weight of his own body, he watched Iris gently lead his reluctant father, who was just as uneasy on his feet down the hill. Left to his own devices, he took the time to centre himself before scrambling up. Wobbly but glad to be back on his feet again, Hayden felt that he was slightly damp even though he knew he should be saturated, before the dazzling view and fresh crisp air of his surroundings stole his focus. It was so odd to see no trees, bushes or even dry patches of land in sight, just acres upon acres of luscious green hills that seemed too perfect not to be artificial, but felt completely real underneath his exposed toes. With his senses wandering aimlessly he was drawn to a never-before-seen shade of rich purple peacefully drifting above. The sky was truly full of surprises as he spotted brushstrokes of baby blue throughout, before noticing a twinkle sparkling back at him. Investigating further there was another, then another, and soon he realised he was looking at a handful of stars scattered over the sky. Even though, bizarrely, it felt like it was the middle of the day. Quickly turning around, he saw the sun was out with the addition of thick circles of red and green revolving very slowly around it. It was confusing but engrossing to observe two stages of the day and the night intertwined. He wanted to catch up with the others, he didn’t trust the Ice Queen to be alone with his dad, but it was impossible to look away. The more you stared, the more you discovered; without warning something green flashed past his eyes, breaking the sky’s hold. He twisted his body towards the movement but it dashed the opposite way. He tried for the third time to be the charm but that didn’t work out either. Annoyed, he took a step back and finally the cause came into full view. Surprised, he saw a girl in a little green dress looking up at him. He knew something would be there but still, he jumped a mile. 

	“Oh, please not be scared, me won’t hurt you.” Seeming harmless, Hayden smiled back.  

	“You should see the sky at dark time… me mean night time,” she quickly corrected herself. “Welcome to Balladeen,” she announced a short time later, smiling brightly as she recalled the protocols of a meet and greet. Suddenly her smile dampened, and a faraway look crossed her gaze. She nodded to no one and jogged to the edge of the hill. Put out but interested, Hayden joined her to see Dylan and Iris were almost completely down the rather high hill.  

	“Coming,” she said out of the blue and both the little girl and woman shared a glance before Iris continued to move and console Dylan. Not sure what to make of his father being ushered away, Hayden saw the little girl was soon on the move, before realising with a tug she was dragging him along for the ride. She asked him who he was.  

	“Hayden, and that’s my dad Dylan,” he said pointing, while politely following her down the hill.  

	“Every-bodies are different and have very-very different names than your race.”  

	“Oh right. I’ll try to remember that,” said Hayden, a little unsure of what she meant. “Um… when you say different, what does that mean exactly?” he finally asked a little while later.  

	Coming to a stop, the little girl clenched her necklace before unwrapping her little fingers to show Hayden what she held so dear. Looking down he saw little ruby stones making up the outer edge of a small star, while a large emerald stone sat in the middle; matching her lime green dress. 

	“Sorry, they are what you call… um, what’s the word… um …give me a second… mammals!” Hayden couldn’t help smirking; she was so cute, searching the sky for answers with her small little fingers wrapped around her necklace once more. 

	“No… ah cats. Yes, no. Cows. Dogs?” Shaking his head Hayden decided to help. 

	“Do you mean humans?”  

	“Ahh yes, hum-ans,” she confirmed, crunching up her small button nose, that was covered in adorable freckles. 

	“Humans not like others here. Others have scary faces and sharp teeth, and many legs,” she said moving her hands around wildly. “Me now speaking your tongue. Me never learnt it before, but me think because me so young, me must, mean…me need to. Not really, really need to because of the en-chant-ment but mama asked me to, so me sorry if me don’t get words right,” she finished trailing off, slightly frazzled as she took his hand gently and kept moving forward. 

	Drawn to his father and Iris reaching the bottom of the hill, Hayden could no longer tame the thousands of questions he had stirring inside the walls of his mind. Such as being able to travel to different dimensions, being a future guardian, having powers, now this minefield. Like when she said “sharp teeth”. Hayden couldn’t stop thinking: ‘How crazy are we talking here? Are they just ugly or something more? And why does a small little girl not know the difference between people and cows? She looks completely normal, completely human, with shiny blonde hair, tied up in a bright pink ribbon. Maybe this is like some circus type deal; mixing trained animals and freaks together. Weirdos who can twist their legs over their heads. Great, I want to be a legendary NBA star, the next Michael Jordan, LeBron James or Josh Cohen’s, destroying world records, earning millions, not starring as a side act’.  

	“What’s the deal with Iris?” blurted out Hayden, startling the little girl.  

	“What you… say?” she whispered, stopping dead in her tracks.  

	“Is she usually so… mean?” 

	“Yes… really-really mean,” she answered, pulling him down slightly, “… but she teaches us and protects us. She does a lot to everyone… I mean for-for…everyone,” she mumbled tightening her grip on Hayden’s black basketball pyjama top. “That’s why me think she’s grumpy all the time.”  

	“You are taking too long, Willowstein.” frowned Iris coming out of nowhere, causing the little girl to take cover behind Hayden.  

	“We-we-we…were just talking,” she whispered, having trouble finding her voice.  

	“That’s fine,” acknowledged Iris. “But why don’t you try walking and talking at the same time,” she softly suggests before disappearing into thin air.  

	“She does that a lot,” the little girl frowned, before both noticed her reappear mere moments later beside Dylan causing his hair to whoosh up.  

	“How exactly?”  

	“Me think she can fly on the wind but me not sore, me mean sure.”  

	Glancing nervously at one another both decide it would be a good idea to run down the rest of the way.  

	“Where’s everyone?” Hayden asked once they had reached the bottom and he had a good look around.  

	“From your planet?” she asked slightly out of breath. “Yeah, from my planet,” he answered in disbelief, never imagining he would have to string that particular sentence together.  

	“In their rooms.”  

	“Resting?”  

	“While they can.” Willowstein laughed. “… Training can be a pain in the bottom.”  

	“Oh, okay,” uttered Hayden wishing he knew more about what he agreed to as his nerves reached hyperdrive.  

	“Or they could be involving… Me mean, en-joying the show,” 

	“What show?” 

	“You’ll see. No needs to worry, only hurts for a little while,” she slammed her forehead, letting something lose she shouldn’t have. “Me mean… me protect you,” she reassured him clumsily. 

	Hayden smiled politely even though he highly doubted a tiny little girl who looked no older than eight could protect someone twice her age. The only person he could in fact rely on was his father, whom at first Hayden couldn’t see, until he emerged from behind a tall man wearing a long black hooded trench coat yards away. Also standing beside his father was the Ice Queen, with her arms folded neatly across her stomach. ‘Hard-ass’ Hayden mumbled to himself before her expression caught him off guard. For some reason she was staring intensely at something behind him and before Hayden had a chance to react, a loud cracking noise filled the air. Certain glass was breaking, he swung around to see a very large, very noticeable spark of electricity bounce off the highest peak of the tallest building. Which, now that he could see much closer up, didn’t look like any manmade creation he had ever seen before. After the first initial spark, the ground began to shake as a much stronger bolt followed. Backing away slowly he looked down to see the little girl had already abandoned his side. 

	Clearly knowing something he didn’t.  

	


Chapter Five Never Judge a Book by Its Cover 

	 

	Fighting to keep his balance Hayden screamed out for answers, but no one paid any attention. More and more powerful currents of electricity sparked and bounced off every possible angle, using the building’s surface as its very own antenna. With danger above and below, all the hairs stood on end, he tried to run away but in the heart of the commotion all he managed to do was tumble over his own feet and crumble to the ground. He lay on his elbows facing the building when the currents banded together to grow in force. Reaching its peak, the force gave birth to a small ball that shot upwards, lighting the whole sky in a beautiful explosion of static white. Watching the ball’s every movement as it soared through the air, he saw it expand from a baseball shape to a human sized zorbing orb, before coming back down. It seemed to be heading right for him. “That isn’t possible,” he tried to tell himself while running in the opposite direction, but that only resulted in the orb mirroring his movements.  

	“Help me!” he shouted at them, but it was like asking a deer caught in a pair of headlights for assistance, neither one of them were willing to take their eyes off the powerful force. He could feel a static charge coming from the ball, it appeared to be toying with him, drawing in close before backing away. He tried to seek shelter in one of the buildings when he noticed dozens of faces watching on, useless just like the others. He faced the orb once again to see he was out of time. Instinctively, Hayden curled up into a ball with his hands covering his face; he couldn’t fathom a single thought imagining the worst as the force engulfed him. Was this it? Was he dead? He asked himself before he felt a static charge weaving through his legs and arms. Simultaneously tickling his skin, while causing goosebumps and every hair on his body to stiffen to its peak. Unable to fight every inch of his body being tickled, Hayden fell into a fit of laughter and that’s when he saw the stunning display of currents bouncing and striking all over and around his body, as if he was in the middle of a plasma globe. The force felt slightly warm but seemed less and less dangerous with every passing second, allowing Hayden to gingerly let it dance around his fingertips and hands before he very cautiously stood back up. He couldn’t see anything past the moving wall of electricity spinning around him, but didn’t mind too much. A sudden rush of feeling like a bird soaring through the clouds took over. It was so natural to him, as though he was a bird in another life or something, but he didn’t even like birds. He had always felt uneasy around them, ever since a turkey escaped and chased him around his grandmother’s garden when he was a child. ‘I don’t even like feeding the chickens at home, for God’s sake’. Mesmerized by the sensation of flight, Hayden stretched out his arms and was transformed to the clouds. He could feel the wind passing through his feathers as he rose and fell, gliding, a freedom unlike any other. The only other thing he could compare it to was achieving a slam dunk at the three-point line. He only managed to do it once but it stayed with him. This feeling of aviation, however, was so much more exhilarating. Until it suddenly went away, before he could really stretch his wings the current attacked. The vicious blow sent thousands of sharp pins and needles throughout his entire body. 

	“Jesus Christ…” panicked Hayden, dropping to the ground. “…Oh, my God. Help me!” he pleaded through clenched teeth.  

	“Did you see that?” Dylan asked running to his son’s side. “Oh, silly me, of course you did,” he said overenthusiastically offering him a hand up.  

	“What?” Hayden mumbled clasping his chest. “This place is fascinating, not even a scratch,” Dylan gasped, looking under Hayden’s top. 

	“What the hell are you doing? That thing tried to kill me and you’re smiling. Get off me!” Hayden grunted, pushing away his wandering hands. 

	“It was completely safe…”  

	“Huh!!”  

	“…You were never in danger,” Dylan laughed cupping Hayden’s chin. “It’s just some ancient protection charm that protects you from any severe harm or something like that. You were never in danger. I promise you.”  

	Almost getting killed by that thing was just plain terrifying, but now seeing his father so oddly calm was a deal-breaker! ‘That’s it…no more!’ He didn’t want to stay here another minute and wait for the next thing to slap him around.  

	“Are you hearing yourself?! First, we almost get killed by that Ice Queen and, if that’s not bad enough, I get attacked by a huge-ball-of-electricity,” Hayden said dramatically, emphasising every word. “And now you’re trying to make me believe… I was never in danger! What’s wrong with you?!”  

	“Just hang on and listen to me. I was talking to that man,” said Dylan pointing. “Shazzbuck, I’m sure that’s what he said his name was, and he explained that this place is safe, that you just have to control your powers,” he explained bright eyed and full of enthusiasm as he helped his son to his feet.  

	“Oh, cool, just control my powers, and how long will that take? Better yet, genius! What powers?” he barked, pushing away his father’s hands that were trying to help steady him. “We know nothing about this place; we’re basically hostages, for God’s sake.”  

	“Iris assured me not to worry,” he shrugged, desperate to calm his son. “What you’re going to do will change lives.”  

	“I don’t want to do anything except get us the hell out of here!” shouted Hayden launching onto Dylan’s suit jacket.  

	“Mr Harper,” called out the man in the trench coat.  

	“Coming,” Dylan replied, trying to pull his son along with him.  

	“Get off me!” grunted Hayden swinging his arm free. 

	“Hayden, they don’t want me. They want you,” Dylan said gently. “Just hear what they have to say. I will be right by your side the whole time, I won’t let anyone hurt you, I promise.”  

	“Well, that’s a new philosophy,” Hayden frowned with a deadly undertone. “Wanting to protect me… when you were so keen to call it quits and never see me again not that long ago.”  

	“None of that matters now! You have powers; your choices are endless,” coached Dylan as if he was presenting his son with an invisible award hanging above him. Certain that something had happened to his normally suspicious father, Hayden stepped back and warned him to keep his distance.  

	“Hayden, I know this whole experience is naturally scary and shouldn’t be possible—”  

	“You’d think!”  

	“Let me finish. But I saw something in you change as well. Everything’s different now,” he said gently, slowly drifting closer. “I know you feel it too, so please, please, just listen to what they have to say. It might not be as bad as you imagine,” promoted Dylan, placing his hands on his son’s shoulders. “And soon all the melodramas and material things back home won’t matter anymore.”  

	Hayden truly considered giving this place a try, until his mother entered his thoughts with a powerful thrust. “No!” he yelled, pushing his hands away. “What about mom? She would be freaking out, I can’t just leave her. Having no idea what happened, all by herself, like you did.”  

	Tension circled them, the tall trench coat man walked up with Iris and the little girl by his side. He introduced himself with a very strange husky voice, that made him seem as if he was dying of thirst while choking on food all at once.  

	“That’s great but we’re kind of in the middle of something right now,” judged Hayden ignoring Dylan’s disapproval.  

	“You’re not leaving,” carelessly informed the man in the trench coat.  

	“What makes you commander and chief?” Hayden asked sarcastically while trying to get a decent look of his face behind the hood by standing on his tippy-toes.  

	“You not need to be scared,” whispered the little girl behind Iris. “You’re meant to be here.”  

	“I don’t want any of this,” he pouted.  

	“But it be your de-stiny,” she said shyly having to turn away from Hayden’s scolding.  

	“I won’t be a prisoner and you shouldn’t be either,” he said firmly before kneeling down to her eye level. “No one should be afraid.”  

	“Me not afraid of anything, me mean no one.”  

	“That’s not what you told me before. You’re afraid of her, and I couldn’t say I blame you,” he said full of fire as he met Iris’s gaze. “She probably kidnapped you from your home, too.”  

	“Willowstein was born here” informed Iris while raising her hand towards Shazzbuck who, unlike herself, was losing his patience.  

	“Great! A prisoner from day one.” “Hayden,” Dylan hissed. 

	“Don’t Hayden me! What’s wrong with you anyway? I know this isn’t some ploy, you wouldn’t be dumb enough not to fill me in. Something’s wrong with you,” Hayden thought out loud, his line of sight turning to their kidnapper.  

	“You’ve done something to him haven’t you?! Spill it!”  

	“Very good, Hayden”  

	“What?” Dylan screeched, naturally shocked. 

	“I helped slightly, with his transition.”  

	“Why?” echoed Dylan and Hayden before the little girl raised her hand and mumbled something underneath her breath. 

	“What did you just do?!” barked Hayden flying towards Willowstein. Suddenly he felt something wrap around his ankles. Before he had a chance to look down, he was thrown backwards, along with Dylan, almost butting heads as they hit the ground. Looking up with a thumping noggin, Hayden saw Iris kneel down beside the little girl and whisper something in her ear. Hayden then felt a horrible chill race up his spine the moment Willowstein’s eyes met his own.  

	“I suggest whole-heartedly you apologise to Willowstein,” Hayden heard Iris say inside the walls of his mind. “Before the ground opens up and swallows you whole” she added looking down at his ankles.  

	Following her gaze, he saw the grass beneath his feet along with its many roots had wrapped themselves around him and his father’s ankles. Instinctively he tried to break free, but that only made the unnatural weeds squeeze tighter.  

	“Is she doing this?” Dylan asked.  

	“Yes,” chuckled the man in the trench coat. 

	“We’re sorry,” Dylan instantly apologised.  

	“Not you. Him!” shot down Shazzbuck, wiggling his finger.  

	At first glance his finger looked bumpy, but before Hayden could question what he actually saw, it vanished behind a long sleeve. Swallowing hard, Hayden apologised, but didn’t feel the chill attacking his spine begin to ease until she was out of his line of sight. Seconds later the weeds returned to their beds, freeing their captives.  

	“Be very aware from now on how you treat others, Hayden Ryan Harper. You are surrounded by new recruits that are scared and unaware of the damage they can inflict,” warned Iris. “While many others will no doubt let their abilities get to their heads. Needing to prove their worth by throwing their weight around.”  

	“It’s a glitch we usually take care of in the first couple of months,” added the trench coat man, glancing at Iris who smiled slightly.  

	“Hmm, indeed. But what we cannot control is there being a few accidents along the way, especially if you cannot learn to control that temper of yours and think before you act.”  

	Hayden felt the comfort of his father’s hands on his shoulders but didn’t stray from Iris’s gaze as she continued.  

	“Willowstein has a very strong bond with Gaia’s Children…” she explained, forever composed, glancing down at the grass beneath them. “Which means she can control plant life, from the smallest blade of grass to the tallest of timber. I couldn’t imagine Willowstein commanding them to hurt anyone severely. They have been known more than once… all on their own, to be fatal to those who have not been nice to their friends.”  

	“I didn’t mean to hurt her feelings, I thought… she-she did something,” mumbled Hayden.  

	“Well, she didn’t. She was helping. Let this be a lesson to you. Which will no doubt be the first of many,” she explained with an inkling of cockiness in her voice. “Now, before I go and while you are both pleasantly quiet, this is Shazzbuck. He will be taking you to your room.”  

	“But why can’t you take us?” asked Hayden.  

	“Because I am very short of time.” 

	“But I have so many questions,” added Dylan. 

	“Every-single-thing will be explained in time; Fousia 

	Nazia will see to that, she adores answering questions…” 

	“Adores hearing herself speak, more like it,” corrected Shazzbuck shifting impatiently from the weight of his own trench coat.  

	“Shazzbuck is a Clustertai demon, he is a great Warrior, has incredible strength and will be teaching you a number of techniques in combat and weaponry. As you can clearly see… has very little patience,” paused Iris getting her own piece of justice for the sweet Mrs Nazia. “He expects a hundred and ten per cent from all his pupils and has no tolerance for excuses. His appearance may shock you at first, but he-is-in-no-way-in-any pain or discomfort,” she explained, giving Shazzbuck the perfect opportunity to unveil himself. 

	At first glance both Hayden and Dylan recognised Shazzbuck as being a professional bodybuilder you might see on a protein shake or at the gym. Until they noticed the hundreds of little throbbing veins pulsating all over his bare chest and arms. They seemed to have a life of their own, moving all over the place, causing his dark charcoal skin to shift and dance, leaving his audience naturally shell-shocked.  

	“What you are witnessing is the natural occurrence of the Clustertai Demon. Larvaetai are produced and mature underneath the skin for up to three months before exiting through the pores. This process causes mild scarring.”  

	‘Oh my God, too much information,’ thought Hayden smirking uncomfortably.  

	“Without these occurrences every three months, Shazzbuck would become very ill…” 

	“It’s almost like menstruating,” commented Dylan, causing Hayden to flee behind his hands.  

	“No!” corrected Iris, shaking her head, ignoring Shazzbuck’s clear and present sheer disgust. “The larvaetai’s function is similar to the function of kidneys, filtering and killing any harmful toxins.”  
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